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I’ve worked on a few websites before but nothing
quite as big as that of the Genetics Society. A good
website can be a fantastic medium for any
organization, serving as a convenient point of
contact and allowing for the dissemination of
information to a dispersed membership. These
features are particularly beneficial for an
organisation, such as the Genetics Society, where
the membership are scattered around the world. 

Since I joined the Genetics Society my targets have
been: to make the website accessible to as many of
our members as possible (regardless of their PC
configuration or operating system); to maintain a
consistent look-and-feel to the site; to allow easy
navigation around the site and; to make updates as
easy as possible. A review of the site, as it stood in
January 2001, lead me to the conclusion that a
complete overhaul was required. This task was
made a lot easier by the fact that Jayne Richards
(Executive Officer at the Genetics Society) already
had a good idea of how the site should look and
what it should do. 18 months on and we have
moved the site to a new server and scripted an
entirely new content management system that
allows us to maintain a consistent look-and-feel
and perform updates as easily as possible. On top
of this content management system we have
created a site that is accessible, looks good and is
easy to navigate. The process has not been trouble
free and there is still work that can be done to
improve the site. Our latest idea is to put a forum on
the site that allows our members to place notices
and exchange ideas. The forum will also allow
members to give feedback on the site itself.
Hopefully you have all enjoyed using the site. I have
certainly found developing and updating the site
very enjoyable and satisfying.
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I’m not much of a squirrel, but I do hoard some things.
Perhaps like many other members of the Society, I have
an unbroken series of newsletters, though in my case
only dating back to July 1996. That July 1996 Newsletter
makes interesting reading in 2003. It is in the
trichromatic spectrum (black, white and corporation
green) familiar to our readers until recently, and the
banner headline announces “THE
GENETICAL SOCIETY GOES
ELECTRONIC!”, with the breathless
excitement that the Society now has its
own e-mail address. Those lucky
members who also had their own e-mail
address were invited to contact the
Society via this modern medium. 

The inside pages include the news that
in March 1997, Michael Ashburner
would take over from David Sherratt as
the Society’s president. Elsewhere, in
the traditional roll-call of Society
officers, there is a certain Professor HT
Jacobs listed as the “Junior Secretary”. The Junior
Secretary’s job in those days included (amongst other
things) editing the newsletter and organising the
scientific meetings. Thus the July 1996 newsletter
included a call for copy for the Newsletter from Howy
Jacobs, and a meeting report penned by, er, Howy
Jacobs.

Howy was a guiding light in the restructuring of the
Society and its organisation around the turn of the
millennium. As well as creating a fuller role for an
Executive Officer (Jayne Richards) in place of the
previous “Membership Secretary” post, the Junior
Secretary’s job was split three ways – between a

dedicated Scientific Meetings Secretary, a specialist
Newsletter Editor, and an Honorary Secretary,
responsible for organising the Society’s committee and
its meetings. This last post was occupied by Howy
himself after the reshuffle. The fact that all three of
these officers have since been kept very busy with the
Society’s business since then is some measure of

Howy’s energy in pursuing his former
role, but also vindicates his insight in
dividing those important jobs between
several officers. 

Superficially, perhaps the most obvious
change at that time was the change of
the Society’s name from the “Genetical
Society” to the current “Genetics
Society”. The change was intended to
capture, in the Society’s external
appearance, the spirit of the
modernisation that was sweeping
through its internal organisation.

That change, and more generally the overhaul the
Society has had in the last few years, has not been to
everyone’s taste, but then change never is. The bottom
line is that as a Society we are now more numerous,
more coherently organised and (we would hope) better
placed to be effective in our roles than for many years
past. This situation owes a lot to Howy’s dynamism and
dedication as a servant of the Society over the last few
years. I hope that – now he no longer has to do a lot of
the spadework himself – he enjoys watching the fruit of
the seeds he has planted growing and ripening.
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