SEPA Conference Planning Document 

The Annual Conference
CONFERENCE GUIDELINES 

The following guidelines are intended to help design a successful SEPA conference.  SEPA Council assumes adherence to these guidelines. Any deviation requires permission of the SEPA President and/or Council.
The Southeastern Planetarium Association (SEPA) Conference is held annually and generally conducted in mid-June starting on a Tuesday evening and ending before noon on the following Saturday.  These conferences bring together, on average, more than one hundred planetarium professionals, exhibitors, and vendors to share information, discuss the latest trends in programming and education, see and hear the latest products demonstrated, participate in paper sessions, and spend time socializing in an informal setting. 

CONFERENCE PROPOSALS 

Unless otherwise approved by Council, all invitations for conferences are to be submitted to the SEPA President no later than two years before the proposed conference.  Proposals will be distributed to SEPA Council for discussion. Final selection of the site will be decided by Council at its annual meeting two years before the conference year in question.  The President will notify each site under consideration of the decision in writing, if necessary. 
The Conference Proposal consists of the following items: 

1. A letter of invitation from the Chief Executive Officer of the host institution on letterhead stationery and addressed to the SEPA President. This letter must include a statement proposing the place and dates of the conference, and a general statement concerning the advantages of hosting the conference at this particular location. 

2. The body of the Proposal must include pertinent information on why SEPA planetarians would find this location appealing, including information on each of the following: 

a. Host facility: 

i. Specific information on the planetarium and surrounding institution. 

ii. The ability of the host institution to serve a group (75 to150) in terms of dining, accommodations, meeting facilities, and transportation.  

iii. Proposed costs of registration, meals, and accommodations. 

iv. Technical capabilities of host (Internet access, A/V equipment, automation equipment, etc.)
v. Proposed vendor/exhibitor charges

b. Conference activities: A general statement concerning the normal conference agenda including such items as paper sessions, workshops, guest speakers and unique planned activities (i.e. special tours to nearby facilities of an astronomical/planetarium or regional nature). 
c. Host city: Specific information on the area in which the conference is being held; weather, recreation facilities, transportation (how to get there- train, bus, airline, auto, etc.); basic municipal and tourist data. 

CONFERENCE REQUIREMENTS
1. Pre-conference announcement: A written article about the host proposal should appear in the Southern Skies journal one year prior to the conference date.  An e-mail blast to go out to membership six-months prior to the conference.  Both announcements are the responsibility of the host.   

2. Council meeting: The SEPA Council meets just before the conference. The Conference 

host should accommodate the Council with a suitable meeting room.   

3. Conference financial procedure. The Conference host will: 

a. request seed money, if necessary, to make deposits and pay needed bills prior to receiving registration fees from delegates. If requested, up to three thousand dollars ($3,000) can be requested directly from the Secretary/Treasurer one year prior to the conference. All seed money must be reimbursed in full to SEPA no later than December 1 of the conference year.
b. File a financial plan for the conference with the Secretary/Treasurer six months prior to 

the conference. The host bears financial accountability for the conference and for setting up an account (either internal or external) to collect revenues and pay expenses. 

c. Submit to the Secretary/Treasurer a final accounting report listing all income and 

expenditures by December 1 of the conference year. 

4. Conference Registration 

a. Any SEPA member may register for the conference, provided that membership is current. 

b. When the pre-conference mailing is sent out, the Secretary/Treasurer will provide the 

Conference host with a list of all current SEPA members. 
c. The Conference host will work with the Secretary/Treasurer to collect all registration fees, membership dues, vendor sponsorships funds, all donations, and silent auction payments.  

d. The Conference host will provide the Secretary/Treasurer with a list of participants who paid dues with conference registration. 

5. SEPA Business Meetings: There should be two separate meetings: A pre-business meeting taking place on the first full day of the conference and a general business meeting occurring on the final conference day. NO OTHER CONFERENCE ACTIVITY SHOULD BE SCHEDULED DURING THESE MEETING. It is important that adequate facilities are 

provided for the meeting, and that the proper amount of time is allotted for this 

general session (usually an hour to hour and a half is needed).
6. Conference hosts must keep scheduling and accounting records of the conference for use 

by future hosts: 

a. Detailed financial reports, including all income and expenses and rates charged 

b. Records of all agreements with the conference hotel and exhibit manager (if any) 

c. Copies of all forms mailed to potential and registered delegates and vendors 

d. Records of in-kind agreements with vendors (ex.: free delegate registration with a high level of support or free products needed for the event provided by a vendor with their logo) 
e. Registration list with all contact information
f. Within two months after the conclusion of the conference, SEPA membership dues and membership data must be sent to the SEPA Secretary/Treasurer.  By December 1 of the conference year an accounting of the receipts and disbursements of the conference must be provided to the SEPA Secretary/Treasurer.
8. Communication with SEPA Council
a. The conference host shall inform the SEPA Council of the following: 

i. A tentative conference agenda six months prior to conference 

ii. Proposed delegate and vendor charges at least six months prior to conference 

iii. Copies of conference-related articles to be submitted to the Southern Skies journal by January 1 following the conference.  

iv. List of delegates and vendors including contact information should be submitted to the SEPA Secretary/Treasurer within one month after conference. 

b. The conference host shall inform the SEPA President of any issues which affect the schedule, costs, or any other aspect of the conference. 
9. The conference host shall assist in maintaining a conference web site on SEPA’s web page. All tentative registration and accommodation costs shall be posted on this web site at least six months in advance of the conference. 

10. Failure of the conference host to observe the timetables and communication with SEPA Council listed in these guidelines shall be grounds for possible change of conference site. 
HOW TO SUBMIT AN INVITATION
The conference host site is usually an institution or planetarium within the SEPA region. 
The responsible representative of the host facility must be a member of SEPA and is usually a planetarian.  

The goals of the conference host are:

General Conference Information
If events are held at conference centers rather than at the host planetarium, at least a half-day or an evening session should be allocated to the planetarium theater with appropriate transportation provided so that specific demonstrations requiring a dome can be accomplished.

The conference host is expected to maintain an up-to-date web site on the conference (in conjunction with the SEPA website master).  It is also required that the host arrange (with the help of the SEPA journal editor) for the submission of conference papers, in electronic form, presented at the conference. 
BUDGET 
1. The conference registration fee is the primary source of funding, although fees from exhibitors/sponsorships contribute to the overall budget.  Conference support also comes from the host institution (usually in the form of in-kind donation of personnel time), from local convention & tourist bureaus (also in-kind personnel), or sometimes local businesses.    

2. Fees should be structured after planning has determined the cost of transportation (buses, etc.), 

meals (lunches and banquets), speakers’ fees, clerical fees and any other costs (such as facility fees). 

3. Sometimes optional fees (banquets) are additional.  Also, if a conference hotel is selected, a basic number of conference guests in the hotel will secure rooms and facilities at no cost. Conference planners associated with the conference hotel, Chamber of Commerce, or tourist bureaus can provide assistance in areas such as clerical help, folders, travel guides, etc. 

4. In order to ensure continuous funding of our scholarship program, the host will withhold 10% of all vendor sponsorship monies for deposit into the scholarship fund.  As an example, were the host to receive $10,000 in vendor monies (paid for table space in the vendor hall, planetarium dome time, extra tables, etc.), then $1,000 would be held for next year’s scholarship fund. 

The conference host is expected to set conference fees and expenditures such that the conference at least breaks even. If there is a conference profit, it will revert to SEPA for the benefit of SEPA members. If there is a loss, then there will be a meeting between the host and Council to determine the ratio of responsibility.  A financial loss due to negligence or fraud will result in the host being fully responsible.  A financial loss due to unforeseen events may be compensated by SEPA. The conference host is expected to set up either a dedicated bank account or use the accounting department of their institution to account for all monies received and expended. 

Rental fees for the host faculty/planetarium, as well as planetarium staff time devoted to the conference are to be waived and not considered reimbursable. Long distance phone calls, photocopying, services contracted for by the host institution, host’s fiscal staff (bookkeeper), materials needed for the conference, etc. will, in most cases, be considered a reimbursable conference expense. These expenses are to be reflected in the conference budget.  However, use of host’s daily operational and consumable supplies, like projector lamps, is not considered reimbursable items. 
CONFERENCE AGENDA 
The conference host is responsible, in consultation with the SEPA Council, for planning, preparing, and hosting the SEPA Conference.
The conference shall include: 

1. opportunities for members to talk in formal situations about their profession 

2. time for members to interact informally about their ideas and work 

3. a setting for exhibitors and vendors to showcase their products and services 

4. interesting speakers and activities 

The conference host will select the dates of the conference with approval of the SEPA Council. The conference host is expected to make all conference program arrangements. As part of the conference program, the conference host is responsible for providing time, space, and arrangements for the following activities: 

1. Council Meeting normally consists of a couple of hours prior to the start of the conference. 
2. A beginning session including VIPs from the host’s institution, introduction of the conference host and SEPA President. 

3 The pre-business meeting on first full day.  General business meeting on last full day.

4. Vendor and exhibitor viewing time during which it is the sole conference activity. Other viewing time may have concurrent conference events occurring. 
5. Delegate contributed paper presentations.
a. Paper sessions can be arranged topically in such categories as: Education programs, technology and hardware, administration and management, public programs, publicity 

and P.R., innovative programs, etc. 

b. Papers should normally be limited to ten or fifteen-minute presentation time. Time should be allotted at the end of each presentation for questions from the audience. 

c. Vendors should be given sufficient “dome time” to present their products.  Vendor dome time should, although not necessary, be scheduled early in the program.    
d. There should be a mid-morning/afternoon planned coffee break between paper sessions.

e. Assign a session chair for each paper/vendor session prior to the conference. This person’s duty is to keep things running on time. 
f. Assign a person to provide technical support as needed. 

g. Have abstracts of all papers/workshops/demonstrations printed in a booklet to be distributed to all conference participants. 

6. Invited speakers.  The conference host is responsible for inviting speakers and paying for their travel and accommodations, if necessary.  Speakers for the banquet should be selected for their ability to address an audience with something to say to which planetariums can relate. Speakers with enthusiasm, humor, and any other dynamic qualities are critical for banquets (technical topics are not advised).  
 7. Workshops, tours, planetarium shows, and other events as determined by the conference host.  a. Workshops should be made relevant to planetarium field. 

b. Enrichment Sessions, such as visiting near-by observatories, other planetariums, or tours of facilities of interest such as space agencies, astronomy facilities, regional interest, historical sites, or museums, is encouraged. 

8. Exhibitors:  

a. A display area should be provided where businesses associated with the planetarium field can display their materials. Be sure that adequate time, convenient locations, proper publicity, and security are provided for the exhibits. 

9. Social Sessions:   

a. Allow ample time for planetarians to get together for socializing and networking.  This is usually accomplished by assigning a room for a hospitality suite at the end of each day.  Hospitality suites are usually sponsored by conference vendors. 

b. Cocktail hours will sometimes be hosted by local companies or businesses associated with the field. Other social sessions can include cash bars, cookouts, tours, etc. 

10. The SEPA Banquet (one evening, preferably on the last day of the conference) usually has a keynote speaker and is preceded by a social cocktail hour.  

ACCOMMODATIONS, MEALS, AND AMENITIES 
1. Hotel accommodations should be as close to conference activities as possible.  In selecting a conference hotel, the host should be careful to examine room, food, and beverage service costs in making comparisons among possible conference hotels. Be sure there are adequate facilities for fast service at breakfast time as well as facilities for large banquet type meals. 

2. Check the facilities for meeting and conference rooms to be sure they meet your requirements for seating capacity, A/V equipment, and the adaptability of the room for conference needs.  

3. Include at least one low cost option for accommodations. 

The conference host is expected to provide or arrange for the conference site(s) including meeting rooms, exhibit space, dining areas, and planetarium facilities. The conference host is generally expected to provide use of on-site rooms and host-owned audio-visual equipment as an in-kind contribution (if at the host facility).  If audio-visual equipment must be rented, for non-commercial papers, then charges should be paid by the conference for typical AV items. For commercial presentations (including exhibit areas and vendors), equipment charges should be paid by the commercial enterprise. Other areas the conference host is charged to handle include accommodation arrangements, meals, transportation, and registration packet materials. Registration packet materials should include name tags, conference programs, delegate list, and local information (local attractions, restaurants, etc.).  A conference “bag” for these packet materials is usually also the responsibility of the host.
COMMERCIAL INVOLVEMENT 
The conference host should contact companies to solicit cash contributions for conference support, exhibit space, conference “bag,” etc. The greater the contribution, the greater the benefits are for the supporting vendor.  However, the conference host must be aware not to trade benefits with a vendor that include show content for use at their facility after the duration of the conference.
ANNOUNCEMENT OF CONFERENCE 
The conference host should send announcements to membership, vendors, the SEPA website, an open planetarium forum like the Dome-L list serve, and to the Southern Skies Editor with information on the conference at least six months before the conference with updates as needed.
REGISTRATION 
The SEPA Secretary/Treasurer will provide labels for mailing the registration information, if necessary. The conference host is responsible for preparing a mailing of registration materials. The mailing should include a preliminary program, registration form, and a contributed paper/poster submission form, instructions for submitting texts for the conference proceedings, accommodation information, and directions and/or a map. 
GROUP PHOTO 
The conference host makes arrangements for a group photo of conference delegates. The conference host provides an opportunity for delegates to purchase the group photo. 

SEPA COUNCIL MEETING 
The conference host should make arrangements for a meeting room and for any other requests made by SEPA Officers (e.g. video projector). The conference host is expected to provide a conference update at the Council Meeting both two and one year(s) before his/her conference. 

The conference host is also expected to make a brief presentation about his/her conference during the business meeting at the preceding conference and to answer any questions from the delegates. 
CONCLUSION OF CONFERENCE 
The conference host is responsible for duplicating and distributing conference evaluations from a master provided by the SEPA Council.  The conference host may ask additional questions if desired.  

The conference host is responsible for writing thank you letters to invited speakers and to companies providing donations or services. 

The conference host must return the financial report, all seed money, and any profit no later than December 1 of the conference year. 
Tips to Keep the Conference Running Smoothly 

1. Keep the conference running ON TIME. Make this philosophy known to everyone who is involved with the conference-servers of meals, session chairs, bus lines, etc. 

2. At the conference center have a person(s) to answer phones, field inquiries, etc. 

3. Have adequate personnel at the registration table. Remember, some delegates will need to register late (perhaps not even the first day of the conference), so have a designated place for them to report for details. 

4. Be sure nametags list the person’s name, institution, and location in large font. 

5. Assign chairs for paper /poster/workshop sessions prior to the conference. 

6. Be sure to have aides to run errands, get batteries for pointers, spare lamps for projectors, etc. 

7. Have available technical support for set-up/troubleshooting during paper and workshop sessions as well as in the planetarium. 
8. Appoint someone to record images (photos) for historical record keeping.
9. Assign a person to be in charge of handling the registration packet-check the contents: don’t forget a complete list of delegates attending the conference. 

10. Include a new SEPA member’s session so that delegates can get to know/recognize them.
This is usually done prior to the first scheduled event so those “newbies” can be prepared and made to feel welcomed.

11. Host should seek out planetariums in his/her state that may not have SEPA members.  The conference is the best way to get them involved and to help them feel that they are part of a larger community.

Timeline Tips for Conference Preparation

2 years out:
Secure hotel(s), conference center 

1 year out:
Submit article in Southern Skies describing host’s facilities & tentative costs 

9 months out:
Announcement mailing to vendors /members

6 months out:
Submit financial plan to Council
6 months out:
Send mailing of registration; update announcements via email blasts, post on SEPA website, Dome-L, Southern Skies
3 months out:
Follow up announcements & reminders 
