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Didn’t make quorum at your general assembly or executive meeting … again? Tired of discussing issues with only half your executive there? Finding it hard to recruit new people because of the effort they have to make to attend meetings?

Teleconferencing can help, though it’s not a cure-all. At the Society level, various boards and committees have been holding teleconference meetings for several years now. They’re almost a necessity when your members are scattered from coast to coast and even across oceans. The benefits of such meetings in bringing together many more people than could travel to attend a face-to-face meeting have become, I think, evident to all who participate.

But teleconferencing can be useful for Sections. Although a Section covers a geographically contiguous area, that area can still be large enough so getting from one end to the other, or even to a central location, can be a challenge. This is particularly true for Sections that cover an entire country, like Spain, Ireland, England, Chile, Saudi Arabia, or Kuwait. My own Section, Montreal, covers an area from Kingston, Ontario (a couple of hours’ drive north of Syracuse NY) all the way to Nova Scotia, a distance of almost a thousand miles. Even the island of Montreal is about sixty miles long. And try getting across the bridges at rush hour, or during a snowstorm.
Sections can use teleconferencing to hold executive meetings. Here the number of participants is usually small, and with a toll-free number with enough lines, everyone can dial in, discuss, and vote as if they were present in the room. Supporting materials like agendas, minutes, and financial reports need to be distributed to everyone beforehand. Verify attendance and take minutes just as for an in-person meeting. 

The Montreal Section has also offered a teleconference option at its last two annual general assemblies. The challenge here was that we needed a quorum of twenty regular members to conduct business, and more and more often, we were failing to attract them. This meant that we could not elect next year’s executive or approve financial statements or any by-laws changes. It also meant that the money we spent on the initial meeting – room rental, food, printing, postage, whatever – was essentially wasted and would have to be spent over again. Yet a small but active group of members still wanted to come to the annual meeting to see their friends, catch up on the news, and show their support for the Section in person. We wanted to accommodate these people while giving those who could not be there a chance to participate.

Using teleconferencing for a meeting of Section members (about 200 in the case of the Montreal Section) posed some additional challenges. The cost and logistics of mailing supporting materials to all members were prohibitive; even the volume of the documents as email attachments made the size of the message too large for some recipients. Moreover, about 30 of our members do not have email addresses or do not want to be contacted by email, so we still had to do a mailing, although a smaller one.
The approach we took was to email the meeting announcement to all our members with email addresses, asking them to reply if they might be interested in attending. To those who expressed interest, we emailed the supporting documents. Those members receiving the meeting notice by postal mail got the complete packet of meeting documents in that mailing. The documentation included a set of procedures (see below) for the combined face-to-face and teleconference meeting, covering matters such as speaking and voting.

The meeting itself was held in the conference room of a business center where I am a member, with a triangular speakerphone supplied by the center. We had to rent the room and also pay for a staff member to stay at the desk past 6 PM. We have an account with Bell Canada where we pay a base charge plus a fee per minute per participant. Remote participants dialed into a toll-free number and entered a passcode to access the meeting.

So how did this work? From the quorum standpoint, reasonably well. We did obtain quorum in both cases, though in one of the two years, it took two attempts. In both cases, about half the participants were physically present and half on the phone line. Discussions went well, although the meeting chair forgot from time to time to ask for input from the remote participants. All the issues voted on were approved unanimously, so we did not have to go to a roll call vote, which would have been necessary in the case of a more contentious motion. Make sure the meeting secretary gets the names of all the people on the phone line as well as in the room, as this list will be necessary for a roll call vote if one is needed.
As you might imagine, there were a few glitches. The first time we tried this, our President was stuck in traffic and late in arriving, and no one else had the meeting chair login and passcode to open the meeting. I hope no one called in right at 6 PM, found the meeting not yet open for business, and went away! So make sure at least two people have the information to get the meeting underway. As with any face-to-face members’ meeting I have attended, a number of people say they will attend (in person or remotely) and then don’t show up, and another group that never said anything just appears in person or on the line; this happened in both cases. Some remote participants said they never got their documentation or had lost it, and at that point we had no way to provide it. And as in any teleconference I have ever attended, people on the phone spoke without identifying themselves and it was easy to lose track of who was talking. But these were minor problems; essentially this combined format worked as well as any of our face-to-face meetings.

Most of the remote participants were local people who were running late at work and didn’t have time to get to the business center, or who had other commitments later that evening. We didn’t get much participation from members outside the greater Montreal region, or from local members traveling, although the toll-free number would have permitted this. However, one year our Treasurer was on a business trip and called in from out of town, making the presentation and approval of the financial statements much easier and smoother.

One important point: in the case of an incorporated Section, be sure to check what the applicable laws allow or prohibit for the conduct of corporate meetings (which both your executive and members’ meetings are). The Montreal Section is incorporated in the province of Quebec, and Quebec corporate law specifies that all the participants in a corporate meeting must be able to hear each other. This means that email voting is out as an alternative to face-to-face meetings in our case, but we can do a teleconference meeting. The same law prohibits proxy voting for us. However, laws in your jurisdiction may be different. You may also have to amend your by-laws to allow teleconferencing. Getting legal advice would be well worth it to make sure that your procedures (and therefore your decisions) are valid.
This year, we are planning to offer a light supper at the meeting to make in-person attendance more attractive. However, we will still offer the teleconference option and hope to get a number of participants that way. A number of people have told us they appreciate the chance to participate by phone, and we expect that the teleconference option will be a permanent feature of Montreal Section annual general meetings.
Recommended procedures for a teleconference members’ meeting:
Since we are planning to hold a meeting with some people present in the room in the usual fashion, and others attending by teleconference who can hear but not see what is going on in the meeting, and who cannot be seen by the people in the room, we need to establish certain procedures in order to ensure the smooth functioning of the meeting.

Quorum :

Those attending in person will sign in the usual fashion.  At the beginning of the meeting, the President will ask those attending by teleconference to identify themselves so that their names can be added to the list of participants.  The presence of a quorum will then be verified.
Rules for participation:
The President shall announce the rules for participation at the beginning of the meeting.  Among these:

· Each participant (whether in person or by teleconference) wishing to speak must address the President giving his or her name;

· The meeting secretary shall announce the names of the mover and seconder for each motion, as well as the results of the vote.
Discussion of documents :

Participants who are in the room will have all their documents supplied in the usual fashion.  Those who have expressed an interest in participating by teleconference should have received their documents in electronic form (e.g. the minutes of the previous year’s meeting, biographical information on the candidates, and any motion to be voted on).

However, it is always possible that someone attending by teleconference may be missing some documents.  In this case, the President should summarize the main points of the document in question and be available to answer questions.
Votive :

If there are no controversial matters coming before the meeting, a voice vote will probably be sufficient.  The President will ask whether everyone is in favor; if anyone is not, then a roll call vote will be used.

If anyone in the meeting is dissatisfied with this procedure, a roll call vote of those present must be used.

In the case of a controversial motion, it is probably better to use a roll call vote.

