Thinking the unthinkable — 5 that is even worse than the way we elect Bven so, the decisions can't be ‘right’, becau
The Central Council government. Most ringers never vote for an;hey cause heated argument every time some
. Council members, let alone vote them onto ties to ring something innovative.

The Central Coungll .(CC) de_lte_s from _th orking committees, or form a view about their One reason is that it is quite hard to defii
same era as most ringing societies, which ffectiveness in the job. things consistently and  unambiguousl
looked at n th_e last article, but it was by no Self perpetuating committees — Committees especially when trying to cater for well ove
means the inevitable next step that Fhe refprme£§e elected by Council members, not b{3,000 different methods rung so far, and
thot_Jght’ th_a_n they proposet_:i a ‘national rlngln%rdinary ringers. A few people have served omake names fit with things that people expect
;omety. Initially there was little support for thethe same committee for many years, and sorbe called the same thing on a different numt
idea, and onI_y when .Slr AP Heywood took u f these long servers propose each other wheroftbells. Over the years, tf&C’s experts have
the cause, did anything happen. As a notab mes to elections. In fact, many committeesrestled with the problem of providing
ringer and composer, and one_of the land ve significant turnover of members, but thainiversal definitions that we can all agree o
gentry (see RW p.313) he used his |nf|uence Afbesn't make headlines. A more seriouand to a large degree they have succeeded.
some cIever_tactlcs, to_ fo_rm the_C_ounCII aS Hiticism is that Council members voting forunsurprisingly they have failed to cover a
loose federatlgn of the ringing societies. committees have inadequate information opossibilities. How ever much they tweak tt

The _Councu s loose s_tructurz_a and procedurqﬁhich to base their vote. They often know littledefinitions, people keep discovering new wa
made it n,Ot very gﬁecuve at T'rSt' It reﬂeCt.edabout what an existing committee member hag ringing that don't fit the old ways of
He_ywoods main _lnterest, which was to brin chieved, or what a potential new member ®escribing things. Usually the definitions ai
science and consistency to the t.eChn'CaI aSpeEEfpable of achieving, so there is a strongatched up, but not without friction.
of rnging, though that was qf little _|nt§rest totendency to ‘vote for familiar faces’. Many people advocate another way. Inste
most ringers. But from this beglnnmg the Honorary members — This changed at theof only recognising peals in types of methc
Council evolved. . Before the First War 2010 Council meeting, but | will include it for that have already been defined, why not sepai
produced .thej seminal bookell Tower:s gnd completeness. About 10% of Council membeithe two tasks of describing methods (so we
Bell Hang_lng._ An Appeal to ArCh'teCt:_SWh'Ch were elected by the Council itself, and didn’know what we mean when we talk about thei
had a Iastlng influence on bell restoration. Aﬂerrepresent a ringing society. That seemed evend stipulating the criteria for what makes a pe
the war, its prot_:edures were progresswel%ore undemocratic — a way to thwart the will ohcceptable (regardless of whether the type
reformed to m{ake It more effectlve,.and as N®hember societies. In fact, since they wermethod used to ring it has yet been conceive
nt_aeds arose, it set up new committees tc_) de_'é’:} cted by secret ballot, and had to receive The criteria for acceptability could be relativel
with them. .Some committees seem guamt "?f:aajority vote to be elected, they probably hadimple — minimum length, continuous ringing
re_trospect, like the_ one to negotiate discount ore people voting for them than the averagbde need for truth, and so on (though even tl
raﬂvyay f.are.s. for ringers, but others had mor ociety representative does. The tititurns out to be less simple than you mig
Iastlng_ 5|gn|f|cance. For example, the_c?”" onorary’ was misleading too. They werethink). Innovation would still require
Council Library currently hqlds more 1NgING-gjacted ~ because they had some particuldefinitions to be extended to cater for them, k
related_ books _than_ the_ British L'bfafy and th%xperience or skill to contribute, usually to d@hat would be a retrospective technical ‘tidyir
Cambr@ge University L|brary. ,Comb'n?d'.. specific working committee. Unsurprisingly,up’ task, removed from any controversy abo

D_esplte the C_ouncn S S|gn|f|cant people selected in this way tended to be morvehether peals containing the new methods wi
achlevements, many ringers still 'see it as &ctive in Council than many other members, araitceptable. This seems a superior approach,
remote irrelevance. | am re”f””ded of the Mor_]%any of them held offices, which also drewso far no one has managed to produce a se
lethon .SketCh where the natives Were,grumb“n(?riticism. criteria that gain consensus — even among
What did the Roman_s ever do for us?' And then In 2010, Council revised its rules to make aritics — so the status quo remains.
they grudgingly ad.mlt.ted: Wwell, apart frqm t.hemuch clearer link between a smaller number of Out of touch — The Council is accused of nc
aque_d_ucts, sar_utatlor), road_s, Imgation, ot are now called ‘additional members’ (deing interested in ‘ordinary ringers’. Of cours
medicine, educgnon, W|’ne, public baths, fresqﬁore accurate description) and the value thatdepends what you mean by an ordinary ring
water, and pu_bllc he’alth. they will bring to the Council. In a nutshell, The Council’'s work serves the whole Exercis

The Counu! hasn't been around as long as tr?1%mination:s must be made in advance, argb not all of its output will interest every ringe
Romans, l.)Ut it has been around far Iong_er th%%companied by a statement about what tk®r example, someone who doesn’'t teac
modern. fingers can remember,. and it W8Sandidate can offer, and why they are needed. doesn’'t get involved in bell maintenance ¢
rgsponsmle for much of the fabric of modemn Inactive members — Since most of the restoration, rings few methods, never rin
r'“g"_‘g_tha‘ we take for granted. Council's work is done by its committees, ongeals, has no interest in improved performan:
Criticisms might expect that most members would be on ahd never rings outside the home tower mic

Despite the Council's good work, it is heavilyeast one committee. In fact nearly 60% opass over much of it. But even such a ring
criticised, so there must be some things it is Nglempers serve on no committee at all. Manyay benefit indirectly from the Council’'s work
doing well, especially as some of the criticismgembers do not contribute to debates either. Dm education, training, tower management
come from ringers who have themselves madgese silent members lobby actively behind thgell restoration.
significant contributions to ringing. Let's se€scenes? What did those who elected themPerhaps the real problem is that ordina
what fire, if any, lies behind the smoke. expect them to do? Currently there are feweingers are out of touch with the Council. Th.

Just ajolly — The Council is portrayed as althan 150 committee places (including stewardprovides a different perspective, but it does r
elite group that spends a weekend a year havigficers, etg while Council has over 200 absolve the Council, since it reflects on i
a good time and arguing about esoteric thingaembers. Yet committee elections are oftefailure to engage with the majority of ringer:
like methods. That view is largely based ofyncontested, and several committees haircluding its failure to engage with some of tt
ignorance, since the annual meeting is just thgyerated with vacancies in recent years. accomplished and ambitious ringers who &
tip of an iceberg. Most of the Council’s work is ' Restrictive rules (peals and methods) — among its sternest critics.
done year-round by its officers and fifteenstrictly the Council has no ‘rules’ for what we Incapable of change — The Council has
working committees, most of which are nokan ring, just ‘decisions’ for what it includes inthrown out several attempts to reform it. A
concerned with methods, but deal with almosfs records, so we can ring what we like. Imrganisation like the Central Council needs
every other aspect of ringing. practice most ringers like their performances tprovide long term stability, so it should not tr
~Undemocratic — Council members representye included in the records, they expedb respond to passing fads. But it must also
ringing societies (with more members for largeggreement about what constitutes a peal (able to change in order to keep pace with
societies), and though most of them arguarter peal) and they want people to knowhanging world. Council has defied its critic
probably ‘voted in" at a society meeting, thergyhat they mean when they use method namesby making some changes, but it has also resis
are likely to be few members at the meeting, and That seems simple enough, so why does tiseme others that showed prima facie merit.
if no one else is willing to stand, then there magouncil make a meal of it? And it is a meal seems that some of its members are a little
be no choice anyway. In terms of participationne decisions run to well over 5000 wordscomfortable with the status quo.
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Built on sand? — What the Council does isbands to encourage their members to join, as
the result of what its members decide. Almoghey do with the current territorial societies, and
all of them are put there by the ringing societiess many firms encourage their staff to join the
and as we saw, the process of selection anglevant professional body. We might expect
election is often a token one. And since thadditional encouragement if membership
ringing societies themselves enjoy only tokemcluded benefits like insurance cover.
support from the mass of ringers, we could say The idea of an overall ringing society has
that the Council, however noble its intent, isnuch to commend it, but it is unclear how we
built on layers of sand. could make the change from what we have now.

We might thus conclude that all of theSetting up a new body in competition with the
Council's achievements are not due to theurrent structures might attract some ringers, but
institution itself, or to any democratic mandatewould not make a lot of sense unless it was a
but merely due to the happy accident thatansition towards a replacement. How could
enough of the ringers who found themselves ame persuade the Central Council to make such a
the Council had the necessary wisdom amdrastic change to its constitution, when its
ability to discern what was needed, and the driveembers are elected by societies whose role
and selfless dedication to get things done. Frowould be greatly diminished under the new
that perspective, ringers have had a very goaulder, if they even survived at all? It would
deal, and shouldn’t be surprised that somequire far more diplomacy and persuasion than
things aren’t quite perfect. Sir AP Heywood used to get the societies to
Reform? agree to the Central Council in the first place.

How could we improve things so that ourEvolution
ringing societies and the Central Council more If revolution is too big a step, could we
fully meet the aspirations of their critics, and o&volve our current structures to make them more
ringers at large? effective? The Central Council is already
Let's start with a basic question — evolutior(gradually) reforming itself, and we might
or revolution? Should we reform what we'vereasonably hope to see more informed election
got, or should we start again? Town plannegrocedures within the Council generally (as it
face similar dilemmas. They inherit buildingshas now done with additional members). The
built to serve former generations, and they mu§&ouncil is already taking tentative steps to
decide whether to refurbish and adapt them #ngage more actively with societies, and to
modern uses, or demolish them and build neencourage them to seek out and elect pro-active
ones from scratch. Adaptation involvegpeople with appropriate skills to be their
compromises but preserves many good featurespresentative members of Council. We might
of the old buildings, whereas rebuilding ishope to see the Council engaging more with
wasteful, destroys the good with the bad, anordinary ringers. We might even see some sort
causes much upheaval and disruption. Thenaf rapprochement with the dissenters over things
the grand new design turns out to have problertike peal and method definitions.
of its own, the fear of more disruption may Significant evolution of ringing societies
prevent them being fixed, so the overall resuteems more problematic. What they do, they
might be ‘out of the fat and into the fire’. seem to do moderately well, for the benefit of
A national ringing society? those who choose to engage with them, but they
Given a blank sheet of paper, some peopltave negligible impact on most ringers. When
favour creating a national (or internationalfhe ringing societies were formed, they had a
ringing society. It could perform many of thespecific mission — to promote change ringing
functions of the Central Council, but would beand to reform ringers — and they were very pro-
directly accountable to its members, the ringeractive about achieving their goals, for example
Let's think how it might work. Members would by hiring instructors to go round individual
be kept up to date with regular newsletter®pwers, teaching and assessing progress.
(e-mail as well as paper) and website updates. How could our modern societies become
The society would need specialist committeg®uch more pro-active? Do they have the
to do its work, but they and its executiveenergy and the human resources to be able to do
officers would be elected directly by theso? Should they work much more through
members, the same as other interest groups dftging centres, some of which are are very pro-
professional bodies do. Members would recei@ctive?  Are there better ways to organise
information about candidates — what they havénging activities ‘on the ground’.?
done and what they wish to do if elected — and John Harrison
then vote either by post or electronically. Reference:The Central Council of Church
The society would probably need a regiondBell Ringers: A Centenary HistgryVilliam T
structure, like many other national bodies, bug0ok.
the regions would be an outreach of the main
body, not separate bodies, and there would
probably be fewer of them than the 50 or so
current territorial ringing societies. The new
national society might also sponsor special
interest groups allowing ringers with particular
interests to share ideas, and to be more involved
with the work of the relevant specialist
committees.  Again, there are parallels with
professional bodies.
Would people join? If the new society
replaced the current setup (however the
transition is achieved) then we would expect
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