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Conference Objectives 
A Question of Ecology aims to:  

 Raise awareness of how biological records can be interpreted to answer ecological questions and lead to 
conservation action at a site-specific, local, national and international scale. 

 Empower volunteer recorders and their organisations to get more out of their biological records by highlighting 
effective approaches to data collection and analysis. 

 Foster collaboration between the professional research community and volunteer recording community through 
examples of good practice. 

 Discuss barriers to the use of biological records for research and start a dialogue between the biological 
recording and research communities about how to overcome those barriers 

© Roger Butterfield 
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Tools and Software Workshop 
This is a workshop to raise awareness of innovative tools and software for the collection and interpretation of biodiversity data.  

There will be two presentations about the evolving role of technology in biological recording, followed by ‘quickfire’ talks introducing 
the tools and software.  There will then be an hour long workshop during which delegates can visit the speakers at their stands to 
find out more about the technology they are demonstrating and discuss how they could apply it to their own biological recording 
and research activities. 

Introductory Talks 

Dr David Chesmore, University of York  

The concept of automated biodiversity assessment (ABA) is 
not new but development of practical systems has been slow.  
Rapid advances in technology, especially powerful mobile 
devices is opening up opportunities for ABA not possible even 
a few years ago.  The talk will cover the increasing needs for 
ABA, the difficulties faced in developing systems and the 

approaches adopted.  

Examples will include image-based identification of bees, flies 
and plants, and acoustic identification of bats, birds, 
amphibia, grasshoppers and crickets.   

The talk will finish with a realistic look at future directions. 

Jon Chamberlain, University of Essex

Social networks have become a common method for sharing 
images. Facebook has over 250 billion images uploaded by 
users, and a further 350 million posted every day. These 
include images of marine life that have been tagged with 
species names by users.  

Manual analysis of these images show potential for very high 
accuracy (0.97) of image tags, however there are significant 
challenges in mining this resource for biological records.  

A prototype system  has been developed that:  

 Presents a methodology for accessing, caching and 
processing social media posts; 

 Aligns data with a marine species taxonomy (WoRMS); 

 Provides a simple interface to search for text and images 
of a particular species. 

Applications include modelling associations between species 
and monitoring changes in species range and habitat.  This 
approach offers a high accuracy, high participation and low 
cost alternative to other methods of citizen science in the 
domain of marine biology. 

Tool and Software Demonstrations: 

Groupsourcing Jon Chamberlain, University of Essex http://www.jonchamberlain.com/groupsourcing  
Indicia for biological recording and 
research (Moors for the Future) 

Rachel Pateman, University of York 
and John van Breda, BiodiverseIT 

http://www.indicia.org.uk/  

http://www.moorsforthefuture.org.uk/ 

Field Network System Trevor Collins and Martin Harvey,  

Open University, & David Morgan, FSC 

http://weblab.open.ac.uk/blog/projects/field-
network-system  

Tom.Bio QGIS Biological Recording 
plug-in 

Rich Burkmar, Field Studies Council http://www.tombio.uk/?q=qgis-plugin  

Scratchpads Laurence Livermore,  
Natural History Museum 

http://scratchpads.eu/  

UK Wildlife Portal Rachel Stroud, NBN Trust http://ala-demo.gbif.org/ 

rNBN and SPARTA Tom August, Centre for Ecology and 
Hydrology 

https://github.com/ropensci/rnbn  
https://github.com/BiologicalRecordsCentre/sparta  

Biodiversity Quality Calculator Sara King, Ecosulis http://www.ecosulis.co.uk/page/biodiversity-quality-
calculator  

TaxonAid David Bodenham, Eco Sapien http://www.taxonaid.com/  

Progress and prospects in the development of automated biodiversity assessment  

Using social media to access biodiversity data  

http://www.jonchamberlain.com/groupsourcing
http://www.indicia.org.uk/
http://www.moorsforthefuture.org.uk/
http://weblab.open.ac.uk/blog/projects/field-network-system
http://weblab.open.ac.uk/blog/projects/field-network-system
http://www.tombio.uk/?q=qgis-plugin
http://scratchpads.eu/
http://ala-demo.gbif.org/
https://github.com/ropensci/rnbn
https://github.com/BiologicalRecordsCentre/sparta
http://www.ecosulis.co.uk/page/biodiversity-quality-calculator
http://www.ecosulis.co.uk/page/biodiversity-quality-calculator
http://www.taxonaid.com/
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Discussion Workshop 
This is a workshop to discuss challenges and opportunities in biological recording and research.  Speakers will give brief 
introductory talks about their subject, and will then facilitate discussions in an hour long ‘open space’ workshop, during which 
delegates will be free to move from one discussion to another. 

For each topic, the speakers will facilitate discussion around the following questions: 

 What do we want to achieve 

 What are the current barriers to this? 

 How can we overcome them?  

 Which organisations should lead on this? 

The speakers will then feed back key recommendations to the conference in a plenary session.  The six topics for discussion are: 

Quentin Groom - Botanic Garden Meise, Belgium 

Access to reliable, up-to-date, biodiversity data is essential for conservation, monitoring, land management, invasive species 
control and biodiversity research. Data are collected for a large number of reasons, by a large number of people. However, much 
of these data are never shared and never reach their full potential as a resource. Quentin will discuss the importance of open 
sharing of data. He will talk about the importance of data standards and interoperability and discuss some of the potential solutions 
that might encourage people to treat openness as the default position in data management policies.  

Nick Isaac - Centre for Ecology and Hydrology 

The NBN is well-established as the standard UK repository for biological records, but stores virtually no meta data about how the 
records were generated. Ecological datasets are extremely heterogeneous, and the repositories that store them (e.g. Dryad, the 
NERC data centre, Figshare) differ greatly in the meta-data they require, which hinders potential re-use by others. Moreover, these 
datasets contain large quantities of information about species distributions, but these are rarely converted into biological records. In 
this session we will discuss the relationship between data collected by ecological researchers and biological recorders, and 
whether meta-data standards are feasible, desirable or enforceable among the two communities. 

David Chesmore - University of York 

Technology is becoming more common in biological recording with wide use of the internet for recording and identifying species, 
and verifying records (e.g. iSpot, iRecord).  These applications are now accessible in the field using smartphones.  Apps have also 
been developed as “smart” field guides, facilitating identification of a range of taxonomic groups such as ladybirds, trees, birds and 
grasshoppers.  The workshop will also consider technologies such as camera traps, tagging and automated identification. We will 
explore the usefulness of such technology, consider future directions and discuss opportunities and barriers to adoption.  

              

Open Data - managing data so its usefulness can be maximised, the collectors 

get the credit they deserve and more data collection is encouraged 

 

Data repositories and data re-use 

 

Technology in biological recording 

 

John van Breda John van Breda 
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Kat Bruce - NatureMetrics 

From environmental DNA to parallel sequencing of whole genomes, genetic approaches are adding a whole suite of new tools to 
the armoury of biological recording. However, they can seem inaccessible and even threatening to traditional types of knowledge. 
This session considers both the circumstances in which DNA-based approaches can usefully contribute to biological recording 
activities and the barriers that currently prevent the wider uptake of these methods. 

Martin Harvey – Open University 

Biological records accumulate over time, and with new technologies and increased opportunities for involvement the speed at 
which records are generated looks set to increase.  Traditionally the task of verifying records has fallen largely on the shoulders of 
a rather small number of people, nearly all of whom are volunteers.  What are the implications for data quality of having ever more 
records? Does every record have to be looked at by an expert?  Can we create more experts?  Can we make better use of 
unverified data?  Can we find ways of making verification easier to keep pace with the increased ease of generating records? Your 
views will be welcome to help develop answers to these questions. 

Tom Hunt – Association of Local Environmental Records Centres 

The role of local environmental records centres in providing species and habitat data to inform planning and conservation decisions 
is reasonably well documented and understood.  These information services depend on the support that LERCs provide to the 
local recording community, whether volunteers, professionals or students, which maintains the flow and interpretation of good 
quality data.  This conference will showcase examples of how LERCs are helping recorders to study their local patch in a more 
structured, scientific way, as well as collaborating with universities to get more out of local datasets and to put new techniques and 
technologies into practice.  This session will discuss whether all LERCs are equally well equipped to deliver such support, what 
challenges they face, and what ALERC and other organisations can do to overcome these challenges.  

 
  #NFBR15 

 

Quantity and quality: making record verification fit for purpose 

DNA techniques and biological recording 

Graham Walley Graham Walley 

The evolving role of LERCs in supporting local recording and research  

Join the conference mini-bioblitz! 
http://www.brc.ac.uk/irecord/join/nfbrbes-conference-2015 

 

 

http://www.brc.ac.uk/irecord/join/nfbrbes-conference-2015
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Conference Talk Abstracts 

 Professor Kate Jones 

Centre for Biodiversity and Environment Research, University College London 

Wild nature and natural ecosystems are declining rapidly as 
humans use more of the earth’s resources and change 
climate patterns. Thanks to the growth of networks of citizen 
scientists and new sensor technology such as animal 
movement tags, camera traps and passive acoustic sensors, 
scientists studying the impact of anthropogenic change now 
have access to huge amounts of data about our changing 
environment and declining wildlife populations.  

However, analysing these ‘big biodiversity data’ brings its own 
challenges. Here Kate reviews some of latest advances in 

sensors used to monitor wildlife and some of the analytical 
tools being developed to analyse these ‘big data’ including 
using citizen scientists to classify wildlife and the 
development of new automatic recognition tools for wildlife 
images and sounds. She argues that although technological 
advances have undoubtedly contributed to the over 
exploitation of natural resources and declines of wild nature, 
that technology can also help us to better understand the 
natural world and to further engage people with their 
environment.  

Kate Jones is Professor of Ecology and Biodiversity at University College London and The Zoological Society of London. She runs 
a number of wildlife citizen science projects as well as researching the development of new tools to analyse big biodiversity data. 
She is on the scientific advisory board of many national and international species conservation NGOs as well as being the current 
chair of the Bat Conservation Trust. 

 

Dr David Roy 
Biological Records Centre 

People have been recording wildlife for centuries and the 
resulting datasets lead to important scientific research.  The 
Biological Records Centre (BRC), established in 1964, 
works with the voluntary recording community principally 
through support of national recording schemes, and adds 
value to the data through analysis and reporting.   

This presentation reviews the major themes from BRC’s first 
50 years, focusing on contributions to ecology.  Priorities for 
development are also suggested – aiming to help biological 
recording have a bright future for people, science and nature. 

David Roy is Head of the Biological Records Centre, within the Centre for Ecology & Hydrology. Since joining BRC in 1994, he has 
collaborated widely on projects to develop biological recording and its use for understanding environmental change. 

Keynote Address: Technology for Nature?  

The use of biological records to understand a changing environment: what have 

we learned from 50 years of the Biological Records Centre?  
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Dr Jon Yearsley  

Earth Institute & School of Biology and Environmental Science, University College Dublin 

Variation in recorder effort (between locations or over time at 
a location) is often raised as an important source of bias in 
biodiversity data. This bias can limit the uses of biodiversity 
data by, for example, masking trends in biodiversity change 
or creating spurious patterns. Correcting for this bias (known 
as the recorder effort problem) therefore has implications for 
the use of biodiversity data and for future strategies of 
biodiversity data recording.  

Large biodiversity databases, such as the BSBI’s plant 
distribution database for the UK and Ireland, are likely to have 
significant variation in recorder effort. These large databases 
are prone to bias because the data are an amalgum from 
many different recorders across many years. However, these 
same large databases also offer the unique ability to test 
methods that try to correct for bias from recorder effort. Large 

biodiversity databases with open access are an essential 
resource for validating methods of analysing biodiversity data.   

In this talk, Jon will introduce 
the recorder effort problem 
and why recorder effort is 
more than the number of 
observations from a location.   

He will then present some 
work that uses the BSBI plant 
distribution database to test 
some methods that aim to 
estimate the recorder effort 
bias.  

Jon Yearsley leads the Ecological Modelling group at University College Dublin (www.ucd.ie/ecomodel). The group’s research 
develops evolutionary and ecological theory and integrates this with ecological data. The research focuses on spatial ecology, 
studying invasions and processes of dispersal. Current projects include: genetic diversity of ivory gulls, connectivity of deep-sea 
invertebrate populations, spread of invasive small mammals, spread of peatland fire and the airborne spread of ash dieback 
disease.  

Thomas Starnes 

Amphibian and Reptile Conservation 

From museum collections to smartphone apps, the volume of 
data on species presence records is ever growing. Many of 
these records are freely available online, for example through 
the NBN Gateway. Such records are invaluable indicators of 
species trends and responses to environmental change.  

However, they offer only a glimpse at the greater picture of 
species' true distributions.  Environmental niche modelling is 
a species distribution mapping method which uses biological 
records coupled with environmental data from various 
sources including weather stations and satellites to estimate 
the occurrence of species at varying spatial scales.  

These methods have been widely published in scientific 
literature over the past decade and are often cited as the tool 
of choice for estimating species distributions from relatively 
small volumes of species presence data.  Models can work 
with the presence-only data typical of the species  databases 
held at Local Records Centres and other organisations. 
Environmental niche modelling (ENM) is capable of 
estimating habitat suitability and species presence from 

spatially biased biological records, allowing us to move past 
'dots on maps' and make more ecologically relevant 
predictions about the biogeographical distribution of species.  

Contrary to popular belief; ENM is neither a black box nor a 
silver bullet. Rather, such modelling exercises often help to 

Methods of mining recording data for estimates of recording effort  

Peter Mayhew 

Environmental niche modelling - neither a black box nor a silver bullet   
*Quickfire Talk* 

Roger Key 

http://www.ucd.ie/ecomodel
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identify areas which may benefit from further biological field 
surveys, the results of which improve model performance by 
providing them with more, often targeted, data.  

Thom will make a case for the use of environmental niche 
modelling in directing survey effort and for recording species 
presence to a suitable spatial precision.  

Thom works for Amphibian and Reptile Conservation as a GIS and Data Officer and is currently working on a project using LiDAR 
digital surface models and NDVI data to characterize vegetation classes.  In his spare time he manages the Twitter account for the 
British Ecological Society Forests Special Interest Group, volunteers as a research assistant for Frontline Conservation's Heart of 
Borneo project and is also data-basing the historic herbarium collection at the Bournemouth Natural Science Society.  He has been 
training himself as a field botanist since his university days and takes every opportunity to get out of the office and into the field with 
a taxon key, GPS and hand lens! 

Dr Kat Bruce 
NatureMetrics 

The State of Nature Report (published in 2013) was able to 
report quantitative trends for only 5% of terrestrial and aquatic 
species in the UK, highlighting the fact that established 
biological recording methods are only useful for a subset of 
taxa that are relatively well known and easily recognised. 
Meanwhile, many species of ecological or economic 
importance – particularly invertebrates – will never be well 
served by current approaches due to being difficult to identify 
or insufficiently charismatic to inspire the services of 
volunteers.  

Kat’s talk addresses the other 95% of biodiversity, introducing 
a new approach to biological recording that makes use of 
high-throughput DNA sequencing technology to generate 
comprehensive species lists of invertebrates quickly and 
cheaply, allowing whole communities to be tracked across 
space and time without taxonomic bias. This can provide 
unprecedented insight into spatial and temporal variation in 
natural systems, as well as acting as a screening mechanism 
for whole suites of species of interest, including those that are 
invasive, endangered or considered as pests. Data from 
recent projects conducted by Kat and colleagues at UEA and 
Imperial College will be used to illustrate how this data can be 
used to answer ecological questions and to inform 

conservation and environmental management actions at 
multiple scales.  

Finally, Kat will consider how this new approach can be used 
to complement traditional approaches to biological recording 
and suggest ways in which the volunteer community can 
engage with it to bring a new dimension to our understanding 
of our natural environment. 

Having trained as an ecologist, Kat gradually became fascinated by the power of genetics to provide unprecedented insight into 
ecology.  Her doctoral research at the University of East Anglia focused on applying molecular methods to real ecological 
challenges, in an effort to bridge the gap between the scientists developing DNA-based methods and the environmental managers 
and ecologists whom they could help.  She has since co-founded NatureMetrics, a startup company aiming to make these methods 
relevant and accessible for end users in ecology and conservation.  

 

 

Roger Key 

Biological recording for the other 95% - novel approaches for large-scale 

biomonitoring of invertebrates   *Quickfire Talk* 
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Dr Teresa Frost 
Cumbria Biodiversity Data Centre (CBDC) 

Data scientist is a fashionable term for people who manage 

large amounts of data, merge data sources together, ensure 

consistency of datasets, create visualisations to aid in 

understanding data, build models using the data and 

communicate the data insights to specialists and non-expert 

audiences. The data scientists in Local Records Centres 

(LRCs) use their skills, knowledge and own specialisms to get 

the most out of biological records in innovative ways, often 

focusing on place as much as species. 

In this talk, Teresa will give examples of how Cumbria 

Biodiversity Data Centre at Tullie House Museum (CBDC) 

has worked with recording groups and naturalists on local 

studies such as identifying significant sites using rare species 

assemblages; analysing under-recorded and well-recorded 

places within the county; following up casual records of 

Priority Species at local sites with more detailed studies; and 

use of a popular leaflet survey combined with expert visits to 

identify important/overlooked areas for biodiversity.  

Experiences on creating species occurrence zones using 

modelling versus expert opinion will be shared. The talk will 

also consider the potential of LRCs as a conduit for bringing 

the latest ecological research from universities and 

institutions and putting it to use at the coal face of nature 

conservation. 

Supporting local recording is one of CBDC’s three core 

purposes, and they believe assisting recorders with data 

management, analysis and presentation using their data 

science skills is as important a component as supporting the 

development of recorders’ identification skills. 

Teresa is CBDC Manager at Tullie House Museum in Carlisle. With a background in ecological statistics, she is particularly 
interested in the role the UK network of Local Records Centres has in making the most of biodiversity recording and monitoring 
data collected by amateur and professional naturalists and ecologists. Teresa is a director of the Association of Local 
Environmental Records Centres and a trustee of the National Biodiversity Network Trust. 

Lois Mayhew 

Alderney Records Centre 

Biodiversity information from the Channel Islands is a 
valuable resource for the ecological research community.  It 
enables predictions to be made about the spread of non-
native species, such as the Asian shore crab, and it could 
provide crucial information about species’ responses to 
climate change as the Islands represent the current 
geographic range limit for many species, including the green 
ormer, the agile frog and the French shrew.  Due to their 
unique environmental conditions, the Channel Islands support 
a large number of UK Red Data Book species, as well as 
some endemic species varieties, such as the Jersey bank 
vole or Alderney’s iconic blonde hedgehog.  

Thanks to the expertise and dedication of local naturalists, 
such as the late Dr Charles David, there is a wealth of 
information on the natural history of the Channel Islands, 
although not all of it is currently in a format that can readily be 
shared.   

In 2013, improvements to the National Biodiversity Network 
Gateway at last provided a means of making Channel Islands 
data more widely available.  However, the collection and 
management of biodiversity data must be supported at a local 
level in order to maximise this opportunity. 

Alderney Wildlife Trust established Alderney Records Centre 
in 2008, with the aim of supporting the local recording 

Curiosity Begins at Home – Data Scientists in Local Records Centres  

Notes from a (very) small island – challenges and opportunities for biodiversity 
data on Alderney   *Quickfire Talk* 

Steph’ Thorpe 
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community, filling data gaps and providing a valuable dataset 
to inform research, education and conservation, both on the 
island itself and throughout the UK. 

Lois Mayhew will talk about the challenges faced by the 
records centre and discuss how closer collaboration with the 

biodiversity data community on mainland UK could help them 
to overcome these challenges, improve the practices of the 
records centre and strengthen its future. 

Lois Mayhew has been working for Alderney Wildlife Trust since September 2014 as the Terrestrial Ecologist and Record Centre 
Manager of Alderney Records Centre. She graduated from the University of Northampton in 2014 with a BSc (Hons) in Land 
Management.  Previously, Lois has worked as a warden for the Greensand Trust in Bedfordshire and on ecological surveying 
projects in Ecuador and Indonesia.   

 

Dr Andy Millard 
Yorkshire Naturalists’ Union 

The Yorkshire Naturalist Union (YNU), first established in 
1861, is an association of affiliated societies and amateur and 
professional naturalists with an interest in the natural history 
of Yorkshire and the north of England.  

This presentation will briefly explore the activities of the YNU 
in promoting the scientific recording of biodiversity in 
Yorkshire through organising events and activities, including 
field meetings, conferences, training sessions and the 
publication of reports and occasionally books.  

It will then focus on The Naturalist, a journal published by the 
YNU three times a year and which contains a diversity of 
natural history articles, ranging from peer-reviewed papers to 
short field notes, book reviews and first-time articles from 
amateurs.  

The role of The Naturalist in encouraging and empowering 
amateur naturalists to record and disseminate their findings 
will be discussed. 

Andy Millard is on the executive committee of the Yorkshire Naturalists’ Union and on the Editorial Board of the YNU’s journal, The 
Naturalist, where he acts as receiving editor. He originally studied at Durham University where he gained a B.Sc. in zoology and a 
Ph.D. in littoral ecology. After a period as a school teacher, he tutored adult education classes in ecology and conservation land 
management, and also undertook some ecological consultancy, before being appointed to his present post as senior lecturer in 
ecology at Leeds Beckett University. He lectures principally to landscape architecture and planning students, has research 
interests in urban ecology and is an academic member of the Landscape Institute. He has also tutored for the Open University on 
evolution and is currently tutoring on their new second level on-line module in environmental science. Andy is Treasurer and 
Membership Secretary of Leeds Naturalists Club & Scientific Association. 

The YNU and The Naturalist: promoting biodiversity recording in Yorkshire  

Steve Whitbread 
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Debbie Alston 

Derbyshire Mammal Group 

 

Aiming to publish a county-wide atlas for any taxa can be a 
daunting experience, especially if you have limited data to 
start from.  

The Derbyshire Mammal Atlas Project was launched in 
October 2006 with the resulting book being published in 
March 2013. The project collected over 70,000 records from 
over 3,000 recorders. The good quality data gathered allowed 
species distributions to be mapped at monad level and 
provide a good baseline for some of the priority species 
present.  This talk will share the lessons learnt from the 
project and how a discussion about the distribution of the 
common nettle inspired a strategy for attempting to reduce 
recorder bias in the distribution maps.  

The book's review in British Wildlife said "The Mammals of 
Derbyshire shows the way forward with this excellent atlas 
and comprehensive natural history of the county’s past and 
present mammals. The book makes an excellent template 
which other groups might follow."  

Debbie Alston, Chair and Recorder for the Derbyshire 
Mammal Group and one of the co-authors of the book shares 
some thoughts on the project's experiences.   

Debbie has been working in Wildlife and Conservation Management since 1992, after obtaining a degree  in environmental science 
at Wolverhampton University and a postgraduate course in conservation management at Surrey University.  Her roles have 
included Wildlife Sites Officer for Derbyshire Wildlife Trust and Biodiversity Project Officer for the Lowland Derbyshire Biodiversity 
Partnership.  Debbie also teaches wildlife related adult education classes for the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA) 
and Derbyshire County Council and is an associate lecturer at the University of Derby.   

Rachel Stroud 
National Biodiversity Network Trust 

The NBN Strategy 2015-2020 seeks change in how biological 
data in the UK are collected, verified, managed, analysed, 
disseminated and used.  This Strategy sets out five Strategic 
Aims and 21 objectives to achieve the new vision that: 
“Biological data collected and shared openly by the Network 
are central to the UK’s learning and understanding of its 
biodiversity and are critical to all decision-making about 
nature and the environment.” 

The NBN Trust has also developed a five year Action Plan 
which outlines the objectives and priority actions for each 
Strategic Aim. 115 actions have been identified through the 

consultation process as being key to successful 
implementation of the NBN Strategy. The NBN Trust is now 
now seeking to determine what roles and responsibilities NBN 
members will have in implementing this plan. It is recognised 
that no one organisation can do everything on their own. The 
NBN Strategy and Action Plan are intended to be 
implemented by the collaborative partnership that is the 
Network. 

This talk will introduce the NBN Action Plan and how it will 
help us deliver the NBN Strategy 2015-2020.  

Rachel Stroud is the Data & Liaison Officer for the NBN Trust.   She works with groups and organisations across the UK to help 

them share wildlife information they hold more widely.  Rachel is also involved in supporting opportunities to increase the 

partnership working of the National Biodiversity Network.  Before joining the NBN Trust Rachel worked as the England 

Data Manager for the RSPB and has a passion for the role which data plays in telling stories of the changing world around us. 

Plotting to publish – lessons learnt from the Derbyshire Mammal Atlas Project 
*Quickfire Talk*  

Kevin Rich 

NBN Strategy Action Plan  *Quickfire Talk*  
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Dr Mark A. Spencer 
Natural History Museum, London 

The UK's museums are full of objects that have the potential 
to tell us a huge amount about our environment.  Even though 
we treasure these collections, as a society we massively 
underuse them and need to learn new ways in which our 
collections can help improve our understanding of biotic 
response to environmental change. We don’t necessarily 
need to launch new expeditions of discovery to far-flung parts 
of the planet, a wealth of scientific information already awaits 
discovery in our museums. Critique of the research potential 
of museum collections is often based upon the perception 

that museum data is 'patchy', biased and can not be 
compared to current scenarios.  

This talk will present examples of how natural history 
collections can deliver scientifically robust data that reveal 
biotic responses to environment change and explore how new 
approaches to citizen science and crowd-sourcing can deliver 
additional, significant data that contributes to hypothesis 
driven science. 

Mark’s life-long passion for plants was fuelled by a childhood spent wandering the Lizard peninsula, Cornwall and the 
Northamptonshire countryside. He studied horticulture at Kew Gardens before doing a degree in botany and a PhD (both at the 
University of Reading) on the systematics of Peronospromycetes (water mould fungi). He is committed to engaging with people, 
outside the museological/taxonomic communities, on the value and interest of herbariums and Britain’s flora.  His research 
interests are currently focussed on the impacts of environmental change on the UK flora and 17th and 18th century botanical 
science and its legacy. He is the BSBI Recorder for Middlesex and Vascular Plant Recorder for the London Natural History Society. 

        

Ivan Wright 
Shotover Wildlife 

Shotover Hill is only 4km east of Oxford and is a sandy 
plateau with habitats ranging from acidic grassland to ancient 
woodland.  Sandy soils are not common in Oxfordshire, as so 
it is not surprising to find that botanists and entomologists 
from Oxford University have visited and recorded on the hill 
over many years, especially in the Victorian era.   

Following in the footsteps of eminent naturalists of 100 years 
ago is a very special feeling; reading their diaries, collating 
their data and of course finding - or not finding - the species 

that they saw back then.  Over the past 15 years the 
volunteer specialists at Shotover Wildlife have accumulated a 
considerable volume of new data which has the tantalizing 
potential for useful comparison with the earlier studies.   

Ivan will compare aspects of these two major periods of 
recording, and using example taxa, demonstrate some of the 
problems, hazards and useful results that a hundred years of 
data can reveal. 

Natural history collections and environmental change science – a holistic 
approach to integrating ‘historic’ objects, citizen scientists and hypothesis 
driven research  

Shotover Hill then and now – delving into 100 years of data  

Natural History Museum Natural History Museum 
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Ivan Wright came to wildlife from a background in environmental science. He is a self-taught entomologist and is now a widely 
recognised determiner of aculeate Hymenoptera for local organisations, recording schemes and Universities. Ivan is also a 
knowledgeable conservationist with a long track record of coordinating volunteers in conservation and recording.  With Jacqueline 
Wright, he founded Shotover Wildlife and the Oxford Mossing Group, with the aim of developing and supporting expertise in the 
community. He is currently coordinating the publication of a book about the Wildlife of Shotover.  

Dr Jane Delany 

Newcastle University 

Easily accessible and appealing to members of the public, 
intertidal rocky shores provide ideal locations for citizen 
science initiatives. However, co-ordinators of such 
programmes have found they wrestle with a structure that 
allows members of the public to independently collect robust 
data for any, but the most easily recognisable handful of 
species.  

The degree of species richness and the taxonomic hurdles 
involved, has generally meant such recording surveys are 
either predominantly expert-led, or restricted to awareness 

raising and engagement activity. Under the HLF funded Big 
Sea Survey, Newcastle University developed a protocol for 
training and supporting volunteers to collect quantitative 
records of species distributions that has yielded data of 
measurable robustness.  

Building on this success, Newcastle University have further 
developed a programme that will support such data collection 
on a national level; they are currently awaiting the outcome of 
this funding proposal.  

Dr Jane Delany is a Senior Lecturer in Marine Ecology at Newcastle University with research interests in intertidal and plankton 
community dynamics, the prevention of marine invasive spread through ballast water management, and public engagement with 
science and technology. With respect to the latter, she is particularly interested in citizen science initiatives that allow members of 
the public to contribute meaningfully to marine evidence gathering.  

 

Drew Bennellick 
Heritage Lottery Fund 

Our landscapes and natural heritage are under ever-
increasing pressure but are vital to our future. Habitats are 
being eroded, species lost and precious landscapes 
neglected, but all are part of our unique heritage.  
Landscapes and wildlife help enrich our lives, provide a sense 
of place and inspire future generations.   

HLF is keen to encourage more fundable projects from the 
natural heritage sector, a sector that has attracted less 
funding in the past.   

Drew will talk about the HLF’s ‘outcomes approach’ to 
funding, outline the things that HLF fund and describe three 
relevant funding programmes.   

Drew is responsible for Heritage Lottery Fund policy, strategy and expert advice in relation to designed landscape and natural 
heritage projects in the UK. He is Director of the Parks for People and Landscape Partnership targeted grant programmes, and 
lead officer on strategy relating to climate change mitigation and adaptation. 

Building on success – evolving intertidal data validation  

Funding for people-powered science  *Quickfire Talk*  

Phil Lightfoot 
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Helen Jones  

Woodland Trust Observatree Project 

In recent years we have seen increasing frequency in new 
and serious tree pests and diseases arriving in the UK which 
have affected both our native and non-native species. 
Impacts are being felt across the conservation, recreation and 
commercial sectors. 

Funded by LIFE+ and with support from DEFRA, Observatree 
is a four year partnership project, delivered by Forest 
Research, FERA, the National Trust and the Woodland Trust, 
to develop an early warning system for tree pests and 
diseases in the UK.  

Observatree will encourage citizens to be vigilant for 
symptoms of tree disease and pests and to record these via 

Tree Alert, the Forestry Commission’s tree pest and disease 
reporting tool. The reports submitted will enable government 
scientists to build up a UK-wide picture of the distribution of 
tree diseases already identified and highlight new outbreaks 
as they arrive in the country. 

Given the scale of the tree health threat facing our 
woodlands, engaging with citizen scientists and encouraging 
reporting is considered to be a vital method of increasing 
surveillance. 

The Woodland Trust has used its expertise gained from 
previous citizen science initiatives to recruit and train a 
network of 200 specialist volunteers who will help to analyse 
and verify these Tree Alert reports of pests and diseases and 
undertake survey work to follow up reports on the ground. 
Technical training and ongoing support is provided by tree 
health professionals, primarily at Forest Research. This is an 
exciting opportunity for the volunteers to work alongside the 
UK’s leading tree health scientists in direct collaboration.  

The use of trained volunteers to carry out verification tasks on 
tree health records is an innovative approach that enables the 
tree health scientists and plant health officers to focus their 
time on investigating the most significant reports.   

Observatree will also research and share best practice in tree 
health early warning systems across Europe. 

Helen Jones is the Engagement Officer for Observatree.  Based at the Woodland Trust in Grantham, Helen’s current role involves 
recruiting new volunteers to the network; organising and delivering training courses across the UK; and ensuring the health and 
wellbeing of the volunteers as they carry out their roles. As a citizen science project, volunteers are crucial to the success of 
Observatree and so an important part of volunteer management is providing on-going support and encouragement to the members 
of the volunteer network. Helen has carried out similar volunteer management roles within the Woodland Creation team of the 
Woodland Trust and previously with Wildlife Watch at the Wildlife Trust BCN. Having carried out numerous volunteer roles herself, 
Helen is aware of the commitment and motivation required to be a volunteer and how rewarding it can be. 

Dr Phil Smith Ben Deed 

Sefton Coast Partnership  Merseyside Biobank 

The Sefton Coast, north of Liverpool, supports extensive 
sand-dune and estuarine habitats of international importance 
to wildlife and nature conservation. There is a long history of 
volunteer involvement in collecting essential background 
information needed for the conservation of flora and fauna 
and their habitats. Projects include one-off detailed studies of 

distribution and ecology, periodic surveys at five or ten year 
intervals to detect changes over longer time-scales and 
annual monitoring to establish both short and long-term 
trends. The data are also used by local partners in 
development control, to advise conservation strategy and in 
the assessment of local statutory and non-statutory sites. 

Graham Walley 

Observatree – bringing together citizen scientists and tree health professionals 
to tackle tree disease  

Volunteer recording on the Sefton Coast – collaboration and conservation  
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Emphasis has been placed on writing up results for 
publication in scientific journals or other appropriate outlets. 
Summary reports have also been provided to the volunteers 
themselves, to the relevant land owners and managers and to 
the Sefton Coast Partnership, thereby influencing decision-
making and improving management of the coast. 

In recent years, several large-scale coastwide volunteer 
surveys have been organised with the active support and 
involvement of the regional records centre, Merseyside 
BioBank. Examples include Grayling butterfly, Dune 
Helleborine, Grass-of-Parnassus and Japanese Rose. In 

some cases, funding was obtained to employ professional 
facilitators, who also organised volunteer training, developed 
a repeatable method and reported on the completed survey. 
Other surveys were organised and led by volunteers with the 
active support of BioBank staff. Professional ecologists were 
also recruited to make key contributions on a voluntary basis. 

This presentation will describe examples of these surveys, 
outline their successes and limitations and explain their 
relevance to wildlife conservation in the context of the many 
pressing problems and issues affecting the Sefton Coast. 

Dr Phil Smith was born at Crosby, Liverpool and lived from the ages of two to nine at Ainsdale where he developed an early nterest 
in sand-dunes and kept pet Natterjack Toads. After graduating in Zoology from University College London, he studied for a Ph.D. in 
entomology and then conducted post-doctoral research at Grange-over-Sands, Cumbria. Returning to Merseyside in 1968 as a 
Lecturer in Applied Biology at Liverpool Polytechnic (now John Moores University) he made extensive use of the Sefton Coast for 
both teaching and research.  Having devoted 46 years to the study and conservation of the coast’s flora and fauna, he has often 
taken part in and organised volunteer surveys. From 1970 to 2010 he was a trustee and council member of the Lancashire Wildlife 
Trust. He also serves on the board and various task groups of the Sefton Coast Partnership. In 2002, Phil was awarded an MBE 
for services to nature conservation. 
 

Raised in a small village in Kent, Ben was unknowingly spoilt by regular encounters with the likes of Grass Snakes and Slow 
Worms. He developed an early fascination with wildlife and the earth sciences. These interests became academic study when he 
undertook a degree at Bangor University in Geological Oceanography, decided oil wasn't his thing, and finished four years later 
with honours in Environmental Conservation. He subsequently moved to Bolton where he began 'wildlife volunteering' with a 
number of organisations and assisted with professional consultancy work.  His first break came in 2010 when Ben was given the 
chance to join the team at Merseyside BioBank LRC.  Almost 5 years and a steep learning curve later, Ben is now in the final year 
of studying for a MSc in Biological Recording, delivers the services of the LRC and is closely involved with a number of natural 
history organisations across Merseyside and Lancashire. 

Tim Graham 
Yorkshire Wildlife Trust 

As one of the 12 initial Nature Improvement Areas aiming to 
create joined up and resilient ecological networks, the 
Humberhead Levels has been tasked with bringing about a 
step change in conservation delivery.   

The main aim of the Humberhead Levels Partnership is to 
create an internationally renowned, unique wetland 
landscape, supporting thriving communities, economy, 
ecosystem services and wildlife.  Biodiversity data will be 
needed to measure progress and evaluate success, both in 
terms of local expectations and against the criteria of the 
National Monitoring and Evaluation Framework for NIAs.  
Biological recording by volunteer naturalists has traditionally 

provided data to inform and evaluate biodiversity 
conservation measures,  but the evidence requirements for 
delivering and evaluating landscape-scale conservation are 
making new demands of biodiversity data, which are 
highlighting both the shortcomings and the advantages of 
traditional biological records.   

Tim will examine the uses of biodiversity data in the Nature 
Improvement Area, discuss how success can be measured 
and the current and future role of biological recording. This 
talk will challenge and prompt discussion on how we can 
support landscape-scale conservation by providing answers 
through biological recording.   

After a PhD examining plant ecology and urban wildflower meadows, Tim started project and partnership management with the 
Lancashire Biodiversity Partnership.  This introduced project development for biodiversity priorities, the old BAP system, and 
participation in biological recording from endangered plants to mammals and reptiles.  He has sat on steering groups for Local 
Records Centres, developed monitoring schemes, managed regional survey projects, been a trustee for naturalist organisations 
and co-founded and chaired Lancashire and Greater Manchester Mammal Group before moving to Yorkshire. He still pursues 
active interests in recording, and his job on the Humberhead Levels is relevant to his interest in the science and practice of 
landscape scale conservation and ecological restoration.  

Data and Delivering Big – learning from the Humberhead Levels NIA  
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Posters 

 
A national picture of our marine life - Sealife Survey 

Matt Arnold, Marine Biological Association 

Biological recording for the other 95%: novel approaches for large-scale biomonitoring of invertebrates 

Kat Bruce, NatureMetrics 

Accessible Technology for Monitoring Urban Biodiversity  

Alison Fairbrass, Centre for Urban Sustainability and Resilience, University College London 

The Malham Sedge, Yorkshire’s Relict Caddisfly - Status and Ecology  

Sharon and Peter Flint, Yorkshire Naturalists’ Union 

Caddisfly recording at Malham NNR 60 years on  

Sharon and Peter Flint, Yorkshire Naturalists’ Union 

From Records to Research: a case study of collaboration  

Gianfranco Gliozzo, Extreme Citizen Science (ExCiteS) Research Group, University College London and Chloë 
Smith, Greenspace Information for Greater London CIC 

Records taking the RSPB beyond birds 

Mark Gurney, RSPB 

Riverfly Monitoring on the River Mimram 

Dr. Claudia Harflett, Robin Cole & Simon Stebbings.  Riverfly Partnership, River Lea Catchment Partnership, Herts 
& Middlesex Wildlife trust , Friends of the River Mimram 

iSpot – crowd sourcing species identification 

Martin Harvey, Open University 

Identification Trainers for the Future 

Sally Hyslop and Stephanie West, Natural History Museum London 

The YNU and The Naturalist: promoting biodiversity recording in Yorkshire  

Andy Millard and John Bowers 

Moving beyond dots on maps: Spatial modelling approaches at Amphibian and Reptile Conservation  

Thomas Starnes, Amphibian and Reptile Conservation 

TCV Natural Talent - The Saproxylic Insect Fauna of Wytham Woods   

Ceri Watkins, The Conservation Volunteers 

Moonwort and Adder's Tongue - Surveying and monitoring 

Barry Wright, Yorkshire Fern Group 

© Roger Butterfield 
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Field Trip               
Humberhead Levels and the Humberhead Peatlands NNR 

Thorne, Goole, Crowle Moors and Hatfield Moors make up the 2,878 ha of the NNR. Renowned for its lowland raised mire system 
in a location that meets the northerly and southern range limits of a range of species it is well known for over 5,000 species of 
which over 4,000 are insects. Crane, Nightjar, Adder and water voles are also well known populations on the sites. It has a long 
history of public campaigning to save the sites which has seen it designated SSSI, NNR, SPA and SAC, and also the cessation of 
peat extraction after the buy-out of the site in 2004.  

          

It forms the heart of one of the twelve initial Nature Improvement Areas, which for the Humberhead Levels NIA aims to restore and 
connect people and wildlife across a 1400 ha area straddling Yorkshire, North Lincolnshire and Nottinghamshire.  

The field visit will start at Hatfield Moors, where you will be able to find out more about the NNR, the Nature Improvement Area, 
and the recent start of LIFE+ funding to restore the moors over the next three years.  Due to conditions on site you will need 
appropriate waterproof clothing and foot wear, along with lunch and drinks.  

Meeting point: 10.30am SE683048, Boston Park car park, just off the A614.  

Travel up the M18 to J5 for the M180 east, and then J1 immediately on the M180. 3rd Exit on the Roundabout for the A18 towards 
Hatfield, and after nearly a mile take the A614 towards Hatfield Woodhouse, the brown signs for Hatfield Moors should help you 
and the car park is down a track a couple of miles further down the road.  

 

                           


