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CHAIR’S ANNUAL REPORT 2020-2021 
 
 
My report last year began with a note about COVID-19 and its impact on the work of the 
Society. This time last year not many of us, I suspect, were expecting to spend the next twelve 
months in varying degrees of lockdown. During 2020 a risk assessment of the impact of the 
pandemic on the Society’s business was a standing item at the Officers meetings on 17 March, 
15 April, 2 June, 29 June, 24 July, 3 September, 13 and 20 October, and 17 November. Overall, 
the Society has adjusted well to the challenges posed by the pandemic. The main risks i.e. those 
associated with the postponement of the annual conference and replacing face-to-face events 
meetings and discussions using online platforms etc. were discussed at the officers group in 
April 2020 and considered and actions agreed at a meeting of the Trustees in May 2020 (see 
minutes). The organisation agreed to run meetings virtually on Zoom and purchased a number 
of licences to allow committees, groups, etc. to 
run events, meetings, etc. as they would have in 
normal circumstances. A digital strategy group 
was established to explore additional and 
enhanced ways of communicating. The annual 
conference, which was to take place in 
Bournemouth in July 2020 was postponed until 
2021, but it was agreed to run a virtual AGM.  It 
was also agreed that training would be piloted 
remotely in order to ensure ongoing support for 
participants and financial continuity for trainers.  
Advice on remote interviewing during covid was 
provided on the OHS website. All these actions 
were considered in terms of costs and subsequently monitored. So, from April onwards, we 
have held virtual meetings throughout this period and communicated with our members and 
the wider oral history community via our website, monthly newsletters, and groups.io (below).  
 
It has been an extremely difficult and often painful time for many, including colleagues working 
as freelancers and in the public, charitable and higher education sectors. In higher education, 
for example, a number of universities have announced closures and redundancies that have 
directly impacted on oral historians and threatened our interests and objectives. I have sent a 
number of letters on behalf of the Society, and in case of the University of East London, 
committed us to a number of measures of non- collaboration.   
 
During the course of the year, we also witnessed the murder of George Floyd in the US which 
provoked widespread debate and soul-searching across educational and cultural institutions as 
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to how we can better address the wider cultural issues raised by his murder. In this regard we 
are looking closely at our appointments policies and processes and are discussing how we might 
organise one or more round table discussions on diversity, including one led by prominent Black 
Asian and Minority Ethnic oral historians and representatives of BAME organisations. The 
purpose of this would be to reflect on current practices and consider what further we can do as 
an organisation. These interventions beg an important and overdue discussion of how we 
engage with such wider issues, campaigns and stakeholders. 
 
Our current financial position to an extent reflects the significant changes brought about by the 
pandemic. Overall, the Society’s accounts ended 2020 just over £5K in surplus on the previous 
year, bringing our reserves to a total of just under £96K, a fairly secure position given current 
circumstances. Underneath the headline figures, however, the postponement of the annual 
conference impacted on both costs and income sides of the balance sheet. The enforced 
reduction in travel costs was a saving, but the loss of face-to-face training impacted on the 
returns from our training programme (see below). More worryingly, the year has seen a decline 
in membership, with both individual and institutional subscriptions down by around 9% and 
45% respectively. We attribute this in part to the impact of the pandemic, that is loss of 
earnings and cutbacks in institutional and project funding. However, these membership trends, 
though exacerbated by COVID-19, pre-date the pandemic. We recognise the need to address 
these trends as well as consider alternative ways of generating income. Whilst we can absorb a 
projected loss of £10K in 2021, we know this is not sustainable in the medium and long term. 
 
The focus of our strategic planning this year has been very much on our digital strategy, 
building our capacity to meet online via zoom, which has now become the norm not only for 
our Trustee meetings but also Special Interest Groups (SIGs), the Regional Network, the 
Training Group, the Journal Editorial Board and indeed for members, as we experimented at 
last year’s AGM.  A suite of groups.io email discussion groups has now been rolled out to aid 
communication and discussion across the Society. A tremendous amount of work has gone into 
rebuilding and transforming our website, making navigation much easier, less text-based, and 

more user-driven. Our commitment to 
promote debate and discussion 
amongst members is behind the 
decision to launch a blog on our website 
and align it more closely with other 
groups within the organisation. We are 
particularly grateful to Beth Thomas, 
Cai Parry-Jones and members of the 
Digital Strategy Group for their work on 
the website which was launched in April 

2021.  
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Many of our SIGs have held some exciting and well-attended events despite the constraints of 
lockdown. Particularly striking were the series of talks and events organised by our relatively 
new Creative Practice SIG, the impressive seminar series run by our LGBTQ SIG and the growing 
attendance and social media interest in our newly-created Higher Education SIG. Many thanks 
are due to Craig Fees for his role supporting and encouraging SIG activities as well as his work 
promoting wider participation in the Society through groups.io  
 
Our Regional Network held its annual event on zoom, choosing as its focus oral history during 
COVID, which included presentations on our new digital strategy and this was followed by a 
workshop on the technical as well as ethical and methodological issues associated with remote 
interviewing. The latter has proved to be an important focus of debate and has been raised in 
the Committee and the Higher Education SIG, where we are hoping to pursue the issue. In 
common with other events, feedback from the Regional Network attendees highlighted the 
benefits of online meetings from the point of view of costs, accessibility and helping to reverse 
climate change. 
 
Despite lockdown, the 
Journal Editorial Board and 
team were able to continue 
to work remotely during the 
pandemic and both issues of 
the Oral History journal for 
autumn 2020 and spring 
2021 were published. The 
latter was the largest issue 
to date, running to 142 pages and included an excellent mix of articles as well as the hugely 
informative and interesting sections on current British and International work.  We are looking 
forward to strengthening the links between the Journal and our website, which will include 
blogs from current British work and online book and media reviews. This will help grow our 
national and international profile. 
 
Our joint training programme with National Life Stories and the British Library was initially 
badly impacted by COVID-19, but, led by Camille Johnston, the training team quickly 
reversioned almost all the courses for online delivery 
via Zoom over two half-days and with fewer 
attendees. The trainers held several Zoom meetings 
to share knowledge and skills around remote 
interviewing technology and online teaching. By the 
end of 2020 a remarkable 60 courses had been held 
involving 480 people, including 35 courses tailored 
for individual projects. One silver lining of the 
pandemic has been that online training has attracted 
many more international participants (8%) and has 

© The British Library  



4 
 

also enabled people to attend from more geographically remote parts of the UK who might not 
otherwise have had the funding to do so. 
 
Over the last twelve months we have strengthened our links with the Historical Association and 
school teachers. Julia Letts ran a seminar for the HA on oral history in schools as a result of 
which the HA have agreed in principle to include oral history in their initial teacher training 
programme. The current plan is for the OHS to fund two films to be used in teacher training. 
This is a really important stepping stone in terms of embedding oral history in teacher 
education and we are indebted to Julia Letts, Kate Melvin and Helen Lloyd for their efforts and 
success in this area of our work. 
 
As mentioned above our annual conference on the Media, planned for 2020 was postponed 
until 2021 due to COVID-19, but thanks to Polly Owen’s hard work behind the scenes we are 
now eagerly looking forward to our first online conference in July! There is an exciting range of 
presentations and some outstanding plenary speakers, for which thanks are due to Fiona 

Cosson and the organising group. We 
will learn from our experience of this 
year’s conference for next year, which 
will be on the theme of ‘Home’ (agreed, 
coincidentally, prior to lockdown) which 
could see an virtual element running 
alongside what for most of us will be a 
welcome return to a face-to-face event, 
at least we hope! 

 
Over the course of the year, we have said goodbye to a number of trustees. Robert Wilkinson 
joined the committee in 1984 and made an enormously important all-round contribution to the 
development of the Society, not least as longstanding treasurer. Rob’s successor as Treasurer 
for the last five years, Nick Chalmers, also retired and we will always be indebted to him for 
bringing clarity and common sense to our discussions on finance. We shall also miss Shelley 
Trower, who joined the Committee in 2008 and played an important role in the HE Group and 
sat on the organising groups of a number of conferences. Finally, we have said goodbye to 
Sarah Ellis, who worked so effectively on the OHS archive at the BL and as our data protection 
officer, and who left us after only two years on the Committee. Our thanks and best wishes go 
to them all. And our condolences go to the families and friends of former Welsh MP, human 
rights activist and oral historian, Hywel Francis, who sadly died last year.  In terms of new 
Committee members, we were delighted to have welcomed Titi Faluyi as our new Treasurer 
and we hope to fill two further vacancies in the coming months. Finally, I cannot conclude 
without expressing my thanks to our part-time staff and my enormous appreciation for the 
brilliant (voluntary) effort of our Officers, Committee, SIGs, Regional Networkers and to our 
wider membership for their contribution to the Oral History Society and movement during what 
has been a challenging year. 
 

John Gabriel, Chair (on behalf of the Trustees). 


