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	13/1.
The Conference receives the Report 

13/2.
The Conference adopts the recommendation of the Epworth Press Interim Reference Group to pursue Option 4 (Closure), and directs the Methodist Council to undertake the practical steps required to implement it.

13/3.
The Conference acknowledges the achievements of the Epworth Press and the contribution of the Revd Michael Townsend and his colleagues on the Epworth Press Editorial Board over many years. 


Summary of Content

	Subject and Aims
	Proposal for the future of the Epworth Press in terms of its closure.

	Main Points


	· Reports on sales and marketing figures and meetings with third-party publisher


1. Since its report to the Methodist Council in April 2011 and the preparation of the report for the Conference which can be found as item 13 in the Agenda, the Epworth Press Interim Reference Group has been working to explore the possibility of a ‘strategic alliance’ (Option 3) with a third party publisher as recommended to the Conference by the Council.  This has involved monitoring the impact of the recent marketing campaign, undertaking further market research and having more detailed discussions with a third party publisher. In the three months since that report for the April meeting of the Council was prepared, the following factors have emerged.

2. In terms of sales, the promotional campaign launched in February led to a noticeable increase in sales in February and March; however this tailed off markedly in April and May when sales returned to a similar level as before.
	Month
	Nov

2010
	Dec
	Jan

2011
	Feb
	March
	April
	May

	Sales value
	£1893
	£1693
	£2134
	£4684
	£4758
	£1781
	£2033


Moreover, the overall level of sales remained at a relatively low level which meant that the increase in sales barely covered the cost of the marketing campaign itself (£4400). 

3. In terms of marketing research, there were some problems in organising the planned focus groups, but the in-depth interviews have identified a lack of clarity in terms of the Epworth Press brand and different opinions as to which market the books were aimed at. 

4. Most significant were the meetings with a possible third-party publisher. At an initial meeting there was much interest  expressed in a collaborative approach and recognition both of the opportunity (and challenge) to establish a clearer brand for the Epworth Press and a different type of book focusing on the three core objectives identified in the main Report (Agenda Item 13 paragraphs 16 and 17). At a subsequent meeting the Reference Group was able to exchange more information about sales and titles with a view to identifying a model (including structure, process and budget) as to how a new joint project might proceed. However, after they had time to reflect on the information provided, the publishers came back to the Group to say that their conclusion was that the model was not economically viable; moreover they indicated that to break even would require a sales volume which is some five times the annual sales level of the bestselling Epworth titles currently available. 

5. This came as disappointing news to the Reference Group, as the Group had hoped that working alongside a publisher with similar objectives to the Church’s own, and with experience of the market into which the Group wanted to move, might have enabled a new and viable model for the Epworth Press.  However, quite clearly the professional judgement of prospective colleagues was that this model, given the current state of Christian publishing, was not economically viable. 

6. Putting these three factors together, namely the continuing low level of sales, the lack of clarity about brand recognition, and the clear response from those with whom the Group had hoped to explore ways of working together, the clear view of the Reference Group is that it can no longer recommend to the Conference Option 3 (Strategic Alliance) as identified in the original report. 

7. The Reference Group had already stated that it did not consider Option 1 (In-house Provision) and Option 2 (Service Level Agreement) to be viable.

Option 1 would require investment in the necessary commissioning, editorial, production, distribution  and marketing infrastructure required to run a publishing business, as this structure does not exist currently within the Church; moreover this investment would be required for 18 months before any prospect of return in terms of sales income, given the time-scale to bring a book to market.

Option 2 would also require the Church to invest in a commissioning and editorial structure, but then to buy in some of the production and distribution services; in effect continuing with arrangements very similar to the present ones but trying to make them work better. Given the history of substantial losses which the Epworth Press has incurred in recent years and the current reality which is that recent titles are simply unable to recover their production costs, let alone meet editorial and marketing costs, we do not consider this to be a realistic aim. For these reasons the Reference Group is unwilling to recommend either of these options.

8. Having explored as best it can the possible options for keeping the Epworth Press open to publishing new books, the Reference Group considers that none of these options offers a viable model going into the future. Reluctantly, it now considers that the only practical option is the last one in the original report, Option 4 (Closure). 

9. The Reference Group recognises that this Option will involve some additional work and costs (identified in the report) to close down the list, to sort out contractual issues, and to ensure continued access to some specific backlist titles by alternative means. It also recognises that this would bring to an end a significant chapter in the history of the Methodist Church in terms of its involvement in Christian publishing. However, given the current state of the Christian book market and the anticipated costs and unlikely returns of future investment in the Epworth Press, the Group considers that it would be irresponsible to bring any other recommendation. 

***RESOLUTIONS

13/1. The Conference received the Report.
13/2. The Conference adopted the recommendation of the Epworth Press Interim Reference Group to pursue Option 4, and directs the Methodist Council to undertake the practical steps required to implement it.

13/3. The Conference acknowledges the achievements of the Epworth Press and the contribution of The Revd Michael Townsend and his colleagues on the Epworth Press Editorial Board over many years.
