Report on The Church and the Internet - Seminar on 3rd December 2007 
Given by Dr. Daniel Arasa,

under the Communications Commision of the Bishop’s Conference of Scotland.

Dr. Arasa said that the Internet is crucial in the way the Church communicates with all people today. Not that traditional ways of communicating are diminished - they must continue, but in these days when people travel much more and more pressure is applied to them in the work place, it is essential that we make it easy for them to access information. The Church is the subject of much comment on the internet, both by the faithful and others, and must maintain its own presence there from Vatican to parish level, and must keep the essence of its mission in the world. This presents us with a challenge on how to integrate Church and internet communications and present the image we need. 

We need to plan many aspects of what we want to communicate e.g. content; design; download time; training of webmasters/managers; what internet services we can/should use; who our website is for. He stated that there is no ideal framework for a website site. What goes on it very much depends on who we are trying to communicate to. In countries with very large Catholic populations like Brazil references to Church will always be taken to refer to the Catholic Church whereas in countries like our own this would not be obvious and so we would need to be explicit in our titles and description. Our websites are focussed on communicating to Catholics or those interested in Catholics/Catholicism. We need not be too worried therefore in distinguishing too much between merely giving information and evangelising, some consider giving Mass times to be evangelising. We do need to concentrate on organising the site well and giving good information, then we can think of evangelising. We need to be aware that our website need not be encyclopaedic. There are many good specialised websites regarding Sacraments, Catholic marriage and other aspects of Catholic life. We can be bridge to those. Websites which are too big or take too long to download very quickly fall out of use. 

Websites are a means not an end. Clearly it will be an ‘official’ way of reaching people. The Vatican uses theirs to publish Encyclicals and other items of interest to us. At the last Conclave, they webcast a viewcam live image of the chimney where the smoke could be seen. All journalists covering the story had that as a window on their PCs until the white smoke appeared. The purpose of our website is to enrich people and bring them to community. We need not worry too much about the ‘hit rate’. The work of our websites will mostly be done without our knowing. Just one person reading it can pass on information to many who will not. 

The promotion, access, visibility and usability of our websites is important. The title and description we give when loading our information enable search engines like Google to find us quickly. Otherwise the search engine makes up its own rules and may not bring us up as an option where we might expect it. We should use bookmarks. Design and build the website site from a ‘user’ viewpoint. Use personal feedback to improve it. Make the labels on our website self-evident, respond to expectations and avoid frustration. Be specific about dates of events, etc if writing about them. Using phrases like ‘Two days ago…’ makes text obsolete after that day. Dr. Arasa also pointed us in the direction of sites where we could assess our usability by using tools like www.useit.com and http://validator.w3.org to help with print-friendly formats, links to/from other sites. 
We could use our sites for webcasts or podcasts. There is no reason not to. However, always ask what is the purpose of this. Would it have permanent or mid-term value? Would it not be better to publish text of the Bishop’s homily rather than hear him droning on? Is there something special going on we would like others to see/hear? Do it only if it enriches the people e.g. with music, but do not duplicate what is elsewhere. Personal testimonies are important and Dr. Arasa gave us examples of websites where these can be seen e.g. 

www.godtube.com (Christian); www.discipleswithmicrophones.com; and ‘Catholic insider’ on www.sqpn.com. 

Challenges for Webmasters/managers - 

1. Good quality requires constant evaluation 
2. you need a professional attitude in the team
· you need people who are both good technicians and good communicators

· you need continuous training in technical, spiritual and doctrinal, and communications skills

· you can use financial input e.g. advertising or on-line donations   

3. internal communications affects the visitors attention, good organisation required

4. The use of the site will always be greater than the statistics it generates

5. Use benchmarking and networking to help with quality

6. if a service cannot be provided well, do NOT offer it.
