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The origin of European Congresses of Entomology can be
traced back to the 15th International Congress of
Entomology held in 1976 in Washington, D.C. Very few
younger entomologists from outside the USA attended and,
unlike at the 1972 Congress in Canberra, Australia,
entomologists from abroad were lost in the huge USA
contingent. The programme also disappointed, consisting
largely of symposia with invited speakers; most of whom
were senior US entomologists. The majority of the "visitors"
were relegated to three minute slots beginning at 8 p.m. in
poorly-attended sessions, since at that hour most folk were
networking in the local restaurants.
This scenario motivated two forest entomologists,
Professors Alf Bakke of Als in Norway and Siegfried
Bombosch of Gottingen, Germany to formulate the idea of
European Congresses of Entomology. These would be held
at four-year intervals in between the international ones, and
the shorter travelling and less ambitious registration fees
should make it possible for many younger colleagues to
present their work. Bombosch undertook to try and launch
the series in Germany in 1976, but many people felt
Germany was then very expensive; moreover, fierce
competition to host the first congress prevented agreement
on which university should be the venue. Bombosch realised
that a congress in the UK would be much cheaper and also
that there was a very strong national entomological society
perhaps willing to undertake the running of a first European
Congress.
In autumn 1976 English was not yet as widely spoken in
Europe as it is today, so Bombosch's letter to the Royal
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Entomological Society was in German. As the then Registrar,
Major Greg Bentley, knew of my familiarity with the
language, 1 was asked to produce a translation of Bombosch's
letter. After Council had decided to support the first ECE, I
then translated their reply into German and continued as the
'middle-man' in subsequent correspondence. So it was a
steady transition to becoming the person asked by the Society
to organise the Congress at Reading for 19th-22nd
September 1978 — by then there was already little time left!
My first step was to form an Organising Committee of
colleagues in or close to Reading (see Box 1, which also shows
their specific responsibilities). Our planning was very
ambitious and included a trade exhibition, a fairly continuous
programme of entomological films, visits, events for
accompanying persons, a message board migrating between
the lecture complex and the much-used bar in the hall of
residence, and translation, photocopying and travel services.
I was reminded of all this when I recently looked at a copy of
the Congress Handbook. As well as useful information and
the programme, the handbook included abstracts of all the
presentations, and was printed for us without charge by CABI
in exchange for them having permission to add the abstracts
to their database.

Helmut van Emden, modelling the 1978 Congress tie (photo:
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The obvious and perhaps only way of publicising the
congress was to ask other European national entomological
societies to snowball the information sent to them. We did
have a list of such societies available, hut it was not recent
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and many countries did not figure in it at all. For many that
were listed there was no address given for society
headquarters, only the private address of the Secretary at the
time the list was compiled. Whether or not that individual
was still at the same address was questionable; 1 now doubt
whether in most cases the matter went any further.
As a result, initial registrations were very disappointing. At
our intended deadline, we only had nine participants offering
two papers between them. One was a colleague from the
USA who found my quoted all-in fee for registration and
accommodation so cheap that his remittance assumed I had
quoted a daily rate!
However, things then rapidly improved, and in the end we
had over 150 delegates from 16 countries and 70 oral and 14
poster presentations. A large number of UK registrations
(some only on the first day of the Congress) materialised
from folk who did not require accommodation but merely
wanted to attend the sessions. This extra and unexpected
income enabled us to provide very generous hospitality at
receptions and the Congress Dinner. There were two such
viniferous receptions, one on the evening of arrival and the
other a President's reception at the Society's headquarters
(then in South Kensington), where those on scientific visits
and on a day out in London for accompanying persons came
together in the early evening before returning to Reading.
There was no doubt that this first European Congress was
hugely enjoyed by the participants. The closing ceremony
verged on the euphoric, with enthusiastic proposals from the
floor that included one passed with acclamation that the
organising committee should blow the congress profits on a
meal in a top London restaurant (I should add that this
proposal was not acted upon, and the profits were in due
course passed on by the Society to the organisers of the
second European Congress).
At the ceremony, it was clear that everyone wanted a
second Congress, but of course no one present had the
authority of their institution or national society to offer to
host it. The best that could be achieved was that the Swiss
contingent hoped to persuade their national society. They
failed!
The second congress in 1982 was hosted at the University
of Kiel, Germany. This came about because the Germans
were hosting the 17th International Congress of Entomology
in Hamburg in 1984, and Professor Berndt Hydemann, the
Chairman of that organising committee, thought a smaller
'dummy run' in 1982 would provide useful experience. Up
to then, international meetings (including the Reading one)
permitted talks to be given in English, French or German, but
Professor Hydemann decreed that only English be permitted
both at Kiel and Hamburg, and so it has remained ever since
both at European and International Entomological
Congresses.
The 3rd congress in 1986 was held in The Netherlands in
Amsterdam. I had always felt the continuation of the series
would only be assured once the landmark of a third congress
had been reached, but there was now a hiccup with no offer
made to host the fourth. This eventually took place a year
late in 1991 at Godollo (Hungary), where it was decided that
the series needed some sort of international Standing
Committee to oversee it. The Royal Entomological Society
had agreed to host the 5th Congress in York in 1994, and was
charged with establishing such a Committee. We approached
as many national entomological societies in Europe as we
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could get contact addresses for from colleagues at the York
meeting, and a small committee was formed. I was the initial
Chairman, but it was agreed that the Chair should change
after each congress and pass to the host organisation for the
subsequent one, and so I was due already to relinquish the
chair at the 6th congress in 1998 in Ceske Budejovive in the
Czech Republic. This I did, but my successor developed a
serious health problem, and so the Standing Committee in
effect did not function. The 7th Congress was due to be held
in 2002 in Thessaloniki, Greece, and Dr Frantisek Soldan of
the Czech Academy of Sciences stepped in and singlehandedly provided the Greek organisers with the
encouragement and advice they needed to mount their
congress on time. In Thessaloniki, a new Standing Committee
(now the Council) was formed with a formal constitution,
and this has functioned successfully since then. At the same
Congress, 1 was honoured to be elected Honorary Life
President of the Council for European Congresses of
Entomology.
A full list of congresses and venues is given in Box 2.
So now the 10th Congress has been held, and the 1 1 th
scheduled for 2018 in Italy. I have attended six of the
Congresses, and how they have metamorphosed! Our
congress at Reading in 1978 was very modest by today's
standards. Much material was typed on wax stencils and
duplicated by turning a handle on a machine known as a
Roneo — today the equivalent is produced in professionally
designed, multi-coloured and printed form. Notices and
"banners" were made by manually applying single plastic selfadhesive letters one by one onto cardboard! Nearly all this,
as well as the logistic arrangements for the congress, was
carried out by the individuals on the local organising
committee themselves. And of course the congresses have
grown dramatically in size. At York, there was more than four
times the attendance, from double the number of countries,
than at Reading. There was just one non-European (from the
USA) at Reading — how that has changed!
As founding organiser, I am of course delighted at the way
the "acorn" in Reading has grown into a "mighty oak". The
average age at York this year clearly demonstrates that the
series has assuredly achieved its original ambition of enabling
large numbers of postgraduate students and other young
scientists to present their work at a major international
meeting. It was a real pleasure to meet them and hear what
they are doing
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