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Conference call to
arms creates free,
slobal software

By UATIMSON

Brian Lovell is honoured that
people from as far as Germany,
Hong Kong and Kenya are using
his conference management
software but he is adamant he
will never commercialise it.

Mr Lovell, assistant professor
and director of engineering at
the School of IT and Engineer-
ing, University of Queensland,
started writing his own software
program while chairing industry
conferences in 2003,

He says the free
alternatives avail-
able to academics
at the time did not
allow event organ-
isers enough
flexibility to tailor
them to technical
conlerences. Com-
mencial programs
were (100 expensive
for academic use.

I wrote it to
solve my problem,
basically, But I
don’t mind if any-
one else uses it,"
Mr Lovell says.

Commence is a
web-based appli-
cation available for
download from the
open-source web-
site; SourceForge,
as a 1.5MB zip file: It is used by
event organisers to keep tmack of
speakers, presentation
submissions and reviewers'
notes without the mountains of
paperwork common 1o
multiple-speaker conferences; It
requires a web-server with PHP
4 or 5.0 and another open-
source database program,
MyS0L, 1o enable conference
papers io be easily stored.

"We used 1o have several
secretaries to organise a large
conference. We'd have four
{hard) copies of each (speaker’s)
paper and would send them to
‘different reviewers (o get their
irtually instan-
taneously, Reviewers cin log in,
get all papers assigned to them,
ask for revisions and recom-
mend for approval. Speakers
can submit, modily and resub-

Professor Brian Lovell

mit their papers, also in
mitltiple versions,” he says,

The system administrator
chairing the organising com-
mittee can manage Lhe entire
event from his or her notebook.

He says Comimence {5 com-
parable to commercially
available software costing about
10,000 per event. However, it's
free and can be changed by
users to suit their needs,

“¥You're not relying on a third
party (to fix it),”" he says.

Mr Lovell will not commer-
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clalise Commence, even though
it is in use by 27 international
conferences and has been
transhated ingo Malian, French,
Portuguese and Chinese. Stu-
dents and users helped to write
and revise the program and he
says it wouldn't be ethical 1o
profit from it

“I put it on the website not
thinking that anyone would use
it. It's an eye-opening experi-
ence, quite an honour," Mr
Lovell says,

"1 think that's the sort of
thing universities should be
doing, putting code out there
for people to use.”

Commence is not mlated to
the American-based software
company of the same name.

Links
souseinepe.net/ projecis; Bproommence;



