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Background

CBS-XIV aimed to use electronic documents to support the meeting. No paper copies of documents and working papers were issued, and only one copy of Working Papers, Pinks and Agendas were issued to each delegation.

This report summarises comments from Members and the Secretariat that were collected during a Side Session on Wednesday 2nd April to support CBS Management Group in planning more effective ways of working in the future.

Methods of using electronic documents

Although delegations were accustomed to using and managing paper documents, different techniques are required to work with electronic documents.

The basic tool for using electronic documents, which is essential to all delegations, is a laptop computer with which to retrieve, view and edit documents.

A basic need of a laptop is to display at least two documents at the same time. Typically, these documents were the document under discussion and the notes being made by the reader on the proceedings. Those with small screens were only able to view these two documents (at 100%) and used hard copy for their national brief. Those with larger screens could divide the screen into four sections and, working at “view text width”, see information papers as well.

To avoid showing multiple documents at once, some attendees entered their briefs and interventions into a copy of the relevant Document using “track changes”.

Many Members opened all the documents for a session and leave them on the task bar so that they were quickly available when the item was discussed.

No Members reported using the “pdf” version of documents – all appeared to prefer to use the Word versions.

Practices Members would like to see retained

Members found that moving around documents was difficult – particularly when discussion moved to the Annexes and back to the main text.

The Chair of a session needs to maintain an overview of the documents being discussed, and this is only possible with a paper copy of the document.

The use of Track Changes in Working Papers and Pinks was greatly appreciated, particularly because the on-screen documents made changes easy to identify through the use of colour.

As Working Papers and Pinks became available, Members found the summary of which documents would be discussed in the session to be valuable; if possible, they would like to see the next session’s business listed at the end of the previous session.

Difficulties and potential problems identified by Members
Moving around documents, and identifying which part of a document was being discussed, proved a problem. There was a general consensus that including internal hyperlinks between paragraphs and their corresponding Annexes (and also links to the paragraphs themselves) would greatly help users.

The Chair generally based the discussion around the English version of a document. Users of versions of the document in other languages found it more difficult to move around the document, and also difficult to determine whether their versions contained the same information as the English version. Those working in other languages felt that projecting the English version of the document on a screen would help all Members to find their places in their own document.

Several of the documents on the server were unreadable. This may have been due to corruption when being uploaded, but might have been the result of using incompatible software version.

Despite wi-fi coverage for the room, the internet connection became congested when Members tried to download documents from the WMO server. A local server mirroring the WMO server might alleviate this problem.

Some delegations changed team members during the session. This caused some issues of hand-over with documents being held on laptops.
Laptops are subject to hardware or software malfunction (and to loss or theft), so that delegations that rely on laptops may be left without access to documents.

Timing and logistics
Although the use of electronic documents reduces the time needed to print and distribute documents, time is still needed for translation and consultation. Thus, although the current recommendation that documents are submitted 45 days in advance of a meeting may be excessive, Management Group needs to define a period that is sufficient for these tasks to be undertaken.

Electronic documents placed on a server are easily downloaded, but users need to be made aware when documents are made available.

The host country needs to know how many printed documents will be required, how many network connections will be needed and how many power sockets will be required – all of these are required while the arrangements for the meeting are being made.

Recommendations

1) A “how to” guide is produced for those attending the meetings to train them in how they may work productively with electronic documents. This training must be available before and throughout the meeting so that all participants can benefit from it.

2) Document formats should be designed so that they are easier to use on-screen, perhaps by including “information” within “boxes” inside the document, use of tables, etc. Also, internal hyperlinks and the use of the “document map” will help users navigate documents. The Secretariat should experiment with formats.
3) Minimum standards for hardware and software functionality must be set for the meeting (eg wi-fi standard, which level of Word format), and all facilities and documents must be usable at that minimum standard (for example, the meeting could agree that all documents must be in Word 2003 format). Standards should include functionality (such as retrieving information from local servers that are not visible on the internet).
4) Minimum time scales for submission of documents must be agreed.

5) Consider the use of a mirror server to reduce network congestion.

6) Introduce a work process (perhaps using a document handling system such as BSCW as used by the German Government) that notifies users when documents are ready – before and during the meeting.
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