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8 Silver Street
Bury
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FORMING LOCAL TRADE ASSOCIATIONS
BACKGROUND
1)         Old Associations: how they were formed, and why they failed
Historically, there has been only one real motivating reason for forming local taxi and private hire associations, and that was because the local authority did some​thing to provoke the trade into action: increase fees dramatically; introduce a vehi​cle age or colour policy; or some other onerous condition of licence, and the trade were, as by magic, galvanised into action.
"Let's form an Association and oppose the council!"
What a good idea!.... Unfortunately time moves on; Associations rarely do.
If the council ratifies the rise in fees or new conditions, the newly-formed Association collapses in frustration at their inability to affect the council's decision. Even in areas where funds were found to successfully challenge the council's decision through the courts, once the case was won and the "danger" passed, the motivation for the Association to continue also faded away.
Whatever the story, the oft-repeated atrophy syndrome then sets in. First meeting -  packed to the rafters.
Second meeting -   reasonable attendance, with nothing to actually discuss. Third meeting -     hardly anyone bothers.
Fourth meeting - one or two founder members have a drink at the bar, speculat​ing on whether anyone else will turn up; when the bar closes, they go home - and with it, the Association.
Does this scenario sound familiar to you?
Taxi associations tend to last longer, as they see each other every day on the rank where they can "ensure their continued membership". They certainly have a high​er profile in the town, and with the council, but whether or not some of them actu​ally achieve anything is certainly open to doubt. Fees still rise, rank spaces do not increase or improve their position, taxi fares may not rise for four or five years, and how many use all their subs to pay for unmet demand surveys while at the same time installing radios and opening offices to survive...?
Times are a'changing!
2) The cancer of committees
Our trade, because of a finite amount of work being chased by everybody in a local area, ensures that bitter rivalries exist wherever you look. Operators spend a lot of
their time bidding for account work, and attempting to undercut rival operators to be first past the post for contracts. Drivers move from fleet to fleet in an attempt to improve their income; but even within a fleet, one driver's happy smile as he/she gets a tasty distance job to the airport is met with the sullen face of the driver who got a local from the supermarket.
If we are realistic, therefore, the idea that these rivalries will somehow go away when we form a local Association is not very likely. One can almost guarantee that upon the election of a chair, it will automatically mean that there will be a number of faces missing from the next meeting because, for one reason or anoth​er, they do not wish to associate with the elected chair.
3)
Driving force
In nearly every Association that we meet, there is usually one, perhaps two, people who are prepared to put themselves out and do the work. Sad to relate, the rest of the trade are usually quite willing to sit back and let that person or persons do all the donkey work.
It is obvious, therefore, that either the workhorse runs out of steam or he/she does something which the rest of the members do not like. In any event, once that dri​ving force leaves, the Association usually falls apart.
4)
Divide and conquer
Local authorities, by the very nature of the beast, have always ruled our trade on the divide-and-conquer synopsis. Even if the local authority recognises a local Association, unless that Association can produce evidence that they represent the major part of the trade in the locality, the council will always seek to obtain the views of other interests in that area.
This is most readily illustrated by the taxi associations' annual application for an increase in fares. Time after time, the local Association puts in for an increase, the council advertises that increase in the papers, and a small section of the trade, usu​ally the independents, object on the grounds that they feel that the public will not pay the increases and that their businesses will suffer. It is largely because of this problem that there are areas in the country where taxi fares have not risen for sev​eral years.
A CHANGE OF PHILOSOPHY
1)
When to form an Association
Local Associations should not be formed just because you don't like what your council is doing. At the end of the day, councils will always come up with things you don't like; the secret surely is to form the Association before problems arise, so that you have an on-going dialogue with your authority.
At very least you will know what the council is going to do at the planning stage, which may indeed save heartache later on. We have found that most local author​ities, and certainly licensing officers, welcome such dialogue.
Far too often the National Association is consulted far too late in the day. Very often by the time the problem reaches our desks, the only options are yet another trip to court, if indeed we hear about the problem within the time for appealing!
2)
The first hurdle
Operators
Forming an operators' Association very much depends on the will of the rival busi​nesses to get together in the first place. At first glance this may seem to be an impossible task, but there is logicality in this assumption. Are there not Chambers of Commerce; are there not Associations of Master Builders, hair​dressers, and every other type of business you could think of. At the top of the tree, is there not the CBI?
All that needs to be done is to set some parameters prior to your initial meeting, so that none of the operators feels left out or threatened. In other words, the purpose of the Association has to be clearly defined as one of mutual benefit and not rival​ry. Mutual access to bus lanes springs to mind as a very desirable target.
Drivers
Drivers' Associations rely on the ability of those who wish to found a local Association to communicate with all the drivers in the area. Yes, you see each other every day of the week; but you very rarely know exactly who the drivers in an area are. Here, it helps enormously to enlist the aid of your local authority. Only they have a complete list of the names and addresses of all the drivers; but remember that the private hire driver's address does not form part of public record, and you may have to encourage your council to do the initial mailout for you. This is not as difficult as you may imagine. 
Joint Associations
The National Association has been successful in forming joint taxi and private hire Associations, albeit outside the major cities in the country. We accept that intense
rivalries do exist, but isn't it about time that we started burying the hatchet? Who would have thought, when we started the National Association,  that we would be active in setting up hackney carriage-only Associations; or that such bodies would affiliate; or indeed that joint Associations could be set up. And yes, there are also joint driver and operator Associations.
Seems like a difficult task, doesn't it? But none of the above obstacles is unusual or insurmountable. At the end of the day, there are a growing number of success​ful Associations to testify to this fact.
3)         Smoothing the way
Shooting the chairman
Sorry folks, we know that there are any number of persons out there who would love to chair their local Association, either from a personal desire for self-aggrandisement, or from a genuine desire to do a useful task within the local trade.
Now be honest - are you truly the angel that you think yourself to be? Each of us has their faults and problems, and outside a committee meeting or a trade meeting we will readily admit to those faults. But the minute you put on a chairperson’s hat, everybody expects you to change your character altogether. Impartiality, honesty, even-handedness, astuteness, knowledge, are supposed to descend from on high the moment you sit in the chair.
So let's not have a chair. Or a vice-chair... they’ve probably got more vices than you know.
We do need a secretary: somebody who is going to do all the hard work - com​municate with the council, communicate with members, send out news sheets, gen​erally keep the whole thing purring along. That secretary does not necessarily have to be a member of the trade. There are a lot of spouses/partners out there who have got time to deal with correspondence. Let's face it: the operator is at work all day running his/her business, the drivers are behind the wheel of their cars, trying to cope with those brown envelopes which come through the letterbox on a regular basis.
That is why it is difficult to get people to stand up and accept the responsibility of all the hard work involved. If there is such a person from within the ranks of the trade, great, but if there isn't, find somebody who's prepared to do it.
And - go even further. No Association will work without some influx of funds. So having collected those funds, how about paying your secretary? It doesn't have to be a huge amount... but there are a lot of unemployed people out there who would be only too delighted to take on the task for a very reasonable rate.
Furthermore, because they are receiving some payment, however small, it usually ensures their dedication to their task.
Who chairs the meetings?
Having got rid of the chair, we've now got to decide who does the business at the meetings. Simple:  divide and conquer.
No one person has his or her hand on the tiller the whole of the time. You elect a steering group of an appropriate number of people who chair the meetings in turn, which ensures that no one person is seen to be the Big Cheese; and more impor​tantly, each in turn learns to do the job.
Yes indeed, there is a learning curve; we are not born with all the skills needed, but given time, they can be acquired.
The Barrack Room Lawyer
The National Association has identified a deplorable lack of knowledge in the trade, from Lands End to John O'Groats, on the laws and rules which govern our trade.
We cannot expect to win battles with local authorities unless we have a thorough working knowledge of those rules and regulations. In the early stages, the National Association is your vital link to interpretation of legal points that arise. We ask all local affiliated Associations to send in minutes of their meetings, so that we can give them a quick read and find out if you're going the wrong direction, or bark​ing up the wrong tree.
But you've got to find one person who, through direct liaison with the National Association, will learn sufficient skills to be able at council meetings not to be bamboozled by what's going on. This is very important. It is vital that all local authorities are put to notice that rules work both ways, and that somebody in your local Association has access to, or knowledge of, all matters arising at council meetings.
This Association hopes that with a new wave of local Associations, properly edu​cated and informed of their rights, the divide-and-conquer syndrome will disappear forever. Obviously the National Association pledges to do whatever is necessary to educate your chosen barrack room lawyer; having said that, it would be desirable if your candidate has a modicum of grey matter - no, that is not being rude, it is being realistic, as some of this legislation is somewhat complicated.
Health Warning: Do not assume that your local knowledgeable person is infalli​ble. Very often the barrack room lawyers we meet appear to live in the wrong bar​racks, and have their own weird ideas of the law. If in doubt, always check it out.
Remember, this Association has a legal helpline (0161 280 2800) which is available to all members of the Association, for assistance with any and all prob​lems which may be encountered.  Once again - if in doubt, check it out.
Treasurer
If you are collecting subs, somebody's got to handle the money. Obviously there is always the implied threat that somebody will do a runner with these vast amounts of money; so always ensure that more than one person signs the cheques, or if possible, enlist a well known local bookkeeper to take on the task - especial​ly if he/she is already involved in doing the accounts for local drivers. We have found that such people are very useful, and have assisted local Associations in not only keeping the books but, with Self Assessment in place, you may be able to do a deal with him/her on a cheap rate to ensure all your members are safely within the system.
Constitution
If it is the intention of the local Association to form a liaison group with the local authority, it is essential that they show that local authority that their Association is properly and democratically constituted. The National Association has a draft con​stitution which has been adopted by many local Associations.
The constitution should then be formally deposited with the local Authority, together with a nominal roll of members, so that the local authority knows whom they are dealing with. If you set it up correctly and do the job right, nobody will ever ask the question, "Who do you think you represent then?"
4)         "What's in it for us?"
As we have said, an Association formed for the sole purpose of locking horns with the local authority is probably doomed to fade away - that is, unless there is an overriding benefit to membership.
If you consider the trade in your local area, taken not just as individual drivers but as members of the community, we very often employ more people than the larger local businesses. Furthermore, we generate a huge amount of cash - which is spent locally. And yet we are not granted the same consideration from the community as workers in other industries.
It is essential that, in setting up a local Association, commercial matters are attend​ed to as one of the first jobs undertaken. We spend tens of thousands of pounds on fuel, tyres, parts and accessories, and indeed the vehicles themselves. Individually we have to pay the going rate; collectively, we have a strong bargain​ing position.
We need to maximise our buying potential; to go round the garages to obtain com​mercial benefits for all motoring services. Large discounts can be obtained from motoring breakdown organisations, insurance companies... you will find that the
medical profession will also be prepared to do a deal on your annual medicals.
We all have families; what about cards for discount warehouses, for clothing and food?
Let's join the local Chamber of Commerce, so that we know where the bargains are to be found; and consequently, starting to take a part in the community, rather, than merely being "those taxi drivers".
5)
In Conclusion
We hope that this pamphlet has given you some ideas. More information and draft constitutions can be obtained from the National Association.
If you feel that it would be beneficial, this Association will endeavour to attend  your first or subsequent meetings to ensure that everything is set up properly, and to set up a formal liaison between the National and the local Association.
For further details contact  Donna Short or Karen Barlow,
The National Private Hire & Taxi Association,
 7 Old Green, Bury, Lanes. BL8 4DP
(Tel) 0161 280 2800 - legal helpline
E Mail: npha@btconnect.com
