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Once a conference planning committee has created the technical program (unnamed pattern) they turn their attention to the facilities for the conference.  For this they must rely heavily on the facilities contractor to create a comfortable physical environment and provide an adequate level of services to attendees. Cost is always a factor when balancing what is affordable against what is desired.
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The organizing committee has minimum influence on the non-programmatic elements of a conference, but these factors have a large influence on the overall experience for attendees. The committee must rely on contractual arrangements for services to anticipate all contingencies.
The physical comfort of the conference facilities and the quality of meals strongly influence a delegate’s overall impression of a conference. A poor sound system, too cold or too warm ambient temperature, uncomfortable seating or a skimpy lunch can undermine an excellent technical program. Committee volunteers are generally experts in their professional domain and able to mange the technical program. The same volunteers are novices in the field of delivering the hospitality services related to a conference and have relatively little control over the environmental elements of the conference.
The hospitality staff that services a convention or congress center understands the many details that are important to delegates, freeing the committee to attend to the technical program.  Services are provided in a timely and friendly manner and its staff is available to address the small disruptions that inevitably occur.  Members of the conference planning committee are happy to reduce their workload wherever feasible.  Being able to trust the facilities manager and staff to provide a comfortable environment for the delegates relieves a lot of worry. 

Over time the planning committee and facilities staff develop a collaborative style and increase their effectiveness during the conference. 

Loyalty is an effective way to create a collaborative cooperation between the committee and facilities provider.  This may have the added benefit of favorable cost quotations and a priority assignment when requesting dates for future events.  Loyalty creates a virtuous cycle in that the committee is pleased with results and wants to return, and the facility manager is able to count on return business and works hard to earn the continued patronage.
The organizers of the rOOts conference have been privileged to be supported for five years by the staff of the Bergen Congress Center (BKS) in Bergen, Norway.  Over the years, the congress center has expanded their concept for coffee breaks from the initial format of coffee available all day, to including a light snack in the morning or afternoon, and finally to serving a small buffet of cheese in the morning and cakes in the afternoon.  And they have expanded lunch from a fixed portion meal to an open buffet. All of these changes occurred without the urging of the committee but were completely consistent with the level of service the committee hopes to provide and were provided with nominal cost increases.

In those years a number of exceptional situations have arisen that have reinforced the relationship between the committee and BKS. 
In 2001 the rOOts conference needed rooms for concurrent tracks and had to provide their own AV equipment because of poor foresight.  The next year BKS anticipated the need for AV as soon as the number of rooms were requested and provided a day-round AV specialist to handle any questions.

In 2002, three days before the conference start date, a strike was called on the facility.  The facility manager arranged for use of an alternate facility for 2 of the conference’s three day format, and provided discounted bus transportation to bring delegates downtown for the conference banquet.  This left the committee to deal with rearranging one day of sessions. The committee was able to meet all their obligations.  Since most delegates knew of the strike, they were very tolerant and had a good time anyway.

Therefore:

Select a location that meets the requirements of the program and a hospitality service provider that shares a compatible viewpoint with the organizing committee. Treat the facilities manager as a member of the committee in the role of strong supporting staff.  
The committee should provide periodic updates regarding all elements of the program that influence ability of the congress center to support the conference – for example, total number of attendees, number and size of rooms needed, starting and ending times each day, AV and special equipment needs and the schedule for lunch and coffee breaks.  
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An effective committee – Motivated Committee – is made more effective by close coordination with the facilities provider.  The facilities provider is an important factor in creating a comfortable atmosphere for the participants – see Comfortable Beds and Coffee all day long.
Acknowledgements: photo downloaded from www.cerezo.co.jp/support/ img/01.jpg

C. Haskins

Side 2 av 2

