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INTRODUCTION

The organisation of a symposium / conference / convention, whether for twenty people or two hundred, is a process that involves certain steps and requirements. The aim of these guidelines is to assist future organising committees in minimising the amount of “wheel re-invention” necessary to organise professional and successful events. 

Although we have tried to present the information in logical sequence, we diverge at times when certain items need more explanation or clarification. Where possible, we have attached examples of documentation as well as contact details for caterers, printers, etc.

Finally, this document should by no means be considered as the authoritative final word, but rather as a starting point and reference. As times and trends change, it is our hope that successive organising committees will keep this document up to date by adding their experiences and learning points.   

SYMPOSIUM ORGANISATION

ORGANISING COMMITTEE

To contribute successfully, committee members should be volunteers, not co-opted. They should be dynamic, pro-active and be contributing team players. As far as possible, they should be able to communicate daily by e-mail / telephone, and preferably attend weekly or bi-weekly committee meetings. 

Our committee consisted of six members, mostly drawn from the branch committee, namely a chairman, vice chairman, secretary, treasurer, SANIRE council representative and suppliers’ representative. In retrospect, an additional member or two would possibly have eased the workload, but complicated communication and decision-making.  

Once established, the committee can set about the initial planning.

CONCEPTUAL PLANNING

The initial conceptual planning determines the degree of success of the event. This phase generally takes a few weeks of iterative reconnaissance, investigation and discussion and involves the following inter-related items:

· Date of event

· Theme 

· Sub-themes / aspects / aims

· Duration 

· Venue

· Target audience size

· Financial principles

Date of event

This is normally dependant on several factors, including:

· Time necessary for preparation – a “local” SANIRE symposium requires at least a ten month lead time, larger SARES-type events even longer.

· Event duration – avoid Mondays as far as possible unless it is a four or five day (international) event, with guests intended to book in on the Sunday afternoon. One-day events are generally held on Fridays, although this may not be the best day. These events generally have long programmes and many people miss the last session due to traffic volumes and people wanting to get home early. Two or three day events can be slotted into the middle of the week, or planned for an early closing on a Friday.

· Clashing events. To attract maximum participation, events should not be held during or close to school holidays, public holidays, long weekends, examination periods (University, Chamber of Mines or Mine Managers) or clash with events held by other Associations and Institutes.

· Availability of venue for both chosen date and day prior to the event, to allow sponsors to set up exhibitions.

Theme and sub-themes / aspects / aims

The main theme obviously defines the event, and should preferably be something short, “catchy” and identifiable. The sub-themes should clarify, explain and if necessary support the main theme, and should provide a guideline on topics for potential authors of papers.

Event duration

Normally this is determined by the type of event (local / international), possible combinations of events (such as the bushveld symposium and the suppliers’ day) or an indication of the number of papers to be presented. It may make sense to expand the event to two days and include a discussion / workshop session, rather than trying to overfill a one-day event.

Venue

A professional venue contributes enormously to delegates’ initial impression of the event. The ideal venue should be spacious enough to house conference, exhibition and catering and refreshment activities separately, with its own tables, chairs, cutlery, crockery and competent staff. It must also be flexible enough to handle a 20 % difference in attendance above or below the planned target audience size.

Target audience size

This is the greatest variable for any event, as it affects everything from potential venues to printing costs. The best possible initial guess can be obtained from a combination of historical attendance figures at similar events and common sense judgement. It is best to estimate a range, rather than a single figure – use the upper limit for the venue size and the lower limit for items such as catering and printing.

Financial principles

Although any event should make money, the philosophy should be one of providing value for money, rather than trying to milk delegates for the maximum possible profit. The more an event costs, the lower the potential number of delegates that it will attract and the less likely companies will be willing to send more than one delegate. 

We felt that each delegate’s registration fees should cover only direct costs such as printing and catering, plus contribute to overheads such as the venue and audio-visual hire. Sources of profit would be the premium paid by non-SANIRE members and money received from suppliers wishing to exhibit their products.

OPERATIONAL PLANNING

With the basic conceptual planning complete, it is time to start working on the finer details. The sequence of events and agenda items is laid out below:

1. Allocate portfolios to the different committee members. Try to match committee members’ skills and strong points to the various portfolios – e.g. whoever handles the registrations must have easy access to a fax machine and an e-mail address, the treasurer should have some financial ability, and whoever deals with the suppliers needs to have the wisdom of Solomon and the patience of Job! Preferably allocate two people to a portfolio and spread the workload more or less evenly throughout the preparation period. 

2. Decide on a place and time for weekly meetings and feedback sessions – although this may seem onerous at first, as you get closer to the event, you need constant communication and feedback.

3. Set up a timetable, laying out critical items and target dates leading up to the main event. The best way to do this is to start at the actual event date and work backwards.

4. Decide on letterhead format for use on letters, invoices, circulars etc. 

5. If the branch does not have a cheque account, arrange to open one, even if only for the event period, as most of the accounts will have to be paid by cheque. The account must require at least two signatures on cheques, and at least three of the committee members should have signing power. It helps greatly if the committee has a contact at the bank in question, such as a members’ spouse, for items such as regular statements, checks on available fees, etc. 

6. Arrange for bridging finance from SANIRE council through the council representative. We borrowed R 20 000-00 and found it more than adequate, but rather borrow too much than having to go back again later.

7. Pay deposit to reserve the venue.

8. Prepare a “First circular and call for papers”. This should contain such details as:

· Date and general location of the event

· Theme of the event

· Sub-themes / aspects / aims

· Contact details to send abstracts to technical editor (tel no, fax no, e-mail address) 

9. Submit first circular to SANIRE council for approval.

10. Obtain quotes from printers and select best quote.

11. Arrange for printing and distribution through the SANIRE secretary. If possible arrange for distribution to other associations and institutes. Use electronic versions wherever possible to save time and money.

12. Draw up proposed floor plan for exhibitions area to allocate stands.

13. Approach supplier companies in writing for sponsorship and exhibition space. The “begging letter” should contain the following information:

· Date and location of event

· Number of stands available, stand size and layout

· Benefits to exhibitors – number of free entries (2 normally)

· Cost of sponsorship, including exhibitions, pamphlets and flyers, advertisements in record of proceedings, special deals on combinations.

· Contact details for exhibition co-ordinator

Clearly state that exhibition space is on a basis of “first paid, first served”.

14. Check whether the venue provides professional audio-visual facilities and services, including microphones, mixing desk, projectors and screens, etc. If not, contact companies that specialise in audio-visual effects - ask them evaluate what is available at the venue and provide a quote for additional necessary equipment plus a technician’s services. 

15. Decide on a menu for catering – greatly dependent on the event duration. Contact reputable catering firms (references can normally be supplied by the venue staff) for quotes on catering. Find out specifically what each caterer includes in the quote, and be careful of VAT addition or omission. Make arrangements regarding bar bill – cash bar, ticket system or sponsors.

16. If required, investigate local accommodation options such as B&Bs, guest lodges and hotels. Record prices, specifications and contact details for inclusion in second circular.

17. On receipt of abstracts, scrutinise and choose required amount of papers, allowing for 10 to 15 % withdrawal of papers. Rather have too many papers and make space for them than have too few and have to shorten proceedings. 

18. Reply to authors of accepted papers, clearly stating the following:

· Electronic format required (MS-Word, Lotus, etc)

· Layout of papers – margins and columns, 

· Rules regarding insertion of tables, figures, graphs, photos, etc

· Number of copies required for printers

· Rules regarding presentation: 

· Format (PowerPoint, overheads, slides, etc)

· Time available

· Reminder to include short CV for session chairman

19.  Set up provisional programme and session layout, depending on abstracts received. 

20. Prepare second circular for distribution, including such details as:

· Theme, sub-themes / aspects / aims

· Preliminary programme or abstracts received

· Registration fees

· Accommodation available if required

· Bank details for deposits – state clearly that some sort of identification is necessary for electronic deposits into your bank account

· Required responses for catering such as evening banquets

21. Obtain approval for second circular, print and distribute as widely as possible – send personal invitation letters with second circular to group rock engineers, local Mine Managers and local Inspectorate

22. Proof read papers received for layout, content and grammar. Refer back to author if necessary prior to acceptance for printing.

23. Find session chairmen for the various sessions, plus one spare. Find someone to do the opening address. Find keynote speakers if required. Check whether local principal inspector would like to address the symposium. Write confirmation letters to these people, specifically noting times, dates and duties.

24. Arrange with SANIRE secretary for SANIRE booth with invoices, SANIRE news, membership application forms, old proceedings for sale, SANIRE merchandise, etc. Check for accommodation for secretary if necessary.

25. Order items such as folders, pens and writing pads for proceedings, name tag holders and tags, gifts for presenters and session chairmen.

26. Send out letters confirming registration for delegates as registration forms and payments arrive, stating clearly the date and time of registration, plus some sort of registration reference number.

27. Send out letters confirming suppliers’ booking of exhibition space on receipt of payment. Make up floor plan for exhibitions and keep it up to date.

28. Prepare record of proceedings in consultation with printer. Take note of items such as:

· Cover design and layout

· Sequence of papers to follow programme

· Advertisements – placement and proof reading

· Printing time

· Number of copies – 20 % more than number of delegates (spares, copies to ISRM)

29. Send out exhibition rules and final floor plan to all exhibitors.

30. In consultation with venue staff, prepare layout for event venue, registration area, SANIRE booth, plus catering area if required, and forward to relevant parties.

THE FINAL DAYS

1. Finalise programme and print delegate list

2. Set up and print feedback form (copy SAIMMs?)

3. Arrange for committee members to be available while suppliers are setting up exhibits.

4. Send CVs of various authors to respective session chairmen.

5. Confirm details with venue staff, caterers and audio-visual specialists.

6. Fetch printed proceedings and make up packages containing proceedings, delegate list, final programme, feedback form, writing pad and pen in folder.

7. Fetch nametags and holders – print name tags, fix into holder and arrange alphabetically.

8. Check for spare PC or laptop at presentation point for presentations on CD.

9. Arrange for PC and printer at registration point for printing of invoices where required.

10. Set up method for announcing start of new sessions – electronic signal or hand bell

11. Arrange wives / girlfriends to help at registration desk on the day and free committee members to sort out hiccups. If possible, get local delegates to register and collect documentation early to minimise congestion at registration desk.

12. Allocate jobs / areas of responsibility for the day of the event.

13. Appoint committee members or local delegates to carry audience microphones for questions.

ON THE DAY

1. Committee members arrive early - check on audio-visuals, venue layout and catering.

2. Set up registration desk – alphabetical order layout, A3 size delegate list for signatures, separate area with PC and printer for invoice printing.

3. Registration desk to stay open until tea time to allow for late registrations

4. Arrange open back door and reserve back seats so late arrivals don’t disturb presenters

5. Organising committee chairman to brief session chairmen on timetable, announcements, gift presentation, audience mikes.

6. Ensure adherence to timetable – even if it means cutting presentations short.

7. Make sure treasurer has cheque book available to pay for venue, audio-visual specialists and caterers.

WRAPPING IT UP

1. Write thank you letters to suppliers, presenters and session chairmen

2. Hold follow-up meetings to review the following:

· Feedback from delegates

· Outstanding fees from delegates

· Payment of outstanding items – printers, caterer’s final account, etc

3. Check with council for percentage profit to be retained by the branch, and pay over the rest of the profit, plus the initial loan, to council.

4. Update guidelines for next symposium and return to SANIRE secretary. 

