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Report of the Trustees 

2020-21 season 
 

1  INTRODUCTION 

This report covers the period 1st September 2020 to 31st August 2021. It should be 
noted that this differs slightly from the choir’s financial year, which ends on 31st 
July each year. This report covers all and only the choir activities that involved 
income and expenditure which is recorded in the corresponding financial report 
for 2020-21. In all its actions, the Board operates under the aegis of the 
Constitution and Procedure Rules, both of which are available in the member 
area on the Chorale’s website at www.mkchorale.org.uk. 

The season was wholly exceptional as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, which 
meant that the choir was unable to rehearse in person at any point during the 
season, and no events could take place. However, online rehearsals did take place. 
The Board continued to meet in order to plan and take actions designed to 
achieve the two aims it defined at the start of the pandemic in March 2020: 

1. To secure the continuity of the choir, so that when it is possible, we can re-
start our activities without delay. 

2. To maintain members’ morale and sense of collective identity and solidarity 
through the period of suspension. 

The Annual General Meeting covering the 2019-20 season was delayed and did 
not take place until 9th March 2021. The Annual Report received by that AGM 
covered events and actions up 31st August 2020. This report covers events and 
actions that took place between September 2020 and February 2021, before the 
last AGM, as well as events and actions between March and August 2021. 

2  MEMBERSHIP 

During the 2020-21 season, one new member joined and 14 left, leaving 85 
members of the choir by the end of the season. The number of members, by 
voice section, was: 
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 2019-20 2020-21 
Soprano 1 24 20 
Soprano 2 21 18 
Alto 1 17 18 
Alto 2 10 7 
Tenor 1 8 6 
Tenor 2 2 3 
Bass 1 9 7 
Bass 2 7 6 

The pause in activities meant that membership was uncertain until the end of the 
season, when members were asked to notify the Board whether they intended to 
return to rehearsals. The departure of some members was due, indirectly, to the 
pandemic: the enforced change in lifestyle for some left them anxious about 
going out alone in the evenings. But there was a range of other factors, including 
moving house, age-related mobility loss, change in working hours and caring for 
relatives. 

We hope that most of the loss in numbers will be recouped during the 2021-22 
season. The Membership Secretary received 16 enquiries from potential new 
members between September 2020 and September 2021, of which 12 have 
attended one or more rehearsals in September 2021. 

3  THE WORK OF THE BOARD 

The Board met formally on ten occasions: on 19th June, 13th August, 9th October 
and 6th December 2020, and 22nd January, 26th February, 30th April, 25th June, 
19th August and 30th September 2021. All meetings took place via Zoom. 

MANAGING DURING THE PAUSE 

In order to manage the choir during a time of considerable uncertainty, the 
Board focussed on: 

• providing weekly online rehearsals, while rehearsing in-person was not 
permitted, with end of term online events; 

• ensuring the continued employment of our Musical Director and Assistant 
Musical Director; 

• identifying plausible scenarios and specifying rehearsal and event plans for 
each scenario; 

• understanding members’ intentions and attitudes towards returning to 
rehearsals; 

• preparing for the return to in-person rehearsals and concerts; 
• keeping members informed of developments. 
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ONLINE REHEARSALS 

Online rehearsals via Zoom, lasting an hour each week, were offered to members 
from 15th September. Rehearsals were directed from one home location by MD, 
Mark Jordan and AMD, Alex Aitken, accompanied by our Choral Conducting 
Scholar, Olivia Shotton, singing alto and Ella McNamee singing soprano. From 6th 
October, rehearsals were recorded and posted to the member area of the website 
to enable members who could not attend live to follow the rehearsal. Attendance 
during the term was around 50 members. 

In the first part of the Autumn term the programme consisted of selected 
choruses from Messiah. From 17th November, rehearsals moved on to Christmas 
carols, in preparation for a Christmas Zoom event on 22nd December. Carols were 
supplemented with readings contributed by members. Within government 
restrictions, some members who took part in the event were joined by family and 
friends. For the last Christmas rehearsal of the year, members of the Board 
travelled to Banbury, secreted themselves into Mark’s back garden (aided and 
abetted by Mark’s wife, Emma) and surprise-carolled those present during the 
Zoom rehearsal. 

In the Spring term, the programme was selected choruses from Haydn’s The 
Creation. With a dramatic rise in the incidence of Covid-19, the decision was 
made to build online rehearsals around pre-recorded ‘as-live’ rehearsals, recorded 
monthly in batches. These were then played during the weekly Zoom sessions 
after the usual warm-up, under the direction of Mark or Alex. This approach had 
the effect of reducing the risk of infection for those meeting to present the 
rehearsal, without significantly affecting the quality of the experience for 
members. Spring rehearsals then ran from 26th January. Attendance during the 
term was around 40 members. 

A guest scheme was introduced in the Spring term so that family and friends 
could join online rehearsals from mid-February for a small weekly sum. Five 
people joined for the term under this scheme. The term culminated in an online 
“concert” on 23rd March entitled Creation and Creativity. As well as singing the 
choruses that had been rehearsed, twelve members contributed readings, 
artwork, craft and photographs that they had created: Anthea Burton, Barbara 
Middleton, Chris Ayles, David Talks, Hilary O’Donoghue, John Burgess, Judy Rose, 
Karen Collcott, Ruth Meardon, Ruth Wilkinson, Trish Browne and Will Swann. 

In the first half of the Summer term, the programme of online rehearsals was 
composed of English and French religious pieces, and operatic choruses, under 
the title Choral Classics. In the second part of the term, rehearsals were based on 
an eclectic mix of sacred and secular pieces from madrigals through to John 
Rutter. The term ended with an online ‘sing-through’ on 29th June. Attendance 
was significantly lower in this term than the previous two, ranging between 18 
and 25. 
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The Board recognises that the preparation and presentation of these online 
rehearsals entailed a great deal of work for Mark and Alex, and were more 
demanding than in-person rehearsals. From the perspective of members who 
participated, the experience could not match the experience of singing together 
live in the same place: each member could hear only themselves and the sound 
coming from the Musical Director’s location. Nonetheless, the rehearsals provided 
as much continuity of experience as it was possible to offer in the circumstances, 
and helped to sustain a sense of solidarity. 

SUPPORTING THE MD AND AMD 

The Board had decided at the start of the lockdown in March 2020 that we would 
continue to pay the MD’s and AMD’s rehearsal and concert fees, as if all concerts 
had gone ahead as planned. That decision was initially applied to the period up to 
March 2021, and was then extended to June 2021. 

SCENARIOS 

Early on in the pandemic, the Board had identified three scenarios: optimistic, 
central and pessimistic. By April, these were revised to just two: optimistic and 
central, characterised as follows: 

 Optimistic Central 
 Rehearsals Concerts Rehearsals Concerts 
Spring 2021 All online Online All online Online 
Summer 2021 All hybrid Online All online Online 
Autumn 2021 All in person In person All hybrid Online 
Christmas 
2021 onwards All in person In person All in person In person 

Detailed programme options were put in place for both scenarios. In the event, as 
of Autumn 2021, we have found ourselves closest to the optimistic scenario. 

MEMBERS’ INTENTIONS AND ATTITUDES 

A survey of members’ views on the prospects for restarting in-person rehearsals 
and concerts had been conducted in August 2020. In the light of the 
implementation of the national vaccination programme and a significant decline 
in the prevalence of Covid-19, a second survey was conducted in April 2021. It gave 
us information about how likely members thought it was that hybrid and/or in-
person rehearsals would start in the summer and autumn, how members felt 
about the prospect of returning to in-person rehearsals, and when members 
expected concerts would restart. The survey results were published to members 
at the beginning of May and showed that: 

• there was a demand for an early return to in-person rehearsals; 
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• members would be very attentive to the nature and quality of risk 
management; 

• the level of demand for places at rehearsals would be driven by how safe 
members felt;  

• a minority of members were unlikely to attend rehearsals in-person for the 
remainder of 2021;  

• the lack of a concert would have some impact on attendance at rehearsals, 
but not a major one. 

PREPARING FOR THE RETURN TO IN-PERSON REHEARSALS AND 
CONCERTS 

Throughout the period, the Board monitored the government’s frequently 
changing rules and guidance. In this we were greatly helped by advice and 
guidance from Making Music, the umbrella group for amateur music-making, of 
which the Chorale is a member. From March 2021 onwards, the principle 
determinant of the Board’s planning was the government’s ‘Roadmap’, which set 
out a programme to lift restrictions from early March onwards. As part of Step 3 of 
the Roadmap, for implementation no earlier than 17th May, the government 
announced that outdoor and indoor gatherings or events could be organised, 
subject to complying with COVID-secure guidance. In addition to the Roadmap, 
we also had to take account of separate, regularly modified, and complicated 
Performing Arts guidance, and the government’s Suggested Principles for Safer 
Singing. 

Considering all the available guidance and restrictions, and taking account of the 
second member survey, the Board decided at the end of April that we would aim 
to move to hybrid rehearsals beginning on 25th May. Then, on 18th May, while 
Board members were at Christ the Cornerstone testing the equipment for 
livestreaming rehearsals, the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport 
issued new guidance for people working in the performing arts. It included the 
statement that: “non-professional singing indoors should only take place in a 
single group of up to six people.” This was in plain contradiction of earlier 
indications from ministers and caused considerable disquiet across the amateur 
music sector. Thus, we were forced to halt plans for hybrid rehearsals, and 
continued with online rehearsals, albeit with declining attendances. 

In response to this apparent volte-face, we joined forces with leading figures in 
the choral world to express our disquiet to MPs and ministers. The Board 
coordinated a letter of protest to the two Milton Keynes MPs asking them to put 
down a parliamentary question to the Minister for Digital, Culture, Media and 
Sport. The letter was submitted on behalf of 13 local amateur choirs. 
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Over the 2021 summer break the Board continued to work, monitoring 
government decisions and ensuring plans would be in place for a return to in-
person or hybrid rehearsals when those were permitted. By mid-August it was 
clear that the removal of government restrictions meant that in-person 
rehearsals could restart at the beginning of the next season. A revised risk 
assessment and guidance on expectations to ensure appropriate safety was 
prepared and circulated to members on 26th August. 

KEEPING MEMBERS INFORMED OF DEVELOPMENTS 

Throughout the year, members were kept in touch with the weekly newsletter, 
which assumed a vital role in sustaining the choir through this difficult period. 
The newsletter mixed essential information on online rehearsals and the Board’s 
activities with light-hearted material to keep the spirits up, and a wonderful and 
enlightening series of pieces on the history of music written by Alex. Particular 
thanks goes to Alex for his writing. 

SUBSCRIPTIONS 

In March, the Board decided that from the beginning of lockdown until face-to-
face rehearsals could restart, subscriptions during the pause in activity should be 
revised such that they covered no more than the MD and AMD fees and any other 
essential expenditure, such as insurance. At its meeting in August 2020, after 
reviewing the accounts for the 2019/20 financial year, the Board decided that 
there should be a discount of £40 from the 2019/20 subscription fee, to be 
deducted from the next subscription fee. It was also decided that no more fees 
would be collected until face-to-face rehearsals restart. 

Thus, in effect, members paid a reduced fee from March to August 2020, and no 
fee at all between September 2020 and August 2021, despite the provision of 
opportunities to attend online rehearsals. We are not aware of other choirs that 
offered members free rehearsals during the pause in activities. All those we know 
of paid either the full subscription or a reduced fee. The Board was able to adopt 
this policy as a result of prudent financial management that had led to healthy 
financial reserves before the pandemic struck. 

No increase in the annual subscription is proposed for the 2021-22 season, thus 
the fee for new members will be £180, as identified at the last AGM in March 2021. 

4 FUTURE PLANS 

The uncertainty arising from the pandemic and government restrictions made 
planning during the pause in activity difficult. Under normal circumstances, the 
Board operates a planning cycle that looks nearly three years forward. In the 
approved planning cycle, event dates and the mix of different concert types 
(piano/organ, small ensemble, large scale etc.) are normally agreed eight terms 
ahead, and programmes and venues are chosen six terms ahead. Sustaining 
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these planning horizons became impossible while there was no certainty about 
when we could return to normal activities, nor about what the choir would look 
like when we returned. Over the next year, the Board will aim to return to the 
usual planning cycle. 

The current concert plans are as follows: 

2021-22 SEASON 
 
Autumn concert: Messiah  
Sunday 5th December 2021, 5:00 pm, The Venue, Walton High 
With Milton Keynes Youth Choir 
Händel: Messiah 
Soloists from the Royal Academy of Music 
The Adderbury Ensemble 
 
Christmas concert 
Saturday 18th December, 5:00 pm, St Mary and St Giles, Stony Stratford 
Alex Aitken: Piano/Organ 
 
Come and Sing: Haydn, The Creation 
Saturday 29th January, 10:00 am, Christ the Cornerstone, Central Milton Keynes 
 
Spring concert (Title TBC) 
Saturday 26th March, 7:30 pm, St Mary and St Giles, Stony Stratford 
Fauré: Requiem, Cantique de Jean Racine 
Rebecca Dale: When Music Sounds 
Alex Aitken: Piano/Organ 
 
Summer concert: Crowning Glory – a concert to celebrate the 70th Jubilee of 
HM Queen Elizabeth II 
Sunday 5th June, 7:30 pm, Milton Keynes Theatre 
With Musica MK, Oxford Pro Music Singers and Polymnia 
Händel: Zadok the Priest 
Bach: Vivat August from Zerreißet, zersprenget, zertrümmert die Gruft, BWV 205 
Butterworth: Banks of Green Willow 
Mozart: Agnus Dei from Coronation Mass 
Stanford: Coronation Gloria 
Walton: Orb and Sceptre 
Dyson: Confortare 
Walton: Crown Imperial 
Elgar: Nimrod from Enigma Variations 
Walton: Coronation Te Deum 
Parry: I was Glad 
Elgar: Pomp & Circumstance No 1 
Parry (arr Elgar): Jerusalem 
National Anthem, in a new arrangement by Mark Jordan 
The Alina Orchestra 
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2022-23 SEASON 
 
Autumn concert: Counterpoint by Candlelight 
Saturday 19th November 2022, 7:30 pm, Venue TBC 
Music by Byrd, Tallis, Purcell and others 
Accompaniment: chamber organ 
 
Christmas concert 
Saturday 17th December 2022, 5:00 pm, Venue TBC 
 
Come and Sing 
Saturday 28th January 2023, 10:00 am, Christ the Cornerstone, Central Milton 
Keynes 
 
Spring concert 
Saturday March 25th 2023, 7:30 pm, Venue TBC 
 
Summer concert 
Saturday July 1st, 7:30 pm, Venue TBC 

FIFTIETH ANNIVERSARY SEASON 

The choir celebrates its half-centenary in the 2024-25 season. Two dates and 
venues have already been fixed: 

Autumn concert 
Saturday 23rd November 2024, St Mary and St Giles, Stony Stratford 
The programme will include Britten’s Saint Nicolas. 

The choir’s inaugural concert took place on 23rd November 1974 at St Mary and St 
Giles, Stony Stratford and was a performance of Britten’s Saint Nicolas. The 50th 
Anniversary concert will take place 50 years to the day after the inaugural 
concert. 

Christmas concert 
Saturday 14th December 2024, 5:00 pm, St Mary and St Giles, Stony Stratford 
 

5  IMPLEMENTING THE CHOIR’S STRATEGY 

The choir’s Strategy for 2019-2023, approved at the 2019 AGM, includes Aim L: 
Prepare a prioritised implementation plan for the strategy and report annually 
to members on progress. Progress on the actions chosen for implementation in 
2019-20 was reported at the AGM held in March 2021 which covered that season. 
Due to the pandemic, only limited progress was made with the selected actions. 
No attempt was made to implement any of these actions during the 2020-21 
season. 

The overriding priority in the 2021-22 season is to re-establish the choir’s normal 
activities. For this reason, the Board has identified a smaller number of actions 
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from the strategy for implementation in the 2021-22 season, and has put some of 
the actions selected earlier on hold. One action will be included in the list for 
implementation, subject to member support at the AGM. 

ACTIONS FOR IMPLEMENTATION IN 2021-22 

The Board has identified eight actions for implementation during the 2021-22 
season: 

A1 Develop and implement a plan to recruit more tenors. 

C1 Produce free name badges for members. 

C4 Review our concert dress and, in consultation with members, choose a style 
that better reflects our personality and ethos. 

E1 Introduce an internal concert review process, including invited professional 
reviewers and opportunities for member and audience feedback. 

H2 Explore the potential of links to the Milton Keynes Creative and Cultural 
Strategy and with Milton Keynes Arts and Heritage Alliance, Milton Keynes 
Music Hub, Arts Central, Milton Keynes Community Foundation and other 
relevant local coordinating bodies. 

H3 At least once a year, open one rehearsal to families, friends and the general 
public. 

K3 Continue to improve and invest in event marketing and brand awareness. 

K7 Identify and approach potential sponsors amongst local businesses, in 
return for programme and banner advertising at events. 

Progress has already been made on three of these: C4, E1 and H3. 

C4 Concert dress 

In Spring 2020, the Board agreed to a change in men’s concert dress, and to leave 
ladies’ concert dress unchanged. The change for men will take effect from the 
Autumn 2021 concert. 

E1 Internal concert review 

The first concert subject to the new concert review process was the Spring 2020 
concert. We have decided to keep this action in the list for the coming season to 
ensure that the review process is embedded as part of our normal activities. 

H3 Open rehearsals 

The first open rehearsal took place in September 2019. As with the concert review 
process, we will keep this action in the list for the coming season to ensure that it 
becomes part of normal activities. 
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ACTION FOR IMPLEMENTATION, SUBJECT TO MEMBER SUPPORT 

The Board has decided that one action should be included, subject to support 
from members at the AGM. This is: 

K6 Invite members to offer their services to form a Fundraising Committee, 
reporting to the Board. 

If we are to establish a Fundraising Committee, it will need to composed mainly 
of members who are not also Trustees, although there will be a trustee on the 
committee to provide a link to the Board. 

ACTIONS ON HOLD 

Three actions that we chose for implementation in 2019-20 have been put on hold 
for 2021-22: 

B1 Make contact with music educators working with young people aged 16-25 
across the city to explore the musical opportunities offered by membership 
of the Chorale. 

With the priority of re-establishing the choir’s normal activities, and with other 
organisations in a similar position, we think this action is more likely to be 
effectively implemented in 2022-23. 

C2 Establish a self-funding annual social programme approved by the Board 
and managed and promoted by a Social Committee composed of 
members who are not current role-holders. 

We do not expect this action to be implemented until we can confidently say that 
the Covid-19 pandemic is at an end. 

D1 Introduce a voice appraisal process designed to enable the MD and AMD to 
better understand the vocal qualities of members, to re-assign members to 
voice sections where appropriate, and to provide information about the 
profile of members’ singing skills and ability to read music. 

After the long pause, we need to give priority to rebuilding the confidence of the 
choir as a whole and of individual members. Voice appraisals will be appropriate 
once that process is complete. 

6  AND FINALLY 

In the last annual report, we said of the 2019-20 season that it had been like no 
other. We can say very much the same of the 2020-21 season. It has become 
fashionable, if not obligatory in some circles, to describe troublesome events and 
times as ‘challenging’. The Board is content to describe the past 18 months as 
plain difficult. We are therefore delighted and hugely encouraged that members 
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have returned to rehearsals at the start of the 2021-22 season with such alacrity 
and enthusiasm, and that we have so much interest from potential new 
members. This bodes well for the future of the choir. 

The Board wishes to thank all choir members for keeping faith with their choir 
and for responding to the restart of activities in such a positive fashion.  

In the last Annual Report, we particularly recognised Musical Director and 
Assistant Musical Director, Mark Jordan and Alex Aitken for their continued 
commitment to the choir in the face of real musical and organisational 
difficulties. The past 18 months have threatened their livelihoods, like those of so 
many musicians. They have maintained, if not strengthened, their engagement 
with the Board throughout the pause in activities. We are thrilled that we are 
finally back together with them ‘in real life’. 
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