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Convention timings

This is potentially the most divisive and certainly most emotional topic on the agenda this weekend. I have been the subject of personal vilification from some members of the gaming community over this topic, and I know of others who have been likewise attacked.

Let’s take a deep breath, imagine ourselves as first time con organisers, and look at some facts.

This is a free country where any person or collective can organise and run any gathering of like minded individuals for any lawful purpose. This includes games conventions.

No person or collective has ownership of any of the 365 days of a standard year.

No person or collective has the right, in this country, to dictate to any other person or collective when, of even if, they should run a gathering of like minded individuals. This applies to games conventions as well as other activities.

Timing of Cons and Cons on the same weekend:

Each con organiser has one or more reasons for running when they do. Often, this is tied to a three (or four) day weekend in conjunction with a public holiday.

The problem with this is that there are not enough public holidays for every con that wants one to have it exclusively. Plus, some public holidays are at bad times to get gamers (Christmas/New Year and the Queen’s Birthday (uni exams)) So, how do we address this?

The current thinking among some gamers is “hands off” any weekend which has a con in which they have a personal interest.  I believe this is a very narrow and short sighted view.

Some years ago, UNSW ran Claytons Con on the Australia Day weekend, in direct competition with CANCON (Geography notwithstanding). There was no bleating from the CANCON organisers about it – we laughed it off as former CANCON organisers had done with Wyrmcon (which was in the same city). Why? Because the organisers of the day did not see Wyrmcon or Claytons Con as a threat. They were confident in CANCON’s ability to provide a successful mix to a sufficient number of gamers not to feel threatened by competition. This was despite the politics involved in both of those cons running “against” CANCON. Whether someone could run a (major) successful con on that weekend now is another question.

Earlier this year, following the failure of Sydcon 97 to happen, some people decided to run a convention in Sydney at Easter. The reaction was swift and brutal. Why? Do we (or at least some of us) believe Sydcon has a right to exclusive use of Easter? Well, not only does Sydcon not have that right, it has not had exclusive use for many years (Conquest has been around for quite a while now).

I have some difficulty in reconciling the acrimony between some groups in the present roleplaying community with the lack of public acrimony between Conquest and Sydcon over many years. There may have been problems, but if so they were kept between the organisers of the two cons. This does not address the issue of why some Melbourne gamers travelled to Sydcon, nor why some Sydney gamers travelled to Conquest. That is a personal choice which we cannot hope to address here.

The numbers at cons is dwindling, and we only make it worse by having public brawls.  The players don’t care about the politics folks, they just want to play and win trophies.  Politics turns them away, and any “victory” of one faction over another is ultimately doomed to become pyrrhic. 

Why could Sydney not have had two conventions at Easter? Given what was run at UNSW, and what (eventually) ran at Newtown, there would have been no difficulty for most people in choosing which con to attend. As a non contentious example, the number of gamers who attend both Necronomicon and MacQuariecon is quite small in the overall attendance of each con. I believe this is at least partly because of the very different style of games offered at those two conventions.  This would have been true at Easter, in my opinion, but we’ll never know. We CAN look at the number of people who went to both Sydcon and Conclave, and it’s not very large, but this is not proof.

The same thing applies to the Queen’s Birthday weekend in June. It is interesting to note the number of people who have called down curses on Phenomenon for running in competition with SAGA. As a Phenomenon organiser, I can tell you that Phenomenon does not see it as competition at all. In the first place, SAGA and Phenomenon offer very different games. Secondly, Phenomenon gets many Canberrans along who attend only CANCON and Phenomenon – they do NOT travel to cons. Thirdly, and what I find most surprising, is that I see no difference between Phenomenon running “against” SAGA and Claytons Con running “against” CANCON. The difference in reactions is another story altogether.

I repeat my earlier point – that no person or collective has the right to dictate when or where any convention can run. If a convention is strong, it will survive the (perceived) competition. If it is weak, and cannot survive if there is an alternative, does it not serve the greater question of con attendance to have a weak con wither and die, rather than leave a bad taste in the players’ mouths?

Now, if we wish to run a SUCCESSFUL con, there are a few things to keep in mind (this is my opinion, not necessarily fact)

If an established gathering of a similar nature is running on a particular date in a nearby geographical location, it is either ambitious or foolish to run in competition with that established gathering unless there is a good reason. What constitutes a good reason is up to individuals to decide, but a  (perceived) lack of quality, lack of direction, or skipping a year (or two) may be enough for some people.

To run a successful gathering, the target audience must first be defined, and then catered for. It is pointless to run a horse race at a dog track. But, there is no reason the greyhound club can’t run a meeting on the same day as the jockey club. Several games conventions have already determined the type of gamer they want to attract, and pitch their games accordingly. To run two conventions with different target groups in mind is not necessarily a bad thing. 

Umbrella Organisation

Do we need one? I think the answer here is a resounding “NO”. What will it achieve? It has been tried twice before, and failed twice. As long as such an organisation attempts to dictate terms to others, it is doomed to failure. Witness India’s refusal to sign the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty. The treaty is meaningless unless everyone with an interest goes along with it, and the same applies here.

I for one will not be told by anyone when to run a con, and I know many other con organisers I have spoken to privately feel the same way.

If we are to have an umbrella group to hold archives, it already exists – albeit in North Queensland.  

Do we want to get better deals on venues and/or insurance? If so, then that is a question for the Sydney cons to resolve separately to the Melbourne cons, who will be separate again from the Canberra cons and again from Brisbane. These are local issues that do not affect cons in other states (in my experience, insurance companies have different rules and rates for different locations – especially across state borders).

In short, an umbrella organisation is a level of bureaucracy that we have found before is neither necessary nor welcome.

Communication between Cons

Is there communication between cons now? In some cases, there certainly is, and in others obviously not (or this topic wouldn’t have arisen).

What can we achieve through communicating? 

Shared mailing lists is one obvious option, but how many cons do a mailout these days? It’s something that in the past got people to the con (at least one third of CANCON players in the mid 1990s came from direct mailouts).

Finding the cheapest prices for venues, printing, canteen supplies, trophies, etc., is another reason to communicate, but if this is done at all, it’s on a person to person basis rather than a formal one. Is this a bad thing? Probably not, unless the person who has the contact drops out for some reason. If it’s one committee talking to another, there’s always someone to take over.

“Sharing” designers is another possibility, but one that I am against. Con organisers put a lot of effort into recruiting the people they believe will bring the “right” flavour to the con. Generally, these “stables” of designers are the organisers’ friends – if not at the start then certainly by the time a few years have gone by – and organisers are understandably reluctant to give these names out to other con organisers who haven’t done the hard yards. There is the perception that designers belong to certain cons – and that’s something that would be hard to break even if we thought it was worth doing. Ultimately, a designer is a free agent, and can write (or not write) for as many or as few cons as they choose.

Perhaps the most obvious way of con organisers communicating is to go to each other’s conventions. This is particularly true for organisers who have little or no experience, and few (if any) designer contacts. The way to get the contacts, and learn what works and what doesn’t, is to go to lots of cons and keep your eyes and ears open.

What conventions should own and pay for.

This is another wide open issue.  

Ideally, the roleplaying community should buy a purpose built facility in (roughly in order of con sizes) Sydney, Melbourne, Canberra, and Brisbane. To do this would mean having as close to a perfect venue as can ever happen, and no competition between cons unless someone runs at another venue.

Unfortunately, we do not live in an ideal world, and this scenario is unlikely in any of our lifetimes.

So, let’s be a little more mundane. Most cons have a GM’s lounge – should there be some comfortable furniture for this, and/or and urn and crockery/cutlery? Most GM’s would appreciate the gesture, but for the 40 or more weeks when there’s no con, where does this stuff go? It’s not realistic to have it travel the country – each major centre would need stuff, and it needs to be stored.

The same thing applies to a photocopier – something some cons can’t live without, and others don’t seem to need. Where would a common property photocopier be kept when there wasn’t a con? If there are two cons on the same weekend who gets the copier?

The reason I’m being a little negative here is that several years ago, the CGS bought a large number of chipboard sheets for the wargamers. This was cheaper than hiring the tabletops for every CANCON, but for a couple of years these boards came out of storage for one weekend a year, and cost a packet in storage fees for the rest of the time. These days, some of them see regular use at weekly meetings, and the others are stored at a cheaper rate, but the issue still remains of what is value for money? In hindsight, buying the boards was a bad move.

Most things a con needs can be hired for the few days they are needed, and there’s no problem with storage afterwards.

It is, of course, up to each convention committee to decide what they wish to own, and who they wish to (possibly) share with. Maybe an umbrella organisation could hold things, but then we’d be back to the politics of which con gets to use them if there’s a conflict of dates (or of personalities).

In conclusion, it is my view that:

Ownership of goods is best left to each organising group;

ownership of dates does not (and should not) exist;

co-operation between cons is something for each con to look at individually;

there is no place for another ARPL or ARIEL in the current roleplaying climate; and

Convention timing is dependent on availability of venues, and on the availability of the target player group with regard to such things as exams and school holidays.

Thank you for your time.
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