Recruiting – down at the grass roots

          Make no mistake, recruiting for the RBL is the most important task of all. If membership continues to decline at the present rate then the Legion is in danger of imploding. Without members there can be no fund raising and thus no welfare…no Remembrance, no nothing. If we are to survive then we must, simply must recruit fresh blood, and fast. 

          In 2003 I joined the RBL in South Molton, a small market town (pop c.3,000) tucked away in North Devon. Back then the branch claimed to have sixty members, yet attendance at monthly meetings was barely a dozen, sometimes less. Since then almost half of that number have left – either died, moved away or simply given up. The monthly meetings were sorry little affairs with a dwindling group of elderly men and women sitting around a table wondering what to do next. Nothing seemed to be happening: there was no drive, no initiative, little hope. Unless remedial action was taken pretty swiftly, the branch was going to collapse. After a year of silent observation I stood up and said so.

          Since then we have recruited sixty-five new members of whom almost half are aged under fifty (five are still serving). Our funds are healthy. We have noisy, cheerful monthly meetings attended regularly by forty or so members. We go on trips, we enjoy Christmas festivities and, this year, some of our younger members are entering a tough patrol competition across Exmoor in order to raise funds for the RBL. 

          So, how come? How has it been possible for such a small rural branch to increase membership by over 60%, to recruit numerous youngsters, to raise funds and to enjoy themselves?  Well, there has been no easy answer, no magic wand. Our success, such as it may seem, has been down to sheer hard work, and by keeping at it for month after month, year in, year out. Listed below are ten suggestions to assist recruiting: ideas which helped us and which others who are struggling may find useful.

1. Venue. Get yourselves a decent meeting place. We used to meet in a dingy first floor room at the top of some rickety stairs in somebody else’s club. It was grim. There was no hope of those in wheelchairs (we have three) or the elderly and frail reaching us. It was as ridiculous a venue as it was soul destroying. We have now found a hospitable pub in town which has made us welcome and where there are excellent facilities (including those for the disabled). Several members eat there before or after the meetings. It is a bright, pleasant, cheerful venue enjoyed by us all.

2. Recruiting Stand. Find a good high profile spot in town where you will be seen. The marketplace, town square, town hall or High Street are ideal. Set out your stall on Market Day – when the crowds are about. Repeat the exercise for a number of weeks in succession so that people get accustomed to you and can find the stall.

3. Recruiting Display. Get a good one together and use it. Here your County Office can help with pull-up display boards, advertisements and banners. Get a six foot table, cover it with a Union Jack to hold your literature and you are away. We have a roster of two members being on duty together, dressed smartly in berets, blazers and medals. A third member stands lurking inconspicuously in the background, watching the crowds as they walk past. No ex-serviceman can resist the temptation of taking a close look at such militaria. As soon as we see anyone hovering we approach him (or her), taking his name, address and phone number so we can follow him up later. The aim at this point is simply to make contact.

4. Follow up. Don’t try to get him to join there and then. At this point he is likely to be somewhat embarrassed, shy or uncertain about what he wants. Having got his details get your Recruiting Officer to contact him at home and then go and call. A quiet chat in his own home is likely to produce the required result. The complexities of the Application Form can be explained and he can hear a bit about the branch or club and what goes on. Hopefully he will be tempted and will come along to the next meeting.

5. Monthly meeting. It is important to make the newcomer feel welcome. Get him met and given a drink. Remember that, unless you are careful, a room full of greybeards with hearing aids and walking sticks will be an instant and permanent turn-off to a youngster in his twenties. Introduce him and, during the meeting itself, get him to stand while you tell the others a bit about him. This always melts the ice and draws a round of applause. Smiles all round and the newcomer feels at home.

6. Other sources. How about the local Vicar? Ask him who turns up on Remembrance Sunday with beret and medals? How about local shopkeepers, landlords, workplace managers or your postie? These are the people who know people. Eyes and ears will be kept open for you and word will be passed round – we have found several new members this way.

7. The Young. Surely the key to the future. The average age of the RBL is, I believe, something over seventy. In twenty-five years or so they will all be gone. Younger members have to be found. Perhaps the only way to reach them is through direct and personal contact. Members will know of other members who have sons or nephews who have served. Every town now has its small band of Iraq and Afghanistan veterans. Go and find them, either in their workplace or at home. Chat them up and beg them to come along – in the first instance just to have a look. Get them to bring a friend (two will feel easier than just one on his own). They are out there and can be encouraged to join, that’s for sure.

8. Other methods. Get hold of your own sail-type banner and gazebo and go along to country fairs, gymkhanas, fetes and open days. Most organizations will welcome an RBL stand at their annual ‘do’. As well as recruiting new members these venues are excellent for a spot of local PR and a bit of fund raising for the branch.

9. Fund raising. There is a fine line between fund raising for the Poppy Appeal and for the Branch or Club. That said, a branch needs money. Members might be the flesh and blood but funds are the oxygen. Small, local welfare problems can be dealt with immediately. Without funds functions cannot be organized. Many members have nothing but their pensions and such expenses as coach hire or presentations are beyond their means. We take every opportunity we can to raise money for the branch. Bingo evenings, raffles, car boot sales and jumble sales are but a few ideas. Members giving talks to organizations another. Participation in local rallies, festivals and open days are further possibilities. Yes, we do look after ourselves but, in addition, each and every year South Molton raises more than four times the national average during Poppy Week. Fund raising is a constant and ongoing business.

10. Activities. Members, especially the young, want things to happen. It is much more fun coming to a meeting when there is a raffle and bingo or an outside speaker. We have had talks on a variety of subjects that are of interest to ex-service personnel and more are planned. We go on outings to such places as The National Memorial Arboretum, The Fleet Air Arm Museum at Yeovilton and the Bovington Tank Museum. We support the local ACF unit, hold a Christmas Lunch and arrange buffet suppers.

On Line? Yes…but be careful. It is so easy (too easy?) for someone to join on line but will you see him at meetings on dark winter evenings. We are of the belief that the personal touch – human contact – is more persuasive and creates a stronger bond. Let’s see how many of these ‘on liners’ stay the course and are still there after a year or so.

          That, in short, is how we have managed to pick ourselves up from the desperate situation of a few years ago, and are now able to look ahead with confidence and optimism. However the current situation has come about only through a good deal of hard work and many long hours. But the ex-servicemen and women are out there, hundreds of thousands of them. You, the reader, can make contact with them just like we do. You too can raise money in order to give yourselves an interesting and enjoyable time. And you, like us, can seek out and attract those shy and elusive youngsters. It is a question of jackets off and sleeves rolled up: there is no possible excuse for any branch or club to sit back and watch helplessly while membership dwindles or funds dry up. 

          Recruiting, as I said earlier, must be the key to our future. If we don’t address the growing problem of falling numbers vigorously and positively, clubs and branches will go under. Once the rot sets in then we move from the outpatients’ department into intensive care. From there it is but a short trip down to the mortuary. We have, I guess, about five years to sort ourselves out.         
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