Recommendations for E-Meeting to Prevent Delegate Overload

Source: 3GPP SA Chair

1. Introduction
There are ongoing discussions on how to prevent delegates from overload due to the current e-meeting settings during the Covid-19 pandemic. A related paper was contributed by ATIS. This paper tries to give some alternative recommendations and also summarizes some arguments why the ATIS proposal might create additional problems or hardship for delegates. 
2. Discussion of ATIS Input Paper
2.1 Restriction of Working Time
The ATIS paper in section 5.1.3 proposes that (during the pandemic time) the working days of 3GPP groups (WGs and TSGs) should be restricted to 80 days per year. After some more clarification on the reflector and offline it seems that these 80 days are intended to restrict the discussions on the reflector, i.e. for a given 3GPP WG, there would need to be silence on the reflector (mailing list) on all days throughout the year, besides on 80 days, including the e-meeting days.
Such a restriction is believed to create major problems for how 3GPP works and would practically disable delegates and groups from doing their work for e.g. the following reasons:
· Discussions will not stop due to this restrictions, they will go on outside the 3GPP reflector, i.e. between a number of delegates by e-mail. This makes discussion less transparent since reflector can only be used 80 days in a year. 
Over the last months and years it was a major achievement of 3GPP to have all relevant discussions in public as much as possible. Therefore people were actually urged to use the reflector. This has led to better communication and also has progressed our work faster.

· For many WGs already during the time of f2f meetings there were a large number of additional officially organized conference calls in-between meetings. E.g. a conf-call between meetings is organized for topic A, which will only be relevant for people who are interested in topic A. This has been done in many WGs for several topics (A, B, C, …) with great success. 
These conference calls are major drivers for the progress of 3GPP work and would obviously count into the “80 days”. Also the planning, agenda discussions, set-up of these calls would clearly fall under the “80 days”. 

· Before COVID-19, reflectors are used more than 80 days a year for better progressing the 3GPP work, thus limiting the usage of reflector for e-meetings compared to f2f meetings will further decrease the 3GPP efficiency.
In summary the proposal to restrict 80 days would clearly put obstacles in the way of normal 3GPP work that most likely would lead to a situation where 3GPP would run into major problems in meeting any of its requirements and it would also lead to an undesired imbalance of communication. From the above it should also be clear that such a change would actually put more pressure on the delegates in a WG than taking it away from them. 
Nevertheless, it is clear that the workload for delegates has grown due to the e-meeting situation. It is therefore proposed to approach the issue with less restrictions and some clear guidance to all groups as outlined in section 3.1.
2.2 Restriction of Agenda
The ATIS paper proposes in section 5.1.4 that the agenda of an e-meeting and online calls should be set up early and suggests to not allow changes to it later on. Whilst the first part (early agenda) is a rule already in 3GPP, the second part (no changes to agenda) would again put additional pressure on delegates. 
The main reason for this is that flexibility is a key ingredient for 3GPP meetings. It is often the case that discussions are ongoing in parallel in different 3GPP meetings. So overlap is not foreseeable for the chairs when they create their agendas. It is therefore often necessary to e.g. delay to treatment of a paper or a whole agenda point to a later time/day within the meeting. 
Additionally the handling of incoming/outgoing liaisons as well as revisions is a topic which usually comes up during every meeting day. This is necessary to allow people to make progress during meetings, e.g. to work on their papers over the course of a meeting-week and to bring it into a shape which makes it acceptable to other delegates. Therefore some of the papers need to be discussed during the meeting several times. 
How these things are handled very much depends on the size, setup and history of a group. It seems therefore not straight forward to come up with general recommendations which apply to all groups in the same way.
The author also believes that a 3GPP meeting, which is announced several months before it takes place, should actually give all active delegates the possibility to discuss their items in a setting that allows best progress. Restricting the time and setup of meetings would lead to further complications. Again the problem here is that these additional rules will make the lives of actively contributing delegates (who are usually the ones most affected by the overload in a meeting) harder and more complicated. 
2.3 The Real Problem – E-Mail Flood
The problems outlined by the ATIS paper are valid, but it seems that the main aspect which currently leads to overload in 3GPP meetings has not been touched upon. In most of the meetings (and for some groups also in-between meetings) the number of e-mails sent is extremely high. It is not unusual for some groups to have up to 5000 or even more mails during an e-meeting week on the reflector. 
In addition to that, delegates often write very long e-mails, without highlighting their key points and therefore asking additional amount of time from other meeting participants to analyse their mails.
It is believed that this issue, especially during meeting weeks, cannot be solved by any administrative means in 3GPP. For example it would not help to introduce a limit on e-mails per delegate, as some delegates are active on several issues and actually need to participate in different discussions at the same time. Also it would be an enormous administrative effort to count all mails from all delegates. 
The only way to resolve this issue is that companies instruct their delegates to try to reduce the amount of traffic and to also be concise in their answers.
2.4 Overload Situation is Currently Discussed in WGs 
Several WGs which suffer from an overload situation have already started discussing the problem and some put measures into place to limit the work load during meetings. For example the SA2 chair is continuously working with SA2 delegates in an open discussion e.g. on how to reduce the number of parallel discussions
This shows that the major part of the overload problem will not be solvable by a set of high-level rules, which in practice will be hard to apply to all WGs. It would be far more efficient to motivate the chairs of those groups, which face a serious overload situation, to get into discussion with their delegates to find solutions to the problem locally.
3. General Recommendations
It is proposed to have the following high-level recommendations:
· It is recommended that a 3GPP group has not more than 20 e-meeting days per quarter, based on the 3GPP calendar.

· It is recommended that between two consecutive e-meetings a group has an inactive period of at least 5 consecutive working days (e-meetings as planned on 3GPP calendar). National holidays (e.g. new year) count into these inactive periods. The chair can set the dates for this inactive period based on her/his best judgement, i.e. the inactive period doesn’t need to be placed directly after a meeting.

· It is recommended that chairs come up with agendas for their e-meetings in-time (based on the deadlines set in the Working Procedures). Additionally chairs should give early on an outline of which items they intend during the individual days of online sessions (GoToMeeting/GoToWebinar) of an e-meeting. 

· Nevertheless, the chair of a meeting has the flexibility to change the agenda of an upcoming or ongoing online session, e.g. due to overlapping discussions in other groups or due to key-delegates being unavailable for certain discussions.

· It is strongly recommended that companies instruct their delegates to try to limit the e-mail traffic on the mailing lists and to be concise in their actual mails.

· The management and administration of WGs to great extend depend on the size, setup and history of the groups. It is therefore not advisable to propose general recommendations to apply to all groups without taking these aspects into account.

· It is recommended that rapporteurs and active delegates have early communication in order to avoid overlap and initiate potential merging of contributions if possible. 

· [bookmark: _GoBack]It is recommended that the leadership of 3GPP groups which face overload situations due to the current e-meeting situation gets into discussions with the delegates in order to find ways to prevent further overload in the future. For many groups this is already done on a constant basis. 
