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INTRODUCTION

The Internet breaks down normal geographical, social and cultural barriers allowing global communication and interaction almost instantaneously between both individuals and large groups of people. Consequently Internet conferencing as a means for disseminating and discussing concepts, ideas and problems has an unlimited potential. Anyone, anywhere can participate and this in itself may bring new ideas to the fore. On the other hand even in this age of user friendly browsers and hypertext links potential contributors must have the right equipment and a degree of computer literacy in order to participate productively. It might well be that those who could benefit most from the Internet particularly in developing countries and immediate risk disaster zones do not as yet have the resources or infrastructure to take full advantage. Specifically in areas of training, education and information the Internet has much to offer at low cost. This paper discusses the experience gained and lessons learnt in organising The First Internet Disaster Conference. 

BACKGROUND

The First Internet Disaster Conference was organised as a successor to the initial traditional five Disaster Prevention and Limitation Conferences held during the years 1989 - 1993 which were established by the Disaster Prevention and Limitation Unit (DPLU) of the University of Bradford in the UK. These earlier conferences provided a useful forum for discussion and enabled many links both of a formal and informal nature to be established between participants which still persist. It was hoped that with modern communications technology this first Internet conference could build on the earlier traditional experiences. 

The conference has the special theme of ELECTRONIC COMMUNICATION AND DISASTER MANAGEMENT and is currently in progress on the Internet and can be accessed via http://www.mcb.co.uk/ 

It has been 'live' since the beginning of June 1996 and will continue until September 1996; there are ten papers posted under three themes which are; 

· Communications and the Management of Disasters 

· Sociological and Human Factors 

· Education and Training 

and has 180 registered participants from countries including USA, Australia, Canada, UK, Japan, Italy, Germany, Denmark. Whilst the conference does not offer physical hospitality, in the form of a conference dinner or preliminary cocktails it does offer a forum for a community of thinking and mental stimulation and facilities for generating and promulgating new ideas and concepts. 

On a more practical level the authors believe that for the purpose of formulating new thinking, presenting new methods, discussing policies and exchanging ideas generally Internet conferences have many advantages compared to those of a traditional nature. Firstly delegates are free from the constraints of time and space and as the conference is taking place over a time extended period have ample time to read, assimilate and evaluate published papers at their own convenience. Secondly the Internet allows anyone in principle to contribute from anywhere on the planet without having to leave their office or home and furthermore, unlike conventional conferences there is no possibility of 'running out' at question time. All delegates are invited to offer questions, comments either short or extended regarding individual papers, and unlike traditional conferences these are guaranteed to be responded to. Again there is no economic barrier in the form of conference or accommodation fees to hinder attendance. 

ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF INTERNET CONFERENCING

Several advantages both of a general and specific nature have emerged in using the Internet as a medium for organising a conference. General advantages are; 

· Considerable saving in expense, time and the inconvenience of actual presence in one location. 

· Physical limitations of time and space are removed and the conference is truly international. 

· Provides a global bridge for discussion between academia, agencies, practitioners and the public. 

Whilst the above general advantages were relatively important considerations in organising the conference, more specific advantages became apparent once organisation was under way. In particular it was found that the process of conducting correspondence, committee meetings, peer review of papers and organisational arrangements electronically via e-mail enabled one to build up an organically sustainable network of communication that will remain and prove a valuable asset long after the conclusion of the conference. 

Moreover, it was found that direct organisational costs of the conference were minimal and no specific budget was required. Processes were rapid and response times were very short; furthermore the administration was largely self automated and documenting. Very significant savings were made by the elimination of initial expensive mail shots and calls for papers. All calls for papers were made by posting notices on sister organisation web site boards. Again the very significant cost of producing hard copy conference proceedings was completely eliminated. Most of the advantages of hard copy proceedings are still retained as the salient aspects of the conference will be fully reported in the conference sponsoring journal Disaster Prevention and Management. Other advantages were that conference organising staff requirements were reduced by at least two thirds and all financial risks eliminated. 

Since there is no such thing as a 'free lunch' disadvantages found included the high dependency on supporting computer and network reliability. The occasions when there was a network failure however rare and one was temporally 'electronically' blind were relatively frightening experiences. Other problems that remain can be apparently long access times experienced by some participants to web sites and the very large quantities of memory that are consumed if one is downloading illustrations and graphics and other similar material that are contained in presentations. At the present time an appropriate compromise has be achieved between attractiveness and simplicity of use in presentations. These however are relatively minor problems which the rapid advance of technology should soon eliminate. 

LESSONS LEARNT

Principal amongst the lessons learned was that of maintaining interest and academic standards. Because of the long duration of the conference, a time span of three months, it was originally decided that in order to maintain a high level of delegate involvement and generate useful discussion new papers would continuously 'go live' throughout the period. In reality what was found was that delegates are delaying their initial participation in discussion groups and completely mirror traditional conference behaviour Also it was very quickly learned that because the Internet itself is a relatively informal environment with its own protocols and language that an important task was not overly to encourage informality in discussions. Academic standards were maintained by instituting a system of electronic peer review for papers. From an organisational point of view co-ordinators of this type of conference also have to be prepared to respond relatively rapidly to the specific queries and organisational problems that arise. In organisation very rapid response is required as compared with traditional conferences where time scales are delimited by 'snail' mail transmission rates. Careful preparation and briefing of speakers' is essential if a useful discussion is to take place. The convenor needs to act as moderator and make special efforts to invite comments from speakers. The importance of 'body language' should not be underestimated. The way in which comments are made at a live conference can affect the meaning, and contributions made on the Internet must be interpreted and written up with care. In many ways this is more important than for traditional conferences because any comment can remain as a permanent record. 

Most importantly there must be adequate technical support and any conference steering or organising committee should always work with a 'partner' who has the appropriate technical expertise. In the case of The First Internet Disaster Conference this was MCB University Press. The manifest advantages of low cost universality and 'democratic' participation are factors that will ensure a continuously expanding and productive use of electronic conferencing. 
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