Leeds Atheist Society

Annual Report 2008/2009

Introduction

Welcome to this year’s annual report for the Leeds Atheist Society. 2008/2009 has been the biggest, most jam-packed year to date for the society, with well over 150 events, running over the full 52 weeks of the year. From socials to trips, debates to film-screenings, Leeds Atheist Society has covered just about every topic and argued event point you can imagine.

This report will highlight some of the key events from the year, as well as look ahead to what we can look forward to in the years to come. The report will feature a rundown on the activities and events that the society has run and for those with a head for numbers, how the society has fared financially.

The President’s Report will cover the activities, events and, perhaps most importantly, the people of the society. The Treasurer’s Report will show the financial state of the society and includes a projection of the future spending of the society too.
President’s Report

Since being elected as your president in April 2008, I have been privileged to a part of the most successful year to date for Leeds Atheist Society.

I have been involved in the society since its inception in December 2006 and have had the honour of serving on the Executive, first as Secretary (April 2007 – April 2008) and then President (April 2008 – ), and have watched the society grow from a small, but dedicated few that met in the Green Action Zone to the well over one hundred members that we have on the books today. Not only has the society increased its numbers, it has also increased in activity.

When I first started attending meetings, we ran a weekly meeting and social and that was that. The society now boasts an impressive events diary, with at least four events running most weeks, plus an array of specialist events celebrating non-religious holidays, visiting places of interest and fostering ties with other societies.

As our Treasurer will discuss in their report, this growth in both membership and events has led to the necessary increase in our budget, without detracting from our financial report to follow, it can be said that we have had one of our most successful years in terms of finance too.

Membership has grown, our events diary is full to the brim and our finances are looking healthier than ever. What has made all this possible?

The first answer is you, our members. We have enjoyed an unprecedented level of support from our members, in terms of helping out at events, speaking in debates and just as importantly, turning up to meetings. I am glad to report that we have blown previous attendance records out of the water with an average attendance to Tuesday meetings in excess of twenty.

Another major contributor to success has been the marketing strategy put in place by the previous committee and put into practice this year. We have seen merchandise sales rocket, which not only helps the bottom line but massively improves the society’s image on campus. The unified look of the society has been one of the most commented on features by students and staff alike.

The standard of our events is another reason people have joined and attended over the last twelve months. We can now call upon a number of nationally recognised speakers to deliver our events, including AHS Trustee and founder of Humanist Action Group (HAG), and former Atheist Society president, Chris Worfolk; AHS Treasurer and Leeds Atheist committee member, Thomas Leadbeater; founder of Derby Secularists and atheist activist Mike Lake and a raft of others.

We have also taken the opportunity to allow fresh, young talent to take to the floor on behalf of the society. Courses Co-ordinator John-George Salter took a break from running our courses to arguing on the power of prayer at this year’s annual Christian Union debate, alongside some very experienced speakers.

Our programme of courses has been a particular highlight of the year and also responsible for driving membership.

One Life, in its second year, benefitted from a slight change in delivery and settled in nicely in its new time slot of Friday evenings. One Life takes a secular look at the big questions in life, such as “Why are we here?”, “What is the meaning to life?” etc and offers a non-religious way of answering them. With increased attendance and astonishingly good feedback, the course is now set to become a permanent fixture in Atheist Society’s calendar.
Brand new course, Perspective, was piloted this year in the second semester. Also running in the Friday evening slot, this course focuses on education and tolerance. The course featured speakers from Baha’i Society, Buddhist Meditation Society, Christian Union, Hyde Park Mosque, Sikh Society and a speaker from the Pagan community introducing and discussing their faith and ideas and answering questions from the floor. The course concluded with a panel debate, Interfaith Panel, where each faith group, along with a Humanist speaker, gave their differing perspectives on a wide range of topics.

Perspective has also been nominated for the LUU “Best Collaboration” award for its bringing together of different groups with differing ideologies. Much credit should be given to Atheist Society’s Secretary and Interfaith Co-ordinator, Nicola Kirshbaum, for making the course the success story it was.

A third course was added to this year’s calendar and is still undergoing its pilot run. Answers aims to provide atheists with the technical, philosophical and theological skills required to debate and argue their ideas with others. Answers is the first course aimed directly at self-identifying atheists and there is great anticipation to see what the feedback we receive from its attendees will reveal. I hold great hope that next year we will be offering all three courses, ensuring that the whole spectrum of potential and current members is covered in our educational programme.

Education has been a watch word for the society this year, with a lot of the emphasis throughout our events being on education, both on atheist ideas and learning about the way in which the faith and non-faith cultures clash.
The society currently operates or supports a number of campaigns highlighting key areas of concern that religious and non-religious often clash about. The first campaign we launched was Pro Life Through Pro Choice. The primary aim of this campaign was to take back the phrase Pro Life from thise who are against abortion. Supporting pro choice does not automatically make a person anti life.

The second of this year’s campaigns was Ethical Meat. This campaign was launched to combat the practice of Halal and Kosher slaughter of animals and the subsequent sale of the meat, particularly in the Student’s Union.

The final issue of 2008/2009 was the It’s Only Water campaign, which aimed to educate people on homeopathy and its so called remedies.

Further information on all these campaigns can be found on their respective websites, which are listed at the end of this report.
Of course, the main event of the academic year was, as always, Rationalist Week 2009. The biggest and most ambitious Rationalist Week event we have attempted so far featured over 40 individual events, with numerous speaker and a great number of volunteers running the show.

We exceeded last year’s attendance figures and broadcast the entire week live via the Leeds Atheist Society website for the first time ever. 

Talking of firsts, the week also featured the inaugural debate between Atheist Society and the Islamic Society, which despite reservations, went down a storm and hopefully will lead to further collaboration between the two societies.

The annual debate with the Christian Union was also a highlight of the week, attracting the largest audience to boot.

We welcomed Mike Lake back for his third visit to give a talk entitled The Active Atheist. The content, based on the idea that it is not good enough to be an armchair philosopher when it comes to being an atheist, you actually have to do something, struck a chord with the audience and will hopefully lead to a more pro-active society in the future.

Pro-active is a word synonymous with Events Secretary, Chris Worfolk, who has been his usual busy self this year. Not only desiging, implementing and managing Rationalist Week 2009, Chris has also been busy getting Leeds Atheist Society into the public eye. Chris has been instrumental in the setting up of the Leeds branch of Skeptics in the Pub and the Humanist Action Group, the latter alongside our own Richard Parker. Chris has also been involved with the organisation of our Galileo Day celebrations and co-ordinated our Darwin 200 celebrations too.

Leeds Atheist Society has always been involved in trying to help likeminded students form their own groups at other universities and it was with great pleasure that I am able to say that we were a pivotal player in the formation of the National Federation of Atheist, Humanist and Secular Student Societies (The AHS) and in fact lead the group from the front. Three members of the Leeds Atheist Society Committee feature in the higher echelons of the AHS – Chris Worfolk (Trustee), Thomas Leadbeater (Treasuer) and myself (President).
Leeds not only are active within the AHS but also provide much of the inspiration and manpower too. Following our example, Rationalist Weeks (or the rebranded Reason Week) have started cropping up at campuses across the country. Leeds also sent the largest contingent to the AHS’ official launch in London.

London was also the destination for our annual weekend away. This year we took a group of twenty members to London for the weekend to explore and experience the capital through an amazing itinerary of events. The group visited South Place Ethical Society – the oldest freethinking society in the world – along with its impressive library. We also took in the Darwin exhibition as part of the Natural History Museum and followed up with a trip to the Church of Scientology. 

The highlight of the weekend for many of the group was the now traditional visit to Speaker’s Corner, Hyde Park where we got the chance to listen to some of the speakers and, in one member’s case, actually get up and start speaking themselves!

As you can see, the year has been a hectic one and I have enjoyed every last minute of it. There is great opportunity for us to build on this success and make sure that 2009/2010 is every bit as good as this year.
I would like to close by wishing a massive thank you to everybody who has contributed to making this year the success it has been.
Treasurer’s Report

The financial state of Leeds Atheist Society is possibly the healthiest it has ever been. In terms of income, we have had our most successful year. The success of the society with respect to the number of members and the increased number of events has had its impact on our expenses for the year.

Below is an overview of the society’s proposed budget for 2008/2009, followed by the actual income and expenditure chart.

Analysis of the figures is included after the charts.
