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Purpose

This paper was prepared in response to a request from Lorne Becker and Adrian Grant for a description of the lessons learned from webcasting sessions at the Cochrane Colloquium in Dublin in October 2007, and a reflection on other aspects of environmental sustainability and Cochrane Colloquia. It represents my personal opinions but draws on discussions with other people.

Urgency for decision

The Steering Group might wish to make decisions of relevance to Colloquia. The timetable for those decisions will depend on the needs of those planning future Colloquia.
Access to this document

Open access.

Background

In order to facilitate participation in the 2006 Cochrane Colloquium by people unable to travel to Dublin, and to pilot initiatives designed to reduce the carbon footprint of this annual event, the UK Cochrane Centre did the following:

1. To increase accessibility to the plenary sessions and Annual General Meetings at the Colloquium, we broadcast these five sessions on the Internet. This was made possible by sponsorship from Wiley. We used the Marratech platform to do this. This allowed people to access the live audio visual output from the session, and those who entered the virtual ‘meeting room’ in which the sessions were broadcast could also contribute by communicating with each other by text, audio, and, if they had a webcam connected, video. The platform also allowed the PowerPoint presentations used by the speakers to be viewed directly by those in the virtual meeting room on a whiteboard. Unfortunately, the details of how to watch the broadcast were not available until a few days before the Colloquium. This meant that they could not be well promoted and that there was too little time to resolve technical problems experienced by some people. Even so, typically 10 to 20 people watched each plenary session remotely.

2. We broadcast two of the contributed paper sessions using the same technology. These sessions ran in parallel to other sessions and had to be placed in the main auditorium.

3. We considered broadcasting one workshop from each session as well. However, because the workshop programme had been put together with a focus on discussion based workshops, rather than those dominated by presentations and lectures, no workshops were judged appropriate for this and none were broadcast.

4. The special session on HIV/AIDS on October 25 included three speakers brought in by video conferencing from Papua New Guinea, Tunisia and Uganda. This was made possible by sponsorship from IBM. The three speakers were broadcast in sound and video within the main auditorium, and were able to watch and hear the plenary through their video conferencing connection. We had hoped to direct questions to these speakers from the audience in Dublin, but they all overran their allotted time and as co-chairs of the session, Nandi Siegfried and I decided that we would not go back to them with questions.

5. Recycling facilities were made available around the main meeting rooms.

6. Recycled paper was used wherever possible for printed material.

7. The conference bags were simple and would occupy very little landfill when disposed of. 

Discussion

I suggest that the Steering Group consider the following:

1. As much as possible of the Colloquium should be broadcast on the web. Details of how to watch these broadcasts should be made available as far in advance as possible. The proposal recently discussed by the Executive for a perpetual licence to the Marratech platform would facilitate this. The resources needed at the site of the Colloquium might simply be the audio-visual feed from any system that is being used to project the session onto a large screen or televisions at the venue and a person to keep the PowerPoint slideshow in the whiteboard in time with the presenter.

2. The broadcast sessions do not need to be done in such a way that people watching the broadcast can ask questions of the presenters. During the plenary sessions in Dublin, less than 2% of the audience present asked questions, and during the AGM there were no questions from the audience. Therefore, adding the complexity of allowing live questions from afar might not be justified. 

3. It should be possible for presenters to make their presentation through a video conference link. This would, of course, require two-way communication but it would be on a much smaller scale than allowing all viewers to interact.

4. To minimise the impact of remote viewing on the registration income for a Colloquium, the Collaboration should explore having an ‘online registration fee’ for Colloquia. This would provide a formal way for people to make a contribution to the costs of the Colloquia, even though they do not attend in person. It would be a voluntary contribution since people would be able to watch for free but is likely to generate income in a similar way to the income generated by asking people to make a contribution towards museums and art galleries that do not charge an entrance fee. Cochrane entities and other organizations might decide to organize local events to watch and discuss the web broadcasts.

5. All printed material for the Colloquium should be available on the Internet and people should be offered the choice of whether they receive a printed copy of the Programme and Abstracts book or simply use the electronic version. This would reduce both the financial and carbon costs of unnecessary printing.

6. As far as possible, recycled material should be used for Colloquia. These should be chosen so as to minimize the impact on the environment. Appropriate recycling facilities should be available at Colloquia.

7. Carbon audits should be conducted and published for Colloquia. Outside of Colloquia, such audits could be added to the annual monitoring of Cochrane entities. Guidance on this could be obtained from the work being done on carbon audits of trials.

8. The Steering Group might wish to set an example to other entities by reporting on its carbon footprint. For example, given that the Publishing Policy Group carefully weighed up the implications for environmental sustainability before its face to face meeting in Oxford in February 2007, it would be good to report on that assessment and to show how the benefits of the meeting outweighed the carbon costs.
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