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BRIGHTON SCIENCE FESTIVAL

report

At last we have found our audience, and our audience has found us. After three years of excellent delivery we would expect this, but also Linden Rowland, our marketing manager, mounted an unremitting assault on the media, with all the county-wide papers and magazines featuring some aspect of the Festival, national newspapers and magazines promoting it and TV coverage on at least four occasions. 3,500 people came to Festival events, and many others were turned away. Numbers have doubled every year since the Festival began. This means that if 7,000 are clamouring for tickets next year we should not be too surprised. The evaluations were all excellent; the events were extraordinary; the speakers were absolutely the best that we could have hoped for; the Festival is undoubtedly a hit. 

The question now is, what to do about it? Up to now we have been searching to find the audience; next year we will be searching for ways to accommodate them. We are obliged to expand, and how we do that will be the subject of wide-ranging discussions over the coming months.

BIG SCIENCE SUNDAY
The Big Science Sunday fielded an A-list selection of speakers. (See the programme). Partly this is due to the  excellence of Brighton's location and partly to the ambiance and hospitality shown by the people of Sussex.

Komedia was a brilliant venue; right in the centre of town, with a reputation for lively and eclectic events. The Festival took over all three floors. Talks took place in the two lower theatres, one accommodating 300, the other 90.

When visitors were not attending the talks they could relax in the top floor arena and watch science demonstrations, take part in challenges, buy science books and gadgets or simply eat, drink and talk. Anyone familiar with busking conventions would recognise the exuberance and excitement in the arena, with the ‘acts’ presented by top experts; pterosaurs, robots, water divining experiments, ‘speed debating’, creativity cafe, aircraft simulations and stone-age axe crafting all clamouring for our attention.

One event sums it up because it was spontaneous, unrepeatable, astounding and yet solidly science-based. Jem Stansfield, one of the TV Men In White, (pictured right) phoned up some weeks before to say that he reckoned he could walk up a wall using two vacuum cleaners. He turned up with two £17 hoovers and a toolbox, spent half the afternoon  building his spider-man gizmo, to the bemusement of the punters, then the second half using it to, yes, climb up the wall. For us it was a jaw-dropping experience, for him it was all logical; he had done the maths, he knew it was possible. This is what it's all about.

Seven speakers, one poetry slam, seventeen arena events, four hundred visitors, countless turned away at the door. Full programme included.

Sold out

Next year; We hope to take on two days, and will consider a Saturday evening event in the top floor, to make a full 'Geekend' of it.

FAMILY DAYS

There was a mix of  hands-on activities and demonstrations. The crowds came early and stayed late. Numbers were hugely up on last year. Twice on day two we had to close the doors because of the crush. The demonstrators worked incredibly hard, and although they said they were 'tired but happy' at the end of the day, we must ensure they won't have to go through such hard times again next year. 

The Family Days are a key to the hearts and minds of the young people of Sussex. School takes up just six hours of the day. Family fills the remaining 18 hours. The Family Days bring science right home.

The psychology of Family Days is important. Children may respect their teachers, but they love their mums and dads. To see their parents being fascinated by science is the most powerful boost to their own enthusiasm that there is. It only has to be for a moment, but if it’s good enough for the parents, then it becomes good enough for the child. For good.

Sold Out both days

Next year; We  need more space to accommodate the visitors, and more presenters on each stand. The East Sussex Guild of Spinners Weavers and Dyers were wise enough to organise themselves into three shifts. We will ensure all groups have this as part of their preparations. This will mean extra expenses.

CATALYST CLUB

In the basement of the Joogleberry Playhouse, the Catalyst Club meets every month. The gatherings are jovial and inclusive, the audience firmly non-scientific, but intelligent. The Science Festival's two Catalyst nights offered six intimate, well thought-out and inspiring talks. The audience loved it. This is where the next Adam Hart-Davis will cut his teeth.

Sold out both nights

Next year: we are looking for more like-minded venues and institutions, to expand the programme into the city and surrounding towns.

CAFÉ SCIENTIFIQUE

Cafe Scientifique is a regular monthly science forum, aimed at undergraduate level audiences. Coinciding with the Festival, Margaret Clotworthy of Europeans for Medical Progress led a talk and discussion on animal testing, a topical issue in the context of recent drugs trial disasters.

Full house

FESTIVAL SCI-FI FILMS

As part of the Festival the Duke of Yorks Picture House  presented two late night films: CHILDREN OF MEN and ALIEN, THE DIRECTOR'S CUT

SEWER TOURS

Special tours of Brighton's famous sewers were organised.

Both tours sold out 

SCHOOLS PROGRAMME

Targeting 12 - 14 students

To mark the 60th anniversary of the transistor, this year’s Schools Project focused on electricity.

During January, 15 schools around Sussex welcomed celebrity scientist Jonathan Hare. After giving a short talk about what electricity is Jonathan threw the students into the challenge of making some of the stuff from a potato, a nail and a carbon rod. Against all expectation this turned out to be possible! The potato batteries didn’t produce a lot of electricity, as you can imagine, but just one of them could power a calculator while a string of them produced enough voltage to power an LED. Slightly rearranged to produce more current (here the students learned about the difference between wiring vegetables in ‘series’ and in ‘parallel’), the potato batteries could now power up a buzzer, and when all the batteries in the class are strung together they could even power a radio.

The challenge we set the students was, “can you make a battery out of unusual things… a marmite sandwich, for instance, or seawater?” They were invited to a special Schools Day at Hove Park School on February 23rd to compare their results and win prizes for themselves and books for their school. Then Jonathan Hare ran a ‘bucky ball’ workshop, while Richard Robinson, the Festival director, gave a talk on maths, “Double Double, Toil and Trouble”. 

The uptake on the schools day was low, as it has been in previous years. Only three schools came, although the host school, Hove Park, made up for that by fielding four teams. The winning team, from Longhill school, had made an impressive, neat, compact lemon juice cell, accompanied by a excellent powerpoint presentation.

Next year; The Key Stage three projects will continue, but we are considering moving it to Science Week, when schools generally relax their grip on on the timetable and allow more science activities. Over the coming months we will talk with schools and other educational bodies to solve the problem by 2008. 

3Rs FORUM

(Reduce, Reuse, Recycle)

Targeting Sussex Businesses

This was the other under-supported event of the Festival. With a list of experts in a range of disciplines booked to give advice in an ideas swap-shop, and with the carrot of the Big Science Sunday to follow, we expected a better turn-out from Sussex than two companies; but that’s what we got. At least the speakers got to meet each other, and swap ideas (and I believe some useful contacts were made, which will bear fruit in the future).

Did Sussex businesses know about the Forum? We contacted them through the local authorities' sustainability departments, who all assured us the lines of communication were solid, and the messages got through in good time. None of the regional sustainability teams came, however.

What we learn from this is that sustainability is still not high up the  agenda for Sussex businesses, universities and research institutes.

Next year; sustainability will remain high up our agenda – there are scientific reasons why we should be concerned, and scientific solutions to the looming crisis. We will work with the sustainability departments from industry and council to try to make this strand more lively in future.

PUBLICITY

The Festival Website; The website was a source of information for approximately half the Festival visitors. We gathered 2000 newsletter subscribers who were regularly updated on news and novelties, among them business leaders, media figures and educationalists.

Internet; We had front page coverage on both the Council website and on the Brighton's main tourist sites, www.brighton.co.uk and www.visitbrighton.co.uk. Our full event listings were on both East and West Sussex Council sites and on more or less all significant online 'what's on' guides as well an many science sites.       

Street advertising: Bay Media street banners raised the visibility of the Festival.

Leaflets distributed through schools; 80,000 Festival Fliers giving details of the family days and the adult programmes were distributed to families in Sussex through the schools. 

Fliers; 20,000 fliers and 1000 posters were distributed throughout pubs and cafes in Brighton, and in a circle of towns from Worthing, Horsham, Haywards Heath, Burgess Hill, Lewes and Eastbourne, via SWAT.

In Libraries and council offices, All of Sussex’s libraries and council offices displayed posters and leaflets.

Promotion through universities and colleges; Advertisements through the student papers; poster and leaflet distribution through the departments and the calls for helpers, presenters and volunteers raised our profile in the University of Sussex. 

Local and national media; The Argus were our local media partners, with regular articles and a pull-out supplement in the Rocks magazine. The list below shows the wide coverage around Sussex. In the Times magazine (Feb 17th) we were no 2 in the ‘Top Five’ listings. Radio interviews and TV coverage were widespread, (four regional TV slots)

Absolute Brighton, Access, Argus, Badger [sussex uni]. BBC Focus magazine, Bexhill Observer, Brighton Entertainer, Eastbourne Herald, Eco-niche, Insight, Latest 7, Leader, Magnet, Mid-Sussex Times, Pebble (Brighton Uni), Preston Pages, Rocks pull-out supplement, Rye & Battle Observer, Times Educational Supplement, Times Magazine, Whats On, Source, Sussex Uni Bulletin,

Next year: if we can do the same again, we’ll be doing alright. The growing recognition of the Brighton Science Festival will bring audiences from further afield. The possibility of advertising ‘Le Geekend” in London is tempting.

ACCOUNTS

Full accounts will be completed later. Meanwhile a rough picture is below.

It always seems incredible that Festivals cost so much. After all, we ask over 100 presenters to give their time for free, we charge at the door, we receive generous sponsorship, and at the end, we struggle to make ends meet, even without the Festival director being paid! Well, this is how it happens;  

COSTS

Venue hire
2,000

Production costs
1,300





SM fee (Chris Williams)
700

Publicity, leaflets, posters, ads, distribution
9,400

School Project; fee, expenses, venue hire
1,400

Office expenses
1,400

Admin Fee (Linden Rowland)
8,000

Admin fee (Dawn Daniel)
800

Admin fee (Paula Thomas)
   500

Debt repayment from 2006
  4,000

total
28,500

INCOME

Ticket sales
9,000

Sponsorship
20,500

total
29,500

Taken forward to 2008
1,000

HOME AND AWAY

The presenters who gave their time so generously over the week came from not only all over Sussex but from farther afield as well; seven different Universities were represented, from Swansea, Bristol, Portsmouth, Southampton, Surrey, London and Oxford – apart from the local teams from Brighton and Sussex. Groups from Sussex industries, council departments, FE colleges, clubs, societies and schools. We owe them all a huge debt of thanks.

We look forward to welcoming many more groups in the future. We also look forward to developing our home-grown talents. If the Festival is to keep vibrant, schools should send teams; businesses should send teams; colleges should send teams. 

THE FUTURE

We had a delightful collection of complaints this time; the kind of complaints we have been craving for three years. People grumbled that there were too many crowds trying to do the activities, too many queues, too much clashing of talks, which meant that some really good stuff had to be missed... 

In other words the Festival was too interesting and too popular! 

There are three possible solutions: 1) have less popular programme, 2) put the prices up to reduce crowds, 3) - The only feasible solution - to expand the space and staffing to accommodate the crowds, and to extend the time-scale so that all speakers can be seen.The only way to do this is through increased subsidy. With costs of £24,000 and ticket sales of £9,000 from 3,500 people, the public are subsidised by £4 per person. If we accommodate another 2,000 people another £8,000 will be needed. The Festival is now a magnet to the gifted and talented people of Sussex – the opinion formers and future-shapers. Companies should be pleased to be associated with it. They can believe that it is safe, well organised, varied, good for recruitment and – most importantly – inspirational.

BRIGHTON SCIENCE FESTIVAL 2008

Next year is the 80th anniversary of the invention of sliced bread. We will aim to be the best thing since then.

