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Biological Recording Forum
Chelsea College, University of London
17-18 April| 1985

Introduction

This Forum was a direct follow up to the seminar Biological Recording and the use of site based
blological information, organized by the Biology Curators' Group (BCG), held on 13-14 September
1984 at Leicester Museum [see BCG Newsletter 4 (2) Supplement 1985]. Two of the conclusions of
that meeting were that steps shoutd be taken to improve the financial situation and status of
biological recording, and that interested parties should co-operate to reach agreed standards
of recording, storage and retrieval of data.

The response to these conclusions was two-fold. Firstly, an approach was made by Eric
Greenwood (as Chalrman of the Biology Curators' Group), to the Linnean Soclety, through its
President Professor R J Berry, for their support in bringing the problems of blological
recording to the attention of those most politically able +o improve the situation. The
Linnean Society has a small sub-committee considering various matters of British natural
history, Inciuding the work of natura! history societies and biological recording. It Is for
this group that Eric Greenwood has prepared a discussion paper on Biological Recording in the
United Kingdom, in the hope that this might provide a spur to the commissioning of a major
study of biological recording. Such a study would increase the understanding of the role of
biological recording In this country, and hopefully secure greater financial support in the
future.

The second initiative was taken by Paul Harding, of the Biologicai Records Centre at Monks Wood
(BRC), 1In response to the need for a practical look at the 'nuts and bolts' of biological
recording. Following his suggestion, an ad hoc group of interested parties met, in December
1984, to organize a biological recording forum. The forum was intended to attract as wide a
range as possible of people involved in biological recording, giving them the chance to discuss
the problems they faced and to seek common solutions. For this reason the style of the forum
was to be entirely different from conventional conferences with celebrity speakers. I+ was
intended that the bulk of the contributions would come from +the participants and that the
speakers would serve only as theme leaders to briefly outline the scope of a discussion session
and act as chairman. Each theme leader provided a preprint of their presentation, for
circulation prior to the meeting, to ensure that participants were as well prepared as
possible.

The Forum took place under the joint auspices of the Biology Curators' Group and the Biological
Records Centre on 17-18 Apri] 1985 at Chelsea College, London. There were 101 participants,
the majority of whom, after a somewhat faltering start, made some contribution to +he
discussions during the two days.

That the 101 participants did indeed represent the hoped for wide range of recording interests
is shown by the figures below.



Field of work Number of participants
Museums and local records centres 51
Local museums with records centres 42
Local museums without records centres 5
Other records centres 1
National museums 2
Museum Documentation Association (MDA) 1
Wildlife Conservation 26
County Naturalists' Trusts 15
Royal Society for Nature Conservation (RSNC) 2
Nature Conservancy Council (NCC) 5
Marine Conservation Society 1
International Union for the Conservation of 1
Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN)
Urban Wildlife Group 2
Biological Records Centre/National Recording Schemes and Societles 14
Biological Records Centre (I{TE Monks Wood) (BRC) 7
National! Recording Schemes/National Biological Socleties 7
Others 10
Field Centres 3
Universities and colleges 3
Environmental consultants 2
Private individuals 2

NB Some particlipants represented more than one field of work or interest, for instance, both
trusts and record centres, or museums and recording schemes.
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Charles Copp
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Outcome of the Forum

The Forum was structured around six major themes, with a final sesslion which provisionally was
to sum up the problems being faced in biological recording and to look for suggestions for a
way forward. Throughout the Forum, the need for some mechanism to arrive at agreed formats,
standards and procedures arose, leading mainly to a call for working parties and, 1f possible,
a handbook for blological recording. !n every session 1t also became obvious that, as noted
during the Leicester Seminar, biologlical recording is woefully underfinanced and lacking in
official status.

The need for a discrete body to take up these tasks was soon generally agreed. After a meeting
of the theme leaders it was agreed that the final session, under Geoff Stansfleld, should be an
attempt to set up a provisional National Federation for Biological Recording, with a steering
committee, drawn In the first instance from participants at the forum, and representing, as far
as possible, the range of interests present.

For this reason Geoff Stansfield's summary of the discussion for session 7 is included below
and not appended to the preprints as is the case for all other session reports. '

Blological Recording Forum heid at Chelsea College, London. 17-18 April 1985.

Final discussion and conclusions

In monitoring the progress of the Forum and the views expressed, the organizers of the Forum
(in effect the seven theme leaders) felt that there was a consensus of opinion; that some kind
of organization was needed to continue the work of the Forum with regard to standards and
organization and to exchange ideas and experlence.

In preparation for the final session, Paul Harding, on behalf of the organizers, put forward
for discussion the proposal that the Forum shou!d form the basis of a National Federation for
Biotogical Recording, +to provide a corporate grouping of people and organizations with
interests in common. I+ was also suggested that a Steering Committee be set up, drawn mainly
from participants in the Forum to include representation from the following:

Museums, local records centres and BCG

Voluntary conservation bodles and RSNC

Nature Conservancy Councti |

The Biological Records Centre, natlonal societies
and natlonal recording schemes

The Museum Documentation Association

In the final session, chaired by Geoff Stansfield, the following was agreed:
1. That a National Federation for Biological Recording should be set up.

2. That a Steering Committee for +he National Federation should be made up of the
following Individuals:

Charles Copp, City of Bristol Museum

Paul Harding, Biological Records Centre

Andrew Roberts, Museum Documentation Association

Henry Arnold, Biological Records Centre/Mammal Soclety



John Day, Worcestershire Trust for Nature Conservation

David Mellor, Paisley Museum

Stuart Crooks, Lincoinshire and South Humberside Trust for Wildlife Conservation/on
behalf of RSNC

A representative of the Nature Conservancy Council

The following terms of reference were agreed:

1« To prepare a report of the Forum for distribution +o participants and interested
parties.

2. To begin work on a Handbook on Biological Recording, on the lines discussed during the
Forum, and, if funds and manpower were available, to produce the Handbook .«

3. To prepare a draft constitution for circulation to participants and other interested
parties, with a view to formal ratification at a further meeting to be convened during
the University Easter Vacation in 1986.

4. To seek funds to cover the expenses of the Steering Committee.

5. To produce, within the forthcoming year, two copies of a newsletter. Suggestions for
inclusion in the newsletter Included case histories of different biological records
centres and an annotated bibliography of literature on biological recording, with
details of availability.

I+ was recognized that both +the National Federation and the Steering Committee were ad hoc
bodies with no offictal status. Also that members of the Steering Committee were serving as
individuals, and not as official representatives of their sponsoring organizations or
employers, although they were selected to present the views and experience of different
bodies. I+ was recognized that the Steering Committee was authorized to co~opt additional
members and to set up working parties as necessary and desirable.

For the time being, Paul Harding agreed to accept correspondence on behalf of the Steering
Committee. If funds were not available In the form of a grant, I+ was agreed that those
organizations which were in a position +o do so should be asked to make a subscription or
donation to cover the costs for the forthcoming year.

In discussing the longer term future of +the National Federation, Geoff Stansfield suggested
that the only way forward was for it to feel I+s way. The long term objective was to secure
finance and support for a network of properly constituted local biologlical records centres,
together with a nationally financed co-ordinating body. There were several possibilities to be
explored. Discussions would need to take place with a wide variety of organizations inciuding
statutory bodies, voluntary bodies, local authority associations and particulariy with the
Biology Curators' Group, the Royal Society for Nature Conservation and the Nature Conservancy
Council. Since the Leicester Conference in September 1984, representatives of the BCG had been
seeking the support of the Linnean Society and a further meeting was to take place on Friday,
19 April 1985*. The possibility of legisiation to make statutory provision for biological
recording was one option. In the short term, a grant to employ a research assistant on a
contract, would greatly facilitate the work of the National Federation.

* This meeting took place attended by a small working party (see p 39). Further discussions
will hopefully take place subsequent to the submission of Eric Greenwood's document (see
Introduction).




Preprints and Reports of Discussions

The original preprints of the Forum are reproduced together with the summaries of discussion,
prepared by the theme leaders subsequent to their sessions. The way In which the discussions
are presented varles between theme leaders, reflecting the different way they developed during
each session. The discussion in the final session was given over fo the formation of the
National Federation for Biological Recording and was therefore so different from the original
preprint that the report has been included as an introductory section of this work and not
following the preprint.












Report of discussion

A biological record must consist of sufficient elements to answer four questions:
What organtsm?

Who vouches for the record?

Where was the organism?

When was the organism found?

The figure on page 8 demonstrates that many other elements of a record are important. Some
elements are factual, others can be derived from the facts. |1 is the inter-relationship of
facts, opinions, concepts and relationships that make the establishment of a minimum standard
so difficult.

One approach suggested was to consider two tiers of records: Primary records being those basic
items of information which the fleld biologist is requested to supply. Secondary records being
additional information which can be derived or inferred from the primary record by the record
holding unit, or the user.

A further suggestion centred on the need for an agreed minimum standard for data to be
transmitted (for example, between record holding units), but that this tfransmission standard
might be different (for example, more brief) than the minimum standard required of the
originators of the records.

Historical records present a problem when the Where? and When? elements are absent or are
imprecise. Dealing with these Imprecise records Is a separate issue from the need for a
minimum standard for here and now. Recorders may need Yo be educated, and convinced of the
value of records with slightly more detail than they have so far been accustomed to. The
distinction between recording and mapping still needs to be emphasized and the separation of
"site recording" and "species recording" should be seen to be artifical and misleading.
Recording is a single activity; the extraction and separation of elements within records, to
provide information about sites or about species, should occur once the records have been made
and stored.

Proposals for items to be Included in the minimum standard included the following:

Species name

Col lector/Observer

Determiner (and date of determination)

Local ity name

Grid reference

Vice—county
Date

Source
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Several speakers suggested that the wheel was being re-invented and that what was needed was a
working party to examine record systems currently In use (the BRC individual record card, the
Warwickshire Museum's "pink stips" and Whiteley (1983) were mentioned)e. The working party
should decide a standard, or series of standards to sult varying conditions and needs, to be
put before the Forum, or its successor, next year.

Reference

Whiteley, D. 1983, A survey of species recording schemes in local biological records centres.
BCG Newsletter, 3 (7), 370-408.
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Discusslion paper 2: Validation of Records

Leader: Tony Irwin

3.

4.

All elements of a record need validation, not just SPECIES name. Nationa! Scheme
organizers or local BRC should check the RECORDER, DETERMINER and COMPILER names are
correct and that LOCALITY and DATE entries are reasonable. Monks Wood will check GRID REF
and VICE-COUNTY by computer. They may be able to check LOCALITY and GRID REF by computer
eventually. | consider that It Is appropriate to keep a 'black book' with details of
recorders who have difficulty reading grid refs and serious 'offenders' should be notified
+o Monks Wood. With museum specimens, transposition of data labels should always be
considered a risk, and where this Is shown to be a frequent trait of any collector all of
his records must be treated as suspect. With museum and literature records, Incorrect
grid references may be produced if the locality Is not positively ldentified or precisely
located.

The most frequent source of error Is in SPECIES identification. 1In this case, validation
comprises 'approval' by a competent taxonomist. The recorder may be a competent
taxonomist or a specimen may be collected temporarily or 'permanently' for examination
later by a competent taxonomist. The voucher may be a living specimen, part of a
specimen, or some material evidence which cannot be altered by the recorder's
interpretation. This evidence may comprise a cast of a footprint, a chewed pine cone, or
a photograph. So long as the voucher material is sufficient to warrant 'approval' by the
taxonomist, i+ can provide direct validation. Obviously such voucher material must be
reliably documented.

There Is a possible conflict between conservation and recording with voucher material.
Those species for which voucher material is often most valuable may well be species
regarded as rare. Often such species are local, not rare, and the taking of a few voucher
specimens will not affect the population. Species that are genuinely rare are usually
large or longer—lived, so that there is more opportunity for a taxonomist to see the
1iving specimen, or to examine a photograph of it.

Indirect vallldation involves some interpretation on the part of the recorder. It may be
through a description, with or without Illustration, eg a bird sighting. I+ may be
through the recorder comparing the specimen to a named specimen, or a picture of one, or
using a key to arrive at a specles name and then comparing the specimen to a species
description. Whether the record is accepted by the taxonomist depends on several factors:

4.1 The taxonomist's opinion of the recorder's ability. This may be formed by judgement
of performance or by reputation.

4.2 The species In question. Some species are easier to Identify than others. Also the
taxonomist Is more |lkely to accept a record of a common specles where the record
will make |ittle difference to the overall picture.

4,3 Conformity of records. |f the record details a typlcal habitat at an average date in
the right part of the country, then the record will be accepted more readily than one
which does not conform.

4.4 The outcome of a revisit. 1f the taxonomist revisits the site and finds the species,
the original record Is more |ikely to be accepted than if a revisit is unsuccessful.



6.

8.
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Literature records may lead to voucher specimens or at least evidence that the author was
able to recognize the species. Conversely, if the author's collection is full of
misidentifications, all of his published records become suspect. In any event it is
important to frace collections where possible and to this end obituaries should always
note where collections have gone, and papers should note where specimens are deposited.
Collection research units obviously have great value In tracing cited specimens. A
successful revisit might validate a doubtful published record, even after many years, but
care must be taken with species which are known to be expanding their range.

The ability of recorders to identify species correctly will vary with time, and the date
on a determination label is very important. When a 'specles' Is discovered to comprise
two specles, then all records determined prior to that discovery must be suspect and
should be noted as a species aggregate until voucher material can be checked. If the new
species is later demonstrated to be restricted to a !imited geographical area, then
records outside that area may be re-validated.

Validation of the species element of a record is not an immutable qualification.
Depending on the state of taxonomy, the current competent taxonomist's opinion of the
recorder and the total information available about the species, a record may become valid
or invalid several times. Even the most doubtful of records may be validated if more
experienced observers later record the same species from the same locality.

Whether a record is validated or not is only important at the time it is used. When a
publication such as an atlas Is being prepared, such decisions are the responsibllity of
the (local and national) scheme organizers. When the record is supplied In response to an
enquiry about a specles or site, then the LBRC officer should state on whose authority the
record is validated. The LBRC officer does not usually need to validate the record
himself, but he does have responsibilities in this area.

These are:

8.1 To keep ALL records, even apparently doubtful ones, until these are clearly
demonstrated to involve misidentified material.

8.2 To maintain a register of recorders so that taxonomists will have some indication of
the recorder's abilitlies and experience.

8.3 To encourage recorders to collect, document and store voucher material correctly when
this is appropriate, and to provide museum facilities for this where possible.

8.4 To organize the training of recorders, so that their taxonomic expertise Is Improved.

8.5 To inform county recorders or national scheme organizers as soon as an important,
though unconfirmed, record is submitted, so +*hat a revisit can be arranged
immediately.

8.6 To encourage local naturalists to become county recorders so that local taxonomic
expertise 1s available for as many groups as possible.

Voucher material cannot be kept for all records, but the LBRC officer should ensure that a
voucher specimen for each species 1s available for each county, vice-county or 100 km
square in his area. The location of voucher material should be indicated on the record
card or on the relevant biographical card.



13

Report of discussion

The

following points emerged from the discussion:

Local Biological Records Centres should

Te

2.

3.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

1.

Two

2.

Beware the false accuracy of gazetteer-derived grid references.
Attempt to discover exactly where earlier collectors collected.

Make efforts to obtain this, and other biographical information, while the collector is
still alive.

Keep all records, even of apparentiy misidentified or unidentifiable taxa, or of localitles
which cannot be grid referenced.

Annotate records, perhaps using square brackets, to distinguish between original and
derived or corrected elements.

Inform the recorder if his record is altered.
Ensure that records without vouchers are adequately attributed and dated.

Remember that a habitat, and the species in it, may have changed 1f a revisit for
val idation follows several years after the original record.

Appreciate the historical importance of voucher material.

Oppose any attempts to make voucher material an essential part of evidence presented to
inquiries.

Consider that 5% of submitted records may be 'invalid', and that this figure is higher in
more popular groupse

general needs were identified during the discussion:

Need for guidelines on the collection of voucher material, to suggest what should be
collected, how much, how preserved, at what time of year, how often and from where. Such
guidelines might need regional adaptation.

Need for a national register of experts, including National Recording Scheme organizers.
These experts could advise on the adoption of checklists, write guidelines for voucher
material, undertake the identification of critical specles, advise on the national status
of species, etc.
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Discussion paper 3: Networking — how records are acquired

Leader:

Sue Cross

I ntroduction

The aims of this session are:

1. to examine the needs of the biological information network (both nationally and locally),
and the functions which can/should be fulfllled by local biological records centres

2. to explore the need for a national federation of local blological records centres.

1e2

1.3

Networks (BINs, ERN, BIRNs or even FERNs!)

'Local record centres are a vital part of a national (and indeed international)
biological information network', Handbook for local biological records centres (1978)

The usefulness of a local biological records centre will ultimately be determined by
the efficiency of the local and national biological information networks. The
malntenace of healthy networks can, therefore, be seen as a role of the biological
records centres.

Local/County networks

The needs and functions of the network must be clearly identified and it must be
recognized that the local biological records centre cannot, and should not, fulfil
them all. The roles must be divided up, and everyone concerned must know and
understand the others' roles. Clarity is essentiale This session will concentrate
on the collection of data, leaving the users of the data to Session 6.

Functions
1.3.1 Surveys/Projects

Many bodies organize special projects.

- Should the local blological records centre do anything more than receive, store and
process results?

- Does the local biological records centre have a role in recording all surveys/
research work that takes place within its area?

- How can researchers from outside the area be encourage to use/feed results into the
local blological records centre?

1.3.2 Recording vs education

- Is education reaily a role of LBRCs -~ as opposed to museums and/or County Trusts?

= In times of limited resources do we not need to channel efforts more exclusively
into processing, storing and retrieving data?

- Is recorder training a role of museum biologists rather than record centre staff?




2.1

2.2

2.3

2.4

2.5

2.6
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1.3.3 Using amateurs

- How can amateur effort be co-ordinated?

Is a biological recording forum useful?

- Does anarchy have to rule?

Should records centres concentrate much more exclusively on the records of fewer,
rellable recorders?

Can the expert amateurs be involved in vetting/verifying records?

1.3.4 Site/species data ~ relationships with conservation bodies

There Is an Increasing tendency to separating site data and species data between the

County Trust and LBRC respectively.

- How desirable is this?

~ Has the situation arisen for pragmatic/practical reasons (ie that the LBRC could
not provide the Trust with the required data) or are there good philosophical
reasons for the division?

- Can Trusts provide 1) the public access and 11) the neutrality required of BRC's

- or do their data banks have entirely different terms of reference?

- How do these moves affect the standing of existing (largely museum-based) LBRC's
and the possibility of creating a national network?

- How can a dispersion (and therefore dilution) of effort be avolded?

There Is surely a need for a national unifying policy.

National federation for local records centres

We can no longer afford to be amateurish, anarchic and unco~ordinated in our approach
to biological recording. Wherever a records centre is, it will have certain needs
and should be required to meet certain standards. There are Immense problems to be
faced - some of which could be solved through incrased |iaison, co-operation and
standardization - others need money. To achieve l|iaison and co-operation between
LBRC's we need communication at a national level - and to get money we need a
coherent national identity.

The Forum should consider in detall:

Is there a role for a national federation? Who should be included as 'members'?

Who can/should organize its co~ordination?

What should it do?

How would it relate to NCC/RSNC/ITE/Linnean Society?

How should i+ be funded?
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Report of discussion

1.

2.

4.

Introduction

I+ was recognized that LBRCs could participate in networks at two levels. At the county
level, the LBRC is a centre of communication and liaison between a wide range of recorders
and users. To function effectively, the LBRC must find ways of dealing with the people as
well as the data!

Much of the session concentrated on the concept of a national network or federation for
bodies concerning with biological recordings This was seen as an urgent requirement not
only to facillitate the sharing of information, experiences and ideas and thereby reducing
the not-so-splendid isolation in which many LBRCs work, but also to give the blological
recording movement a unified and recognized body through which we could lobby for resources
and finance.

Presenting the case for biological recording

Experiences from various counties indicated the advantages of involving a range of
organizations with common interests in biological recording to present the case for
Improved resources. I+ was also recognized that in the present climate of public opinion,
arguing for biological recording by stressing Its role in site/habitat protection is more
likely to achieve results than attempts to justify and attract funds for specles
distributional studies.

Reglonal/national links between record centres

In some areas (notably Scotland and S.W. England) LBRCs have begun to link into reglonal
groups. In Scotland, the Biological Recording in Scotland Campaign (BRISC) not only
includes LBRCs but acts as a regional forum for natural history societies and the Scottish
Wildlife Trust. Extending this concept, a national network for biological recording should
encompass a broad spectrum of interests and certainly should not be confined to museum
based LBRCs. The LBRCs need to be in close touch with the users of the data.

Proposed functions of national network

4.1 Co-operation
4.1.1 Standards

The need for guidelines laying down minimum standards for LBRCs was widely accepted,
although it was also stressed that these should aim to guide not dictate.

4.1.2 Communication

Links between LBRCs and BRC (Monks Wood)/National Recording Schemes need to be
improved.




4.2

17

4.1.3 Funding

The example of the Museum Documentation Assoclation, which was set up in 1977 with
financial support from the National Museums and Area Museums Councils to cope with the
problem of museum object cataloguing, was quoted as a parallel we might follow.
However, the structure of The Federation for Natural Science Collections Research
(FENSCORE) which comprises a panel of regional representatives was also much admired.
We need the funding of MDA, the organization of FENSCORE!

Seeking funding

4,2.1 Biological recording in the UK needs increased funding 1f we are to achleve the
level of professionalism we require.

4,2.2 It is suggested that any national federation for biological recording would
need to be Iinked to a statutory body.

4.2,3 Before we can lobby for funding we need to have a clearer idea of where the
weaknesses In the current system are, and where and how money would help. In the
short term we probably need to investigate funding for a contract post to examine
these Issues.



Discussion paper 4: Data storage - Record Centres keep records — How?

Leader:

1.

FORM

1.1

1.2

Lawrence Way

Format

Preservation of original source

1.1.1 A record composed of defined types of information can be written in a fixed
format. If the defined types of Information are nationally agreed, could +the format
be nationally agreed?

1.1.2 There are obvious advantages to one set of 'card!' designs (formats) belng
adopted by all records centres: ease of communication, printing, cost effectiveness
and adoption of standard recording procedures.

1.1.3 1f one set of card designs could not be adopted by existing record centres,
would it be of use when establishing new centres?

1.1.4 Records centres may keep records about people, organizations and sources of
records. Can recording methods and formats be developed for these?

142,1  Transcriptions from source to formatted record must not add or subtract data
from the source, even by implication. Problems with transcription occur when
encoding or reducing data for computing, inferring data or updating taxonomy. The
source of added information should be distinct from and not replace the original.

1.2.2 The source of a transcribed record should be traceable from the transcription.

1.2.3  Encoded taxonomy must be clearly related to established major +axonomic
publications. Codes which cannot be traced to a published taxonomic source will
cause errors. Muitiple codes derived from one taxonomic source used by differing
Institutions may cause errors. Can a set of nationally acceptable codes be devised
and accepted? (otherwise you get synonumbers!)

1.2.4 Many sources of records are not in a fixed format: books, manuscripts,
letters, photographs etc must be archived. (See 3.2.1).

1.2.5 Important biological or environmental records in the hands of individuals
other than 'fully constituted' (whatever +hat 1s) record centres need special
consideration. The responsibility of keeping such an archive must be made clear and
records centres should attempt to obtain coples 1f the originals are generally
unavailable or in danger of loss or deterioration (see 3.2.1).
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ACCESS

2.1 Independence and neutrality

2.2 Accountabliiity

2.3 Continuity of record centre processes

2.1.1 Records centres increase the avallability of biological records. Some local
authorities and trusts have responded to the need for site assessment data by setting
up data bases/data stores designed for such data. Do such 'records centres' increase
the availability of records?

2.1.2 Should records centres fry to achieve some independence In status to avoid
constraints on their operation?

2.1.3  Independent status may confer some Impartiality/neutrality to records dis-
seminated by a records centre.

2.1.4 Should all records centres adopt a 'management committee' composed of relevant
environmental organizations, eg trusts, local authority, NCC, museums etc as a first
step towards Independence and accountability? This could be fol lowed by charitable
status or by pressing for statutory recognition.

2.2.1 Records centres depend on their efficiency, usefulness and +rustworthiness for
continued support and use. Status can be achieved through degrees of accountablility.

2.2.2 An Intelligible, published pollcy statement can inform users of the functions
of the records centre and help arbitrate in disputes with users.

2.2.3 The development of an outline policy at national level for local adaptation
and implementation may help present local records centres as related institutions and
ensure some similarity of core function.

2.3.1 Records centre operations should be designed to be intelligible not only to
the staff operating them, but also to those who come after.

2.3.2 Records centres should produce a manual of their operations. What should the
manual include as essential operations?

2.3.3 Just as the iInformation requirements of records can be defined so can the
elements of the processes of record manipulation (transcription etc). An outline of
essentlal operations and methods could become a national handbook for record centres
if the record format was standardized.
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SECURITY

3.1

3.2

Security of organisms

Security of records about organisms

3.1.1 Some organisms/habitats will suffer If exposed to certain types of public use
or unscrupulous persons. Should organisms/habitats be protected by restricting
access to data about the organisms concerned? Does the restriction of access to data
depend on the types of human threat to the organism? What are these threats?

3.1.2 If the threats to organisms/habitats can be defined, can a list of sensitive
species be decided nationally/locally and published so that potential users will know
In advance which information is Iikely to be restricted? - Local Red Data Books.

3.1.3 Security Is achieved by records centres staff being the only people with
access to cabinets and restricted computer data bases.

3.1.4 How does a records centre decide who shall be denied access to its records?
Such decisions must be seen to be to the public benefit and to be arrived at by fair
and reasonable means. A published policy and application forms are a minimum
requirement.

3.1.5 Should records be accepted where access conditions are imposed by other
organizations? |s there a justification for keeping records which no one can see?

3.2.1  An archive of records (secure and permanent) needs to be in an institution
with a guarantee of continuity (see 1.2.5).

3.2.2 Records may physically degrade. Standards of card and housing (environment of
store) need to be set and observed for the materials held by records centres eg
paper, film, inks, microfiche. This may Include regular duplication of records.

3.2.3 Records may be obscured or made ambiguous during their manipulation (see
162.2, 1.2.3., 2.2.4). Preventative measures against this are part of record
security.
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Report of discussion

1« Form

1.1 Format

1.2 Preservation of original sources
1.1.1  The "minimum standard" for records can be appiied to existing cards, data
bases. There Is a need for a "crib" summary on how +o write records unambiguously.
This may involve a few simple syntactic rules eg: use of []1, | am [not] the king,
not is inferred. Such a crib should exist as a working document In all records
centres and In the Interests of compatibility should contain the same syntactic
rules.
1.1.2  To interpret and validate "records", records centres_ systematjcally record
personal Information, collect references (publications), phetographs, Interviews,
manuscripts. To associate these diverse sources with geographic areas, taxonomic
group or storage location, one records centre applies a code to all items whilst
other centres number items and index them.
1.2.1 Most records are coplied from source to a format allowing easy manipulation or
storage. The source (manuscript, publication, letter, photograph, tape) is the
original for that record and should be tracable from any copy. All "originals"
should be archived.
1.2.2 Receiving, processing and distributing records causes administrative problems,
eg who has been sent which records and are the records they send us merely duplicates
of exlisting records?
To be economical in the processing of records some existing systems give Individual
records unique numbers or associate date of entry into the centre (data base) with
each records (Record numbers help with 1.2.1.)
12,3 There 1Is a need to share existing experience on the design of record
management systems.

2.  ACCESS
2.1 Records centres increase record availability
2.2 Independence and neutrality

2.1.1 Records are being collected where conditions of use are imposed by outside
bodiese A trend of Iincreasing concern is the idea that landowners will try to
control the use of Information collected on their land. Who owns copyright to
biological observations? Good publicity and communication may help establish
co-operation, eg seeking NFU support for major surveys.
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2.1.2 Unprocessed records are inaccessible. A source contalining many records may be
quickly rendered accessible by indexing according to the types of information i+
contains. Such indexing can be extended to sources outside the records centres.
This "signposting" function may be a realistic short term goal as processing
individual records is a long term activity.

2,1.3 Records never to be released for "security reasons" are Inaccessible to the
point of being useless?

2.2.1 Many records centres have the status of a private individual's hobby. We need
a national image and statement of function. A glossy folder of essential information
containing locally adapted versions of nationally formulated policies has been
proposed.

2.2,2 Records centres should be seen to be impartial. Records centres hosted by
other organizations will have problems establishing impartialitye.

2.2.3  Independent does not mean rival or duplicate. The NCC, Trusts and the
National Trust are all setting up biological data banks. Co-operation is essential.
Management (liaison) committees of Interested bodles are already ensuring good
co-operation for some records centres.

3.  SECURITY

3.1

3.2

Security of organisms

Security of records about organisms

3.1.1 Some organisms/habitats will suffer 1f exposed to certaln types of public use
or unscrupulous persons. What are these threats?

3.1.2 We need a code of practice defining organisms/ habltats threatened, how to
assess the motives of record users, and how to deal with problems caused by denying
access to information. I|f records centres supply conflicting levels of access to
similar types of user, they will soon be regarded as idiosyncratic and biased.

3.2.1 A publication describing how to look after manuscripts, negatives,
photographs, tapes is needed. This should be an easy crib of existing publications
and should include recommended permanent inks etc. Many records centres do not meet
the standards of the archive offices.

/
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2.1.7 Graphics, eg drawing of species distribution maps and overlays, or creating
maps showing sites and monuments.

2.1.8 General management applications, eg diaries, monitoring of data flow, work
schedules etc.

2.1.9 Financial control - spreadsheet packages.
2.1.10 Statistics.

2.1.11 General word-processing.

The drawbacks:

3.1

3.2

The cost:

3.1.1  Typical micro-computer systems at present cost around £3,000 for a single
machine and cheap printer. Costs escalate as one adds plotters, extra memory and
expensive software. Mini-computers, perhaps better sulted to the large data volumes
generated by records centres, require special staff and cost anything from £15,000.
The annual maintenance charges alone would excede most records centres' entire
budgets. Main-frame computers may be avallable to some records centres attached to
county museums, planning offices or universities; the cost of access depends entirely
on local clrcumstancess There are many problems Involved with using malnframe
computers but they are probably the best bet if you have cheap and ready access.

3.1.2 Micro-computers are the most satisfying machines to use as long as you can
afford a decent one with plenty of memory and good software. Having managed to raise
the money to buy a machine it Is wise to remember +that there will be a not
Insubstantial annual cost In paper, disks, manuals, software updates and repairs to
be found. For a single micro thls could average between £200 and £500 depending on
amount of use and disasters. A sensible estimate of the cost of setting up a
reasonable micro-based system in a records centre at present would be a starter price
of around £5,000 with £500 a year running costs.

The Software

3.2.1 The programmes to create, store and manipulate the data kept by record centres
do not yet exist in any form of package, certainly not for micro-computers. A few
mainframe and mini based applications have been developed for specific purposes, eg
Flora of Durham, BRC (ITE) database and some local planning applications. Some
attempts have been made to use commerclally available micro-computer database
packages to write applications but such systems cannot sensibly cope with the volume
of records, variation of record length and fast access times required to do more than
nibble at the probiem. Part of the problem is that the data structures used by
business packages are not suited to species Iists, taxonomy or rambling site
descriptions. The MDA GOS package, now tailored to 'micro-size' can cope with
taxonomy and ramblings but offers tittle else to potential records centre users, at
least not on the cheap!

3.2,2 The RSNC is sponsoring a standard set of programmes written in DBasell.
Amongst these is a site list programme but this Is not yet running and although
suitable for simple (yet valuable) site registers is in no way suitable for dealing
with the high volumes of data associated with the species !ists and extensive surveys
held by the average records centre.
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4. What machine should a records centre obtain?

4.1

4.2

4.3

In an 1deal world we would all have the same or totally compatible machines.
However, whatever we might wish, the choice of machine will be dependent on local
circumstances. Users tied to mainframe systems will probably have no cholce,
likewise those in authorities with strict purchasing policies insisting on certain
makes of machines. Records centres and museums are using a wide range of machines
including the ACT Apricot, the Sirius, and the IBM and ICL PCs. Some centres and
individual recorders are using smaller 'home' computers to prepare species records
and even distribution maps, such machines include the Apple and the BBC micro but no
small machine can cope with the heavy use i+ would receive in an active centre, let
alone the quantity of data.

The county conservation trusts have pioneered compatibility by settling on the Comart
Communicator micro as standard, helped by generous purchase grants through the RSNC
and NCC. The DOE also support the Comart for their excavations units and so it does
seem that the Comart will be the most widely implemented micro in conservation
circles for the forseeable future.

The main gulde to purchase at present then should be to go for as powerful a machine
as you can afford with the best ergonomic design (remember you might be using it for
hours at a time!). If you decide to get a machine that nobody else has got then be
prepared to spend a lot of time solving your own problems. Good advice on the ways
to choose a machine and the pitfalls to beware of can be found in Micro computers in

Museums (MDA Occasional paper 7, 1984).

5 Staff and Training

5.1

5.2

5.3

Whatever machine you choose it is impossible to run any sort of computerized records
system without one person to take responsibitlity for it. This can be an onerous and
time consuming business when several or many users are involved. As it is a very
rare event for anyone to be taken on in a permanent post to look after computers in
museums, frusts or similar establishments the general rule 1s that someone will have
to add it to their existing duties.

In records centres and +trusts manned princlpally by MSC staff and volunteers,
particular attention must be paid to adequate documentation of programme applications
and the training of users, as the departure of the single informed user could leave
the system virtually unusable. This is particularly true where enthusiasts engage in
their own programming. Where the machine is only used for simple word processing and
membership files there should be |ittle +trouble caused by many users using the
machine just as they would a typewriter and it is easy to train users to this level
of competency. However, true data bases such as those required for species and site
data need careful management.

Even using simplified systems such as the proposed RSNC sites register there must be
a database manager who understands the database and who keeps a close watch on the
qual ity of data. Perhaps there should be a move towards offering a cheap and not too
lengthy training course or series of courses to ensure that potential users In
museums, trusts and records centres at least have a sound introduction to the running
of computer systems and the theory of databases.



6.

26

Compatibility

6.1

6.2

Assumlng that the general trend will be for records centres to computerize, the next
main task will be to make sure that there will be a degree of compatibility between
systems so that data can be readily exchanged. Compatibility will be less of a
problem in the future as everything goes 'IBM', operating systems Improve and
communications technology becomes more widespread. The real problem is not so much
the actual hardware as the quality of data and the way in which it is stored.

The MDA have spent years trying to get museum curators Into the habit of analysing
their data so that different concepts are not muddled up. This need for
understanding a records structure is central to any hope of compatibility between
computer systems used in records centres. We must be wary, therefore, not to lose
sight of this rule in the rush to cram too much, too soon, on to too small machines.
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Report of discussion

There was a lively discussion session following broadly on the lines of C Copp's discussion
paper where many of the points were amplified by personal experience of contributors from the
floor. Much of the discussion centred on how funds and manpower could be ralsed. Two current
tactics being MSC schemes, such as that at Stoke-on-Trent, and writing the cost of
documentation Into other projects, as had been done in Lelicester. Many people expressed
concern over the lack of any simple guidance as to what machine to buy, what programs to use
and what minimum data standards were required for successful data interchange. Speakers from
NCC, MDA and RSNC spoke of the work being done In thelr respective organizations, but really
there is very !ittle on offer for the average under-funded, under-staffed records centre hoping
to obtain a comprehensive records centre package. The Passmore Edwards Museum had shown what
could be achieved with a current commercial database package, but it was felt that perhaps a
working party could look further into these problems.

Some of the points arising in the discussions are !isted below:
I+ was suggested that security was easier on a micro than on a mailnframe.

Although micros are slow, they always go at the same speed, which cannot be said for multi-user
systems which also suffer the drawback of being remote and |iable to excessive amounts of
'down—=time".

Electronic transfer of data is usually very accurate.

One view volced was that micros should not be regarded as filing cabinets, but as data
transmission tools and we therefore should be putting our energies into developing minimum data
standards for data interchange. This could be achieved by working towards standard software,
but this may need to be commissioned in the way that RSNC have developed their membership
program for naturalists trusts.

There was some discussion on how data could best be communicated in electronic form,
particularly to the BRC national database. One suggestion was that data could be sent through
the Universities mainframe communications to which BRC and NCC have access, but this is not
possible for everyone and might be expensive +to non-university users. Eventual ty
packet=switched networks would bring down the cost of long distance communication. At present
1t Is cheaper and technically far easier to just post a floppy diske This does however ralse
the problems of data structures and disk formats. Therefore, despite the technical
possibilities, it does seem that we are still some way off a simply organized and cheap
electronic data interchange system.

Micros are becoming more powerful all the time as is the software that runs on them. From this
point of view we should not worry if people are working on different machines in very different
ways at present. As long as some minimum data standard is maintained it will be possible to
'massage' the data into new formats when necessary. (The MDA are Interested in 'massaging',
but could not quote a cost other than it would be at non-commercial rates).

I+ was generally agreed that the most difficult records to dea! with on a computer, especially
a microcomputer, are site records. |t was pointed out that a single county could conceivably
have 500,000 named sites which, even if only recorded as single line entries, would create huge
problems with current hardware and software.
















































