
Inaugural Speech of SIGBI President, Margaret Oldroyd

International President Ann, Honoured Guests and Soroptimist Friends, 

Tonight is a very special night for our Federation – it is New Year’s Eve!

Around the world, New Year is marked at different times according to climate, culture and religion. But for us it is here, tonight as we begin a fresh chapter in our history – a new Federation year - our eightieth year.

New year, like all new starts, is both exciting and a little frightening – more than a little for me just at this moment! As is customary at these times, my thoughts turn both to the past and to the future and to the theme of continuity and change.

But to start by looking back to the very recent past, I want to thank Immediate Past President Pat for leading us with thoughtfulness and dedication over the last year. I also want to thank all the Gateshead team for a wonderful conference. We have really enjoyed the warm hospitality and welcome here on Tyneside. 

This is the start of a unique year in my Soroptimist life which inevitably brings to mind friends and the support they have given and continue to give me.

I was introduced to Soroptimism by Su Rennison of the Canterbury Club. She was handing over to me as Secretary of a group of my professional association and said – by the way, I think you might be interested in joining this organisation – here’s a leaflet – and the rest as they say is history!
I also think of past members of my club who encouraged me to take on roles which gave me valuable experience.

I remember the lasting friendships made in all three Midlands Regions when I was their councillor and recall the generosity of Past Federation President, Elizabeth Harrison, enabling me to carry on as her Conference Chief Steward through my serious illness. Above all, I value the unswerving support of my  Nottingham club friends which I treasure so much and which, I suspect, is going to be tested to the limit this year!

And now to the future and what a wonderful team we have to go forward into this anniversary year. I want to congratulate the members of the new Federation Management Board and all our new Presidents. We are only part of the Federation team which also includes our Executive Officer and her staff, and every single member in our 29 countries. This is not my year and my team. It is the SIGBI year and the SIGBI team. 

2014 is going to be a challenging time. Our business is programme action and, like many others, we will be assessing our progress with the Millennium Development Goals - the topic for next year’s Commission on the Status of Women. More importantly, we must work to ensure that women are key decision-makers in setting the post 2015 development agenda and that their needs are at the heart of the new goals. Our recently achieved special consultative status with ECOSOC gives us a position of enhanced influence on behalf of the world’s women and we must seize this opportunity and use it to maximum effect. 

SIGBI celebrates its eightieth birthday next July. Anniversaries challenge us to think about our Federation and whether it is achieving what we want it to achieve. Is it ‘fit for purpose’ for the twenty first century? Like all voluntary organisations, we face the need for change if we are to thrive rather than just survive. We know the challenges : more competition for members’ time and money; higher expectations from potential members; a myriad other groups and causes competing for new recruits; changes in technology affecting how we communicate and do business.

We are in a new context where established organisations are often on the margins rather than at the centre of community life and where the public at large has limited understanding of them. Yet people do work for causes and organisations which enable them to make a positive difference – if they enjoy themselves at the same time. So it is essential that we embrace the changing needs and wants of volunteers and ensure that what we offer, and the ways they can access it, meet them.

Just as the computer companies have always been in the communications business but have moved from mainframes to the hand-held smartphone, so we too must stick steadfastly to what we stand for:  transforming the lives of women and girls -  but always look to see how this can best be achieved. The product must survive but it may need to be delivered in different ways. The trick is to value continuity where it helps us while embracing the benefits of change and revitalisation.

 It is very clear what Margaret Adams, our first Federation President, would expect of us. She led a group of thirty Clubs from being a section within SI Europe to becoming a new Federation.  Those members took a huge risk. They took it to help them fulfil the preeminent task of gaining more members and so being better able to achieve their vision for women.  

In July 1934 Margaret Adams said :

‘Life in the modern world is fraught with difficulties …... There is a need for grit and determination and high courage and for the spirit of understanding.’ 

That gives me a huge sense of continuity with my namesake because we could say exactly that about the Federation today. I believe that we must continue to be courageous and that if we are, we will be successful for two main reasons :

Firstly, because our unique selling point, that we are women helping women, has stood the test of time. We ‘punch well above our weight’ as a voluntary organisation in terms of the number and impact of our projects. Our focus on education and leadership is gaining in public recognition. The first Federation Day of Action was a resounding success and I know that the next one, supporting the last year of the BIG Project, will be even better. Although there is no new project to celebrate our 80th anniversary, if you wish to mark the occasion, I commend to you our own charities: the Emergency Relief Fund and The Diamond Education Grant, which educates, empowers and enables women to build better personal futures. The impact of this sort of focused activity raises our profile and enhances our ability to influence change. 

Secondly, we can succeed because we have already recognised the need to develop our Federation and the ways we work as an organisation. Last year, three new countries: Nepal, Tanzania, Uganda (returning) joined us. Tonight, I have welcomed the first President of the new Southern Africa Network. I am so thrilled at these positive developments and much looking forward to visiting Zimbabwe next March and attending the first Southern Africa Network Council meeting and the proposed African Federation conference in Pretoria. 

We are all involved with our plan for ‘Building the Future of SIGBI’, for example, piloting different types of membership and clubs. Our revised constitution helps Clubs to organise themselves to suit their context and to best support effective project work linked to recruitment. The addition to our staff of a Communications Officer to ‘raise the profile’ of the Federation will be an exciting step forward.  Soroptimists have always led change for others. So let’s also be confident in leading change for ourselves. As Ghandi said, ‘The difference between what we do and what we are capable of doing would solve most of the world’s problems’. 

Next year, from 6th – 8th November, we will be in the great county of Yorkshire for our Federation conference in Harrogate which was the venue for the very first Federation council meeting in 1934 – we are coming home!  

Harrogate International Conference Centre, always one of our favourite venues, has been upgraded since we were last there. There will be a large exhibition in a new, purpose built exhibition hall, where our refreshment breaks will be taken, and plenty of free time has been included for you to relax and network informally.

Our conference theme, Women Leading Change Together, describes exactly what we do for others and are doing for ourselves. We will focus on women’s leadership, especially in business and the media, and look at how we, and the world, have changed over 80 years of transforming women’s lives. The programme will offer you the opportunity for question and answer sessions with our high profile speakers - including Woman’s Hour presenter, Dame Jenni Murray.  

To return to my starting point, a New Year means excitement, anticipation and fear of the unknown – like a new job, even when we want it, we fear the challenge and leaving behind what we are comfortable with. We all know how good it feels when we have dared and succeeded and how disappointed we feel when we know we’ve avoided a challenge and stayed in a rut. So, make a resolution that this will be the year when you introduce that innovative change to your club or when you start that challenging new project.

Remember the words of that wisest of wizards, Professor Albus Dumbledore of Harry Potter fame who said, ‘It is not our abilities which show what we truly are. It is our choices’.

Let’s make our 80th year one in which we move decisively and imaginatively into the future, in which we make a real difference for women in our communities, and let us meet in Harrogate next November to celebrate having made the exciting choices which our first Federation President and her members would expect of us -  as  women who lead change together.
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