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The spider Cyclosa conica waits to see if NFBR conference 
participants will record it (they did! – photo by Rich Burkmar) 



 

Conference 2016 

 

12 to 14 May, University of Lancaster 

 
The conference will celebrate the achievements of NSS and help to build on these 
achievements in future by: 
 
 Highlighting the crucial and evolving role of volunteer-led NSS in UK biological 

recording 
 Raising awareness of resources and opportunities available to NSS and their 

volunteer recorders 
 Facilitating collaboration between NSS and other partners on local and national 

scales to achieve common goals 
 
presentations – posters – quickfire talks – workshops – conference dinner – field trip  

http://www.nfbr.org.uk/website2015/?q=get-involved%20/%20join-today
http://www.nfbr.org.uk/website2015/?q=conference/2016%20Conference


Photos by Jon Hickling 

Conference fees are reduced for NFBR members – join us and help support 
biological recording: 

Individual membership: £10 per year 
Student membership: £6 per year 

Organisational membership: £20 per year 

http://www.nfbr.org.uk/website2015/?q=get-involved%20/%20join-today
http://www.nfbr.org.uk/website2015/?q=get-involved%20/%20join-today
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Editorial 
 

Welcome to the 51st NFBR Newsletter, and to NFBR’s 30th anniversary year. Celebrations 

have already started with a refresh of the NFBR website, which is now easier to navigate 

and includes new content (such as an NFBR timeline showing what’s happened during 

the 30 years!).  

 

We’re looking forward to this year’s conference, which promises to be another excellent 

event with a great line-up of speakers. It’s being organised jointly with the Biological 

Records Centre, and supported by the FSC Tomorrow’s Biodiversity project, and has a 

focus on national recording schemes. See pages 2–3 for dates and the initial details – 

the full programme and booking information will be available on our website and 

circulated to members soon. 

 

In addition to the annual conference, this year we have an extra 30th anniversary 

celebration, a summer field meeting in partnership with the Field Studies Council, 

based at Preston Montford on 22–24 July. See the back page for the initial 

announcement, and again full details will be sent out later in the year. 

 

This Newsletter focuses on biological recording conferences, with summaries of all the 

presentations and workshops from last year’s NFBR conference (downloadable copies 

of the full presentations are available on the NFBR website). We also cover the 2015 

conferences from Association of Local Environmental Records Centres and National 

Biodiversity Network (don’t miss the results of the new UK Biological Recording 

Awards and Bill Ely’s well-deserved NBN Honorary Membership on page 32). 

 

And there are news updates and book reviews as well – as ever, biological recording is 

busy and productive. 

 

Thanks to all who have contributed words and images for this issue. Our next one is due 

in July 2016, so please get in touch if you have news, reports, articles or photos to 

share. Contact me, or share your views more widely via our Twitter feed, or on our 

Facebook page. And don’t forget to check in to the new-look NFBR website. 

 

Martin Harvey, January 2016 

editor@nfbr.org.uk 

The deadline for sending in articles for newsletter 52 is  

1 June 2016 

http://www.nfbr.org.uk/website2015/?q=node/68
https://twitter.com/_NFBR
http://www.facebook.com/groups/239682369506506
http://www.nfbr.org.uk/wiki/index.php?title=Main_Page
mailto:editor@nfbr.org.uk
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NFBR conference 2015: A question of ecology – answers 
from biological recording 
 

Last year’s NFBR conference was organised jointly with the British Ecological Society’s 

Macroecology Special Interest Group, from 23 to 25 April at the University of Sheffield. 

The event was attended by 100 delegates from a wide range of organisations involved in 

collecting, managing, interpreting and using biodiversity information. 

 

Biodiversity information is crucial 

to understanding ecological 

relationships and supporting 

conservation effort in a changing 

climate. Use of volunteer-

collected biological records by 

the professional scientific 

community is widely encouraged 

and celebrated, but interpretation 

of biological records is also 

carried out by amateur 

naturalists, who are uncovering new ecological knowledge from their own records and 

sharing that knowledge with others. Biological recording is not just about producing 

checklists, dot maps or providing ‘big data’ for others to analyse; it is a way of engaging 

with the natural world which both raises questions and provides answers to them. 

 

A Question of Ecology celebrated achievements, highlighted opportunities and 

addressed barriers to the use of biological records to answer ecological questions. 

 

The conference aimed to: 

 Raise awareness of how biological records can be interpreted to answer ecological 

questions 

 Empower volunteer recorders and their organisations, highlighting effective 

approaches to data collection and analysis 

 Foster collaboration between the professional research community and volunteer 

recording community 

 Discuss barriers to the use of 

biological records for research and 

how to overcome them 

 

Day one of the conference began with a lively interactive demonstration of new software 

and technology (see page 19). In the afternoon a series of workshops drew on the 

breadth and depth of experience contributed by delegates to address a range of current 

topics (pages 19–25). 

 

Day 2 comprised ‘quickfire talks’ and longer presentations, highlighting original work at 

all scales and levels, where knowledge of species and systems is being advanced 

through accurate observation and recording. An excellent range of posters were 

displayed throughout the conference 

(page 25), complementing the 

programme of talks very well. And the 

Saturday field trip was great fun and 

produced a lot of records! (page 26) 

 

Thanks to all who took part in organising, presenting and attending the conference. We 

hope to see you at our 2016 conference if you can make it! 

“It was a very effective showcase of all new and upcoming 
technologies relevant to biological recording. It has given me 

lots of ideas for future work.” 

“The most valuable thing about the conference was the 
opportunity to fill the gap between my models and the data 
that goes into them, by speaking directly with the people that 
collect those data.” 

http://www.britishecologicalsociety.org/getting-involved/special-interest-groups/macroecology/
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Keynote address: Technology for nature?  
Professor Kate Jones (@ProfKateJones),  

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. Kate reviewed some of 

the latest advances in sensors used 

to monitor wildlife and 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. 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.  

 

 Technology for Nature: www.technologyfornature.org 

 Biodiversity Modelling Research Group: www.katejones.org 

 

 

Biological records to understand a changing environment 
 

Dr David Roy (@DavidRoyBRC), 

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. 

 

David reviewed the major themes 

from BRC’s first 50 years, focusing 

on contributions to ecology. 

Automated sensors to track wildlife and gather data in real-time: just one 
example of how technology is transforming how we can study biodiversity 

Biological records have informed a huge range of research and 
conservation topics in the last 50 years 

https://twitter.com/profkatejones
http://www.technologyfornature.org/
http://www.katejones.org/
https://twitter.com/DavidRoyBRC
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Priorities for development were also suggested – aiming to help biological recording 

have a bright future for people, science and nature. 

 

 Biological Records Centre: www.brc.ac.uk 

 50th anniversary brochure, describing BRC’s work with volunteers and recording 

schemes: www.brc.ac.uk/article/brc-50th-anniversary-brochure-published 

 

 

Mining recording data for estimates of recording effort  
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.  

 

Jon described the recorder effort problem and why recorder effort is more than the 

number of observations from a location. He also presented work using the BSBI plant 

distribution database to test some methods that aim to estimate the recorder effort bias.  

 

 Ecological Modelling at UCD: www.ucd.ie/ecomodel 

 Jon Yearsley: www.ucd.ie/research/people/biologyenvscience/drjonathanyearsley 

 

 

Environmental niche modelling – neither a black box nor a 
silver bullet 

Thomas Starnes (@bio_carta), 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 

Important issues can be investigated using biological records, but 
variation in recording effort needs to be accounted for 

http://www.brc.ac.uk/
http://www.brc.ac.uk/article/brc-50th-anniversary-brochure-published
http://www.ucd.ie/ecomodel/
http://www.ucd.ie/research/people/biologyenvscience/drjonathanyearsley/
https://twitter.com/bio_carta
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through the NBN Gateway. Such records are invaluable indicators of species trends and 

responses to environmental change.  

 

However, they offer only a glimpse 

towards 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 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.  

 

 Amphibian and Reptile Conservation Trust: www.arc-trust.org 

 GIS and spatial modelling at ARC: www.arc-trust.org/gis.html 

 

 

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

Dr Kat Bruce, NatureMetrics (@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 addressed 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 

Environmental niche models combine data from known occurrences and 
environmental factors to predict the total potential range of a species  

http://www.arc-trust.org/
http://www.arc-trust.org/gis.html
https://twitter.com/NatureMetrics
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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 illustrated 

how this data can be used to 

answer ecological questions and to 

inform conservation and 

environmental management actions 

at multiple scales.  

 

 NatureMetrics: 

www.naturemetrics.co.uk 

 

 

Curiosity begins at home – data scientists in Local Records 
Centres 

Dr Teresa Frost (@ZarFrost), 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. 

 

Teresa gave 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.  

 

Topics included creating species 

occurrence zones using modelling 

versus expert opinion, and the 

potential of LRCs to act 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 

Metabarcoding allows for greater speed and  
lower costs than ‘traditional’ DNA barcoding 

Combining data on a range of key species to identify priority areas 

http://www.naturemetrics.co.uk/
https://twitter.com/ZarFrost
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and presentation using their data science skills is as important a component as 

supporting the development of recorders’ identification skills. 

 

 Cumbria Biodiversituy Data Centre: www.cbdc.org.uk 

 

 

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

Lois Mayhew, Alderney Record 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 community, filling data gaps and providing a valuable 

dataset to inform research, education and conservation, both on the island itself and 

throughout the UK. 

 

 Alderney Record Centre: www.alderneywildlife.org/reserves/alderney-record-centre  

 

 

The YNU and The Naturalist: promoting biodiversity recording 
in Yorkshire  

Dr Andy Millard, Yorkshire Naturalists’ Union 

 

The Yorkshire Naturalists’ 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.  

 

Andy Millard showed 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.  

One of Alderney’s blonde hedgehogs 

http://www.cbdc.org.uk/
http://www.alderneywildlife.org/reserves/alderney-record-centre
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The Naturalist, a journal published 

by the YNU three times a year, 

contains a diversity of natural 

history articles, ranging from peer-

reviewed papers to short field 

notes, book reviews and first-time 

articles from amateurs. Andy spoke 

of the role of The Naturalist in 

encouraging and empowering 

amateur naturalists to record and 

disseminate their findings. 

 

 Yorkshire Naturalists’ Union: 

www.ynu.org.uk 

 The Naturalist: www.ynu.org.uk/

downloads/naturalist 

 

 

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

Debbie Alston (@Debbie1Alston), 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 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. Debbie’s talk shared 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.  

 

 www.derbyshiremammalgroup.com 

 

 

NBN Strategy Action Plan 
Rachel Stroud (@RachelAStroud), 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 

http://www.ynu.org.uk/
http://www.ynu.org.uk/downloads/naturalist
http://www.ynu.org.uk/downloads/naturalist
https://twitter.com/Debbie1Alston
http://www.derbyshiremammalgroup.com/
https://twitter.com/RachelAStroud
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NBN Trust is 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. 

 

 NBN Action Plan: nbn.org.uk/News/Latest-news/NBN-draft-Strategic-Action-Plan-2015-

2020-launched.aspx 

See also NBN updates on page 28 

 

 

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

Dr Mark A. Spencer, Natural History Museum 

 

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. 

Mark gave examples of how natural 

history collections can deliver 

scientifically robust data that reveal 

biotic responses to environment 

change, and showed how new 

approaches to citizen science and 

crowd-sourcing can deliver additional, significant data that contributes to hypothesis 

driven science. 

 

 Mark’s NHM page: www.nhm.ac.uk/our-science/departments-and-staff/staff-directory/

mark-spencer.html 

 Orchid Observers: www.nhm.ac.uk/take-part/citizen-science/orchid-observers.html 

 

 

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

Orchid Observers, an innovative citizen science project that is  
informed by data from the NHM’s collections 

http://nbn.org.uk/News/Latest-news/NBN-draft-Strategic-Action-Plan-2015-2020-launched.aspx
http://nbn.org.uk/News/Latest-news/NBN-draft-Strategic-Action-Plan-2015-2020-launched.aspx
http://www.nhm.ac.uk/our-science/departments-and-staff/staff-directory/mark-spencer.html
http://www.nhm.ac.uk/our-science/departments-and-staff/staff-directory/mark-spencer.html
http://www.nhm.ac.uk/take-part/citizen-science/orchid-observers.html
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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.  

 

 Shotover Wildlife: www.shotover-wildlife.org.uk 

 

 

Building on success – evolving intertidal data validation 
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 (see “Capturing Our Coast” on page 28). 

 

 Jane Delaney’s staff page: www.ncl.ac.uk/marine/staff/profile/jane.delany 

 CoCoast: www.capturingourcoast.co.uk 

Some of the eminent naturalists who recorded the wildlife of Shotover 

Unique features of the CoCoast project 

http://www.shotover-wildlife.org.uk/
http://www.ncl.ac.uk/marine/staff/profile/jane.delany
http://www.capturingourcoast.co.uk/
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Funding for people-powered science 
Drew Bennellick (@DrewBennellick), 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, and Drew’s talk provided details of 

HLF’s ‘outcomes approach’ to funding, outlined the things that HLF fund and described 

three relevant funding programmes: “Sharing Heritage” (£3,000–£10,000), “Our 

Heritage” (£10,000–£100,000) and “Heritage Grants” (£100,000 upwards). 

 

 HLF land and natural heritage page: www.hlf.org.uk/looking-funding/what-we-fund/

land-and-natural-heritage 

 Grant programmes page: www.hlf.org.uk/looking-funding/our-grant-programmes 

 

 

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

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 

Trained volunteers play an important role in the Observatree project  

https://twitter.com/DrewBennellick
https://www.hlf.org.uk/looking-funding/what-we-fund/land-and-natural-heritage
https://www.hlf.org.uk/looking-funding/what-we-fund/land-and-natural-heritage
https://www.hlf.org.uk/looking-funding/our-grant-programmes
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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.  

 

 Observatree: www.observatree.org.uk 

 Helen Jones at Woodland Trust: www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/authors/helen-jones 

 

 

Volunteer recording on the Sefton Coast – collaboration and 
conservation 

Dr Phil Smith, Sefton Coast Partnership, and Ben Deed, Merseyside BioBank 

(@NMBiodiversity) 

 

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. 

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. 

 

 Sefton Coast Partnership: www.facebook.com/SeftonCoast 

 Merseyside BioBank: www.merseysidebiobank.org.uk 

A range of recording projects are providing information to  
guide conservation work on the Sefton coast 

http://www.observatree.org.uk
http://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/authors/helen-jones/
https://twitter.com/NMBiodiversity
https://www.facebook.com/SeftonCoast/
http://www.merseysidebiobank.org.uk/
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Data and Delivering Big – learning from the 
Humberhead Levels NIA  

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 is 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. Can we support 

landscape-scale conservation by providing answers through biological recording? 

 

 Humberhead Levels NIA Partnership: www.ywt.org.uk/humberhead-levels-NIA 

 Nature Improvement Areas: www.gov.uk/government/publications/nature-

improvement-areas-improved-ecological-networks 

 

 

Progress and prospects 
in the development of 
automated biodiversity 
assessment  

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.  

Real achievements for nature conservation, but project funding  
was just for the period 2012-2015 

Automated photo recognition is not a trivial task, with variations  
in photos and in species themselves adding to the complexity 

http://www.ywt.org.uk/humberhead-levels-NIA
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nature-improvement-areas-improved-ecological-networks
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nature-improvement-areas-improved-ecological-networks
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David spoke of the increasing needs for ABA, the difficulties faced in developing systems 

and the approaches adopted, with examples including image-based identification of 

bees, flies and plants, and acoustic identification of bats, birds, amphibia, grasshoppers 

and crickets.  

 

So why is ABA not yet in widespread use? There is still some resistance to new 

technology (although this barrier is fading rapidly); successful applications requite a 

multidisciplinary approach drawing together engineers, computer scientists, biologists 

and ecologists to work together; and finding solutions for ABA is not a trivial task (on a 

par with the development of driverless cars and speech recognition). 

 

 David Chesmore at University of York: www.york.ac.uk/electronics/staff/

david_chesmore 

 

 

Using social media to access biodiversity data  
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. 

 

 The Purple Octopus project is putting this into practice: www.purpleoctopus.org 

 Chamberlain, J. 2014. Groupsourcing: Distributed Problem Solving Using Social 

Networks. Proceedings of the Second AAAI Conference on Human Computation and 

Crowdsourcing (HCOMP 2014). (Download available from essex.academia.edu/

JonChamberlain) 

 

Extracting data from the unstructured formats of social media  
is a challenging task, but can produce good quality data 

https://www.york.ac.uk/electronics/staff/david_chesmore/
https://www.york.ac.uk/electronics/staff/david_chesmore/
http://www.purpleoctopus.org
http://essex.academia.edu/JonChamberlain
http://essex.academia.edu/JonChamberlain


Newsletter 51 – January 2016 – page 19 NFBR 

 

 

Workshop reports 
 

Open data - managing data so its usefulness can be maximised, the collectors get 
the credit they deserve and more data collection is encouraged 

Quentin Groom, Botanic Garden Meise, Belgium 

 

Lack of access to important data is a common problem for research, conservation and 

policy making. Nevertheless, encouraging greater openness is complicated, even if 

participants are willing. Our group had a good mix of the relevant stakeholders, 

including researchers, IT developers, LRC representatives and governmental 

organizations. Below are the issues, problems and potential solutions we discussed. 

 

What do we want? 
 To stimulate innovation by facilitating access to data. 

 Access to all the available data along with sufficient metadata to make it useful. 

 Getting good outcomes for biological conservation, particularly evidence-based policy 

making. 

 Transparency about who collects data, what it can be used for and when will it be 

available. 

 Reducing the duplication of effort. 

 Adequate recognition for the people who collect data. 

 Transnational access to data. 

 

 

 

TOOLS AND SOFTWARE DEMONSTRATIONS 

 

The Thursday morning of the conference included a fantastic array of technical 

demonstrations, with chances to try out new kit, see software demonstrations, and 

generally indulge one’s inner biological recording geek! Summaries of the demos 

can be downloaded from the NFBR website, and links to the projects themselves 

are given below. 

 

 Groupsourcing (Jon Chamberlain, University of Essex): 

www.jonchamberlain.com/groupsourcing  

 Indicia for biological recording and research (Moors for the Future example) 

(Rachel Pateman, University of York and John van Breda, BiodiverseIT): 

www.indicia.org.uk and www.moorsforthefuture.org.uk 

 Field Network System (Trevor Collins, Open University, and David Morgan, 

Field Studies Council): weblab.open.ac.uk/blog/projects/field-network-system  

 Tom.Bio QGIS Biological Recording plug-in (Rich Burkmar, Field Studies 

Council): www.tombio.uk/?q=qgis-plugin  

 Scratchpads (Laurence Livermore, Natural History Museum): scratchpads.eu  

 UK Wildlife Portal (Rachel Stroud, NBN Trust) ala-demo.gbif.org 

 rNBN and SPARTA (Tom August, Centre for Ecology and Hydrology) 

github.com/ropensci/rnbn and github.com/BiologicalRecordsCentre/sparta  

 Biodiversity Quality Calculator (Sara King, Ecosulis) www.ecosulis.co.uk/page/

biodiversity-quality-calculator  

 TaxonAid (David Bodenham, Eco Sapien) www.taxonaid.com 

http://www.nfbr.org.uk/website2015/Conference%20/%202015%20Conference%20/%20Presentations
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://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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What are the barriers? 
 Complexity of licensing. 

 The need to derive funding streams for data collection. 

 The fragmentation of the data collectors and their groups by location and taxonomic 

interest. 

 Funders and country agencies do not enforce their own data sharing policies. 

 Our software is not always suitable for making data accessible. 

 There are issues of personal privacy. 

 There is no consensus on data, even for such things as a list of accepted taxonomic 

names for the UK. 

 There are standards, but they are not always used. 

 Data is restricted on the basis of protecting species under risk of collection or 

persecution. 

 

How do we overcome these barriers? 
 Promoting a more service oriented profession by selling our skill and knowledge at 

interpreting biodiversity data. 

 Making good use of Digital Object Identifiers (DOI) and ORCIDs to ensure people and 

institutions get the credit they deserve. 

 Communicate good practices for Open Data. For example, it is important that people 

are aware of the problems associated with the “non-commercial” stipulation of some 

Creative Commons licenses. 

 Promote community norms for citation. It is difficult to ensure everyone is credited 

adequately, but there are guidelines and norms that can be used, even if data is 

available in the public domain. 

 Promote flexibility in data availability. We don’t need to restrict access to all data, just 

because it contains a small amount of sensitive data.  

 Bring attention to the problems of not sharing data. 

 We need to understand the motivations of data collection and ensure that their 

motivations are aligned with the uses made of data. 

 

Who should take the lead? 
 The funders of data collection, whether research, philanthropic or public, should take 

access to data much more seriously. 

 The National Biodiversity Network should address data access in their “Action Plan”. 

 All stakeholders should work towards a cultural change, such as raising a new 

generation of recorders who support data openness. 

 

Data repositories and data re-use 
Nick Isaac, Centre for Ecology and 

Hydrology 

 

The NBN is well-established as the 

standard UK repository for biological 

records, but stores virtually no metadata 

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 

metadata they require, which hinders 

potential re-use by others. Moreover, these 
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datasets contain large quantities of information about species distributions, but these 

are rarely converted into biological records. This workshop looked at the relationship 

between data collected by ecological researchers and biological recorders, and whether 

metadata standards are feasible, desirable or enforceable among the two communities. 

 

Biological records are an extremely rich source of data, but the data are biased in space 

and time. We understand some of these biases quite well, and recent statistical advances 

make it possible to derive unbiased answers to a range of pure and applied questions. 

The methods used to achieve this include developing a statistical description of the 

recording process. 

 

The new methods assume that species are recorded as an assemblage, i.e. if someone 

recorded a butterfly, we assume that person would have recorded any butterfly that was 

observed on that date - they would have made a ‘complete list’. In effect, modellers are 

reverse-engineering the data collection process. This is reasonable in some 

circumstances, but not where databases contain a mixture of different surveys. 

 

An increasing number of projects ask recorders to tick off species from a pre-

determined list. In many cases, this list crosses traditional taxonomic boundaries (e.g. 

the list may include one bee, one butterfly one beetle). This is problematic when data 

from the project are collated into large repositories (e.g. NBN).  

 

NBN and GBIF are extremely heterogeneous, but presenting the data as a series of 

records hides this heterogeneity. Large datasets reduce the data to their lowest common 

denominator. Any information about survey type or effort (visit-level metadata) is lost. 

Retaining and storing this information in a useful format would obviate the need to 

reverse engineer the data collection process, and greatly enhance the potential for using 

biological records to address real-world problems. 

 

Standards (e.g. the ‘complete list’), metadata (e.g. time spent searching) and controlled 

vocabularies are essential to maximize the use of biological records in the future. The 

marine realm is ahead of the terrestrial realm in developing these sort of approaches. 

 

Barriers to greater update include differences between taxonomic groups and the 

competing priorities of different organisations that collect and curate biological records 

data. Trials with a few terrestrial recording schemes are currently underway to capture 

visit-level metadata and explore the willingness of volunteer collectors to provide such 

information. 

 

Technology in biological recording 
David Chesmore, University of York and Jon Chamberlain, University of Essex 

 

Technological challenges for biological recording fall into two main groups: the use of 

devices in the field by recorders and autonomous monitoring devices. With the rise of 

smart phone and tablet use, sophisticated technology can be cheaply deployed to 

professional and citizen science recorders in the field. Workshop participants felt that 

software for recording data and ID guides were more useful for citizen scientists with a 

restricted data set to collect or subset of species to look out for. However, they offer 

enormous value to engage people in biological recording and increasing their 

knowledge. 

 

Whilst mobile devices offer a range of technology by default, such as GPS tracking and 

automatic image recognition, they also present challenges such as lack of connectivity, 

battery life and resistance to weather, water, mud etc. They are also designed for human 

use so the microphone and speakers work on a restricted range of human senses (for 
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example, it may not be possible to 

record and playback ultrasonic 

recordings of a bat). Various options 

to overcome these problems usually 

involved developing a specific piece 

of field kit that could connect to the 

mobile device via Bluetooth. 

 

Autonomous monitoring devices 

range from very small environment 

monitoring sensors to large scale 

monitoring such as RADAR and 

satellite. They are required to 

provide consistent data over a long 

period of time in different 

environments such as aquatic (water 

quality), terrestrial (soil quality), acoustic (ecosystem noise) and even olfactory 

("smelling" for pollutants). Onboard automatic processing is usually required to reduce 

data collection overhead, such as camera and acoustic traps that only activate when a 

target animal is detected, and although this is subject to error, unlike humans the errors 

are consistent over time and the data can be adjusted for this bias. 

 

Mobile recording technology needs to be more accepted within the recording 

community. Joint funding from EPSRC, BBSRC, NERC and industrial partners in response 

to high impact threats will advance the hardware and software capabilities available to 

the biological recording community. 

 

DNA techniques and biological recording 
Kat Bruce, NatureMetrics 

 

What do we want?  
 Hand held devices that can identify species in the field. The field is slowly moving in 

this direction with devices like the Oxford Nanopore and Gene-z, which are small, 

portable and fast. 

 Large scale effort to generate baseline data about UK invertebrates, with widespread 

engagement and open data. 

 Service for recorders to sequence their specimens and collections. 

 

What are the barriers?  
 Knowledge – most people aren't aware that these techniques are available. 

 Funding – who is interested in this data? What is its value? Potentially a big one is 

tracking the distribution of invasives (cost UK economy £1.7bn annually) and pests. 

 Engagement – it's hard for people to have an emotional response to DNA. How do you 

make it relevant to them? 

 Sampling and storage of collections for large scale assessment. 

 Incomplete reference datasets (sequences linked to known, morphologically identified 

specimens). 

 

How do we overcome these barriers? 
 Providing a service to recorders and amateurs can get them engaged. This would 

probably accelerate investment in the development of curated reference databases. 

 Perhaps schools could be involved in sampling, which would give them a chance to 

use the specimens in class, learning to key them out and study their adaptations 
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before sending them off for sequencing (create a new generation of taxonomists). 

Also an opportunity for children to connect with local habitats and do some fieldwork. 

 Could the NBN help to coordinate efforts to sample (or gather old samples from 

recorders)? Could an application be made to HLF to fund the sequencing of old 

collections? 

 

Who should lead?  
 NBN; NatureMetrics; Natural England. 

 

Quantity and quality: making record verification fit for purpose 
Martin Harvey, Open University 

 

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? Suggestions arising from the 

workshop are listed below. 

 

Making verification easier 
 Make use of the NBN’s Record Cleaner rules (and help recording schemes extend the 

rules to cover further taxon groups) 

 Compile agreed lists of location names and grid references to make cross-checking 

easier 

 Share best practice in designing recording forms (paper and online) to facilitate good 

quality and unambiguous data capture 

 Use automated verification rules and decisions where appropriate, e.g. to deal with 

large amounts of data for common and widespread species 

 Enable several levels of verification decision to be flagged, so that records can be 

categorised by the amount confidence that can be placed in them, rather than a 

binary accept/reject decision 

 Find a way of listing or recognising ‘reputable’, ‘experienced’ recorders - but this is 

difficult to achieve in an open and unbiased way 

 Recruit more verifiers 

 

Recruiting more verifiers 
 Provide training and mentoring in recording, identification and verification 

 Share verification among more people, so that ‘beginner’ verifiers can work alongside 

those who already have experience 

 Verification benefits from 

knowledge of both taxonomic and 

local (habitat or site) issues, 

another potential benefit of sharing 

the task 

 Develop more tools to make 

verification easier or quicker, e.g. 

more automated approaches, better 

record-cleaner type rules, use 

habitat data to assess suitability for 

species 

 Plan for succession of verifiers 

within recording schemes 
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 Advertise vacancies more widely - let enthusiastic and experienced people know they 

can play a role 

 

Can we make good use of unverified data ? 
 If made accessible promptly, unverified records could provide an indication of trends 

and recorder activity/motivation 

 When looking at historical data it becomes harder to verify, and there is a blurred 

continuum with no clear dividing line between what is fully verified and what isn’t 

 Even verified records can be wrong sometimes! 

 A record that cannot be confirmed to species level may still be verifiable to a higher 

taxonomic level – could this provide good data for some analysis? Is it better to have 

an verified record at a higher taxon level (e.g. as a genus of family), or an unverified 

record at species level? 

 Sharing unverified data may lead recorders to go to new sites to check them and see 

if an unverified record can be confirmed; it could even lead to offers from additional 

potential verifiers to start new recording schemes! 

 Where unverified data is being shared, it needs to be very clearly flagged as being 

unverified, so that the data is not used inappropriately 

 

The evolving role of LERCs in supporting local recording and research  
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.  

 

The workshop identified the following aspects that represent the role of records centres: 

 A route for recorders by which they can share their data. 

 Recorder engagement activities, such as provision of advice and events. 

 Making records available for reuse in a timely manner. 

 Coordinating data input and setting priorities for what records to input. 

 Providing standardised formats for data submission. 

 Fostering recorder community relationships and communication. 

 Providing not just data, but added value data products, making them as open as 

possible. 

 Providing information back to recorders on the centre itself, e.g. through a 

newsletter, on topics such as where data are going, how they reach the database and 

thanking the recorders. 

 

Secondly, the group looked at how this could translate into support for research: 

 Through modelling of data as a continuous two-way process between records centres 

and academics, seeking to improve and update both the data collection process and 

the models themselves. 

 By generating useful statistics that can contribute to planning and funding 

applications. 

 By conducting gap analysis and directing future recording. 

 Facilitating the production and publication of atlases. 

 Analysing recording and recorders themselves, almost as a social science in itself, to 

inform modelling and research in recorder bias etc. 

 Quantify recorder biases where possible. 
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CONFERENCE POSTERS 

 

Thanks to all who brought posters for the conference - an impressive range of 

topics were covered: 

 

 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) 

 

 Provide the interface between recorders and researchers, allowing recorders to see 

how their records are being used and to facilitate discussion. 

 

In order for this to happen, obstacles to be overcome are: 

 The varying setups of records centres and their relationships with their stakeholders. 

 The way they are governed and the direction in which they are steered. 

 Varying business models and varying openness of data. 

 

The final question to be addressed was what ALERC can do to assist: 

 Make itself available to receive feedback from recorders and researchers etc. 

 Pass this on to records centres, or where appropriate and necessary, make 

representation to their hosts. 
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Exploring the Moors: NFBR field visit to the 
Humberhead levels 

 

Sally Hyslop, Identification Trainers for the Future Trainee, Natural History Museum 

 

On Saturday 25 April 2015, twenty participants from the NFBR Conference joined 

representatives from the Yorkshire Wildlife Trust for a field visit to the Hatfield Moors, 

located within the 

Humberhead levels, South 

Yorkshire. The Hatfield Moors 

are a diverse and unique 

peatbog landscape, notable 

for a rich assemblage of 

invertebrate life. The site, one 

of the UK’s twelve Nature 

Improvement Areas, proved a 

fitting place to explore 

following the conference, 

during which we discussed 

the need for structured 

biological recording to 

inform landscape-scale 

conservation. 

 

On arrival, our guides, from 

the Yorkshire Wildlife Trust 

and Natural England, 

introduced us to the wide expanse of the moors which were scattered with heather and 

cotton grass. We made our way along a dry, cracked path; open moorland to one side 

and an enclosed woodland of 

Silver Birch to the other. Searching 

through the Bracken and Heather 

which lined the path, our guides 

quickly spotted a basking female 

Adder! We soon came across more 

agile hunters, with Green Tiger 

Beetles (Cicindela campestris) and 

wolf spiders in abundance.  

  

Venturing further into the 

peatlands, we encountered a 

mining bee, Andrena cineraria, 

and the longhorn moth, Adela 

reaumurella – a species with 

dramatic iridescence and 

characteristically long antennae. 

Alongside our path, new ferns had 

begun to unfurl and Corydalis 

Tigers on the Moors! The strikingly agile  
Green Tiger Beetle, Cicindela campestris 
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(Ceratocapnos 

claviculata) crept 

amongst the dry 

Bracken. This habitat 

was rich in arachnids: in 

total 17 species were 

identified, and 

consequently we soon 

faced another of the 

moor’s predators – 

spider hunting wasps! 

 

As the rest of us ate our 

lunch, overlooking the 

moors, a few of our 

group successfully 

scrambled with sweep 

nets and specimen pots, 

acquiring both a spider 

hunting wasp and its recently paralysed prey. These specimens were later identified as 

Anoplius viaticus and Trochosa terricola, respectively. Soon after, we encountered 

another solitary bee species, Lasioglossum calceatum, digging in the peat. The 

surrounding earth was dense with nest holes, crafted by the rich invertebrate 

community.  

 

We spent the remainder of the day exploring a sand bank on the moors, habitat to both 

insects and an array of miniaturised plants which were struggling in the sandy 

conditions. Ignoring the ominous thunder and approaching storm clouds, we identified 

the species colonising the site. Bird’s-foot (Ornithopus perpusillus), Early Hair-grass (Aira 

praecox), several species of horsetail and the Spring Heath Robberfly (Lasiopogon 

cinctus) were noted before the field meeting came to an eventful close, with a sudden 

and unwelcome downpour! 

 

Records from this 

year’s conference can 

be found on the 

NFBR/BES Survey 

page on iRecord. In 

total, over 450 

records of nearly 300 

species were made 

during the few hours 

that we were there,  

 

Thank you to 

everyone that 

attended the field 

meeting, to our 

guides from Natural 

England and the 

Yorkshire Wildlife 

Trust and to Paula 

Lightfoot who 

organised the event. 

 

Spider hunting wasp, Anoplius viaticus, and its  
paralysed prey, Trochosa terricola 

http://www.brc.ac.uk/irecord/activities/explore?group_id=159&implicit=t
http://www.brc.ac.uk/irecord/activities/explore?group_id=159&implicit=t
http://www.brc.ac.uk/irecord/activities/explore?group_id=159&implicit=t
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News updates 
 

NFBR 
Conferences past and future have taken up a lot of NFBR time, but other 

recent activities have included: 

 Thanks to John van Breda, David Slade and others on our Council we have 

refreshed our website – do have a browse! It will soon be possible to pay for 

membership and events online. 

 In September Paula Lightfoot gave a presentation to the Scottish Biodiversity 

Information Forum steering group to progress NFBR/SBIF/BRISC collaboration. 

 We met with the NBN Trust in October to discuss our contribution to the ongoing 

strategy. NFBR is represented on several of the working groups (see NBN news below). 

 NFBR maintains an active presence on social media, with 926 members of our 

Facebook group and 1,414 followers on Twitter. These groups help us share 

information and debates on all matters relating to biological recording in the UK – 

thanks to all who contribute.  

 If you’d like to be more involved with NFBR please contact us – you could help with an 

event, join the Council or Trustees, contribute to social media, and help us represent 

and promote the best in biological recording.  

 

National Biodiversity Network  

 The NBN strategy takes another step forward in the coming weeks with 

the first meetings of a series of working groups to take forward the 

actions highlighted as priorities during consultations last year. First to 

get going will be the working groups on Data Quality and Verification, and on Online 

Biological Recording. 

 At the NBN Conference 2015 (see page 32), speakers highlighted their desire for the 

Network to work together towards achieving open data. NBN has now introduced the 

ability to hold data licences for datasets within its system. Dataset administrators can 

assign one of four licences to their datasets (three creative commons licences and an 

Open Government Licence), and over 100 data licences have now been assigned to 

datasets on the NBN Gateway. 

 

FSC Tomorrow’s Biodiversity 

 A second version of the innovative multi-access earthworm 

identification key has been issued, and now handles uncertainty and 

variation in a more intuitive way - give it a try! 

 A range of Tombio training courses are coming up, including more opportunities to 

attend the popular “QGIS for biological recording” courses. 

 Shropshire recorders have taken on the challenge of producing a county atlas of 

springtails – when completed, this will be the first ever local atlas for this group of 

organisms! 

 

Capturing Our Coast 
People with a passion for the UK’s coastline are being invited to help make 

history by being part of the largest coastal marine citizen science project 

ever undertaken in the UK. The £1.7m Capturing Our Coast project, funded 

through the Heritage Lottery Fund, is designed to further our understanding 

of the abundance and distribution of marine life around the UK. 

 

Officially launched in January, the aim of the project is to recruit and train more than 

3,000 volunteers to help build a more accurate picture of the marine life all around the 

UK. Volunteer records will be captured and verified via Indicia on the project website. For 

http://www.nfbr.org.uk/website2015/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/239682369506506/
https://twitter.com/_NFBR
http://www.nfbr.org.uk/website2015/?q=contact-us
http://www.nbn.org.uk/
http://nbn.org.uk/News/Latest-news/Milestone-in-open-data-and-data-licencing.aspx
http://tombio.uk/
http://tombio.uk/?q=node/717
http://tombio.uk/?q=courses
http://tombio.uk/?q=atlaslaunch
http://tombio.uk/?q=atlaslaunch
http://www.capturingourcoast.co.uk/


Newsletter 51 – January 2016 – page 29 NFBR 

BUTTERFLY CONSERVATION NATIONAL BUTTERFLY RECORDERS’ MEETING 
 

This year’s UK Butterfly Recorders’ Meeting is on Saturday 19 March 2016, 11am–

4.45pm, at the Birmingham and Midland Institute. This meeting is open to anyone 

interested in butterflies, their recording, monitoring and conservation.  

  

We are honoured that Professor Camille Parmesan, a world authority on butterflies 

and climate change has agreed to give a talk this year. In addition, there will the 

latest evidence on the decline of the Wall butterfly from Dirk Maes, the first view of 

the UK Butterfly Monitoring Scheme results for 2015, news about Purple Emperors 

and much more besides. 

  

Places must be booked in advance. Full details are at:  

butterfly-conservation.org/7525-7616/national-butterfly-recorders-meeting.html 

more details see the Press Release from Newcastle University, and Jane Delaney’s 

presentation on this project from last year’s NFBR conference (see page 14). 

 

Big year for moth recording 
Dr Zoë Randle, Butterfly Conservation 

 

The next big target for the National Moth Recording Scheme, in collaboration 

with MothsIreland, is to publish the first ever atlas of Britain and Ireland’s 

larger moths. The aim is to publish in 2018 using records up to 31 December 2016. We 

are now at the start of the final year of possible fieldwork for moth records to be 

collected for inclusion in the atlas. 

 

Moth records will only make it into the forthcoming 

atlas via the network of County Moth Recorders (CMRs). 

If you submit moth records elsewhere (e.g. to a Local 

Environmental Records Centre or an online recording 

platform) it would be worth checking now that your CMR 

receives your records – they may not. Details of CMRs 

can be found at butterfly-conservation.org/110/

recording-and-monitoring.html 

 

Since 2000, 96% of 10km squares in the UK, Isle of Man 

and Channel Islands have been recorded for moths, and 

just 124 squares are ‘white-holes’ that have no recent 

macro-moth records at all (see map). In addition, there 

are 515 10km squares that we consider to be under-

recorded (<=25 species and <=50 records).  

  

If you want to add records to under-recorded squares 

please contact the relevant CMR in the first instance to 

find out what the local priorities are. A list of the under

-recorded 10km squares shown in the map is available 

on request. 

 

Many thanks in advance for all your efforts to ensure 

the best possible coverage in the forthcoming atlas. We are very grateful to the moth 

recording community and network of CMRs for their continued support of the NMRS. 

  

 

 

RED SQUARES = under-recorded 10km 
squares from 2000 onwards 

BLACK SQUARES = 'white holes' = 10km 
squares with no records from 2000 onwards 

http://butterfly-conservation.org/7525-7616/national-butterfly-recorders-meeting.html
http://www.ncl.ac.uk/press/news/2016/01/capturingourcoast/
http://butterfly-conservation.org/110/recording-and-monitoring.html
http://butterfly-conservation.org/110/recording-and-monitoring.html
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News from ALERC 
compiled by Tom Hunt 

 

A busy summer and autumn at ALERC has seen 

two more LERCs accredited under the ALERC 

accreditation programme: Norfolk Biodiversity Information Service and Doncaster Local 

Records Centre. Lizzy Oddy of NBIS was glad to have gone through accreditation, saying 

“the accreditation process offered us the chance to look at all of our systems and 

processes, to document our procedures and to ensure that we were working efficiently 

and effectively. While we were pretty confident that we were already doing the majority 

of things necessary to become accredited we didn’t have all of it formally written down. 

Producing the required documentation was a time consuming process but hugely useful. 

It also flagged up a couple of areas that we could streamline or improve, such as how we 

presented our metadata. Having achieved accreditation we can now demonstrate that we 

are working to a nationally approved standard and are providing an excellent service to 

our data users and providers.” 

 

Readers will remember that in the last edition we announced that all member LERCs are 

to set a timetable for accreditation, so it is pleasing to see two LERCs achieve 

accreditation so quickly. More assessments are planned for the New Year. 

 

Changing of the guard 
At October’s AGM in Birmingham there was a change amongst the directors, with two 

long serving people standing down. Eric Fletcher has retired from the board to 

concentrate on managing RECORD, the LERC for Cheshire. Nicky Court stood aside from 

the chair’s position and takes back the treasurer’s role, whilst Martin Horlock became 

the new chair. Teresa Frost was the other person leaving the board as she has now left 

the LERC world altogether to pursue a new career as the BTO’s Wetland Bird Survey 

National Organiser. ALERC would like to thank Teresa for all her hard work over the 

years, particularly representing ALERC at NBN Trustees’ meetings, and to wish her all the 

best in the new role. 

 

ALERC Conference 
ALERC held its conference in Birmingham this October and Catherine Burton from Surrey 

Biodiversity Information Centre has kindly submitted the following report. 

 

On Wednesday 14th October, Local Environmental Records Centres (LERCs) from all over 

the UK descended on Birmingham for their annual conference. An excellent line-up of 

talks was promised and duly delivered throughout the course of the day.  

 

Up first was Jan Collins from the Bat Conservation Trust who updated us on the 

Partnership for Biodiversity in Planning’s web-based planning tool project. Jan provided 

us with some interesting yet somewhat depressing figures on the amount of ecological 

expertise present within Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) to help with their decisions. In 

brief, over 60% of LPAs have no in house ecological expertise and 48% of planners say 

that they regularly have to use their own judgement when deciding whether a planning 

application may affect biodiversity. The consequences of this lack of expertise could 

clearly be very damaging to biodiversity.  

 

Jan introduced us to the web-tool that they hope will tackle these issues. Using the tool 

you can select your geographical area and options that apply to a proposed development 

e.g. whether the work affects a roof or loft space and a ‘trigger list’ is then generated 

consisting of protected species which may be affected. Lists of recommendations for 

survey, mitigation, enhancement and long term monitoring are also provided. 
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Importantly, the website flags up the need for 

ecological expertise if a protected species may 

be affected. The site looks like it could be a very 

valuable tool for planners in the near future. 

 

Alister Scott, from the Birmingham School of the 

Built Environment (at Birmingham City University) 

was next up to talk to us about Planning for 

Biodiversity. The sad truth, he stated, is that “in 

many cases nature is ignored or trumped by 

other economic or social priorities or seen as a 

barrier to growth to be overcome”, a statement 

that resonated with many of us in the room. 

However he hoped to convey that ecosystem 

services could help us to re-frame nature as an 

asset to society that delivers many benefits.  

 

Alister illustrated the importance of baseline 

mapping in identifying ecosystem services with a 

fascinating case-study looking at where we 

should plant Britain’s new forests. Once market 

(food and timber) and non-market factors 

(recreation, biodiversity improvement etc.) were 

all taken in to consideration the conclusions were 

startling. Two maps of London and Birmingham 

appeared on screen surrounded by a green fringe 

of forest. Traditionally more housing is seen as 

the optimal solution for the urban fringe but here 

the value of recreation leads to the creation of the 

urban forest which is a really exciting idea! We 

ended the morning by discussing the ideas that had been put forward that morning with 

the expert panel. 

 

SoapBoxes were on the agenda just before lunch with Maria from Greenspace 

information for Greater London (GiGL) giving a fabulous visual tour of the methods that 

they use to display their data, ranging from colour gradients to giant blackbirds 

dwarfing trees in order to 

convey the large amount of 

bird records they hold in 

comparison to plant data. It 

was a very inspiring tour and 

left us all eager to try 

something similar. 

 

After lunch we had a series 

of short talks. Rachel Stroud 

from the National 

Biodiversity Network (NBN) 

gave us an update on their 

Strategy. It was very 

interesting to look at the 

progress that has been 

achieved in the development 

of the Atlas of Living 

Scotland and how it may be 

Nicky Court welcomes delegates  
to the ALERC conference 

Impressive data visualisations from GiGL 
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rolled out in England. Rachel closed by having a quick look at the Consultants Portal 

which is being promoted to help ecological consultants upload and explore records on 

the NBN Gateway.  

 

Simon Pickles of the North & East Yorkshire Ecological Data Centre made some really 

valuable points about technological approaches and reinventing the wheel and how the 

issue always seems to rear its head at LERC meetings. It was suggested that perhaps 

new technology tends to attract funding whereas existing systems do not. Eminent 

botanist, Professor Ian Trueman gave us a great insight in to how botanical tetrad and 

monad data can be used to describe ecological networks. Looking at axiophytes (plant 

species recorded in fewer than 25% of tetrads in a vice-county) along with their 

occurrence alongside different habitats and identified ecological networks he showed us 

how his research identified linkages between these biodiverse sites. It was a very 

interesting method using a robust statistical tool that could prove very valuable in 

landscape-scale conservation. 

 

Wrapping up, we heard updates from each of ALERC’s working groups on data flow’s, 

strategy and accreditation. We had all had an interesting and inspiring day and were 

ready to head home. Many thanks to all of the conference organisers for providing such 

a seamless and thought-provoking day. 

 

The presentations from the day are all downloadable at www.alerc.org.uk/conference-

2015.html 

 

 

A report from the National Biodiversity Network Conference 
2015 

Steve Whitbread, NFBR 

 

NBN’s 2015 Conference was a memorable occasion in many way, transplanting the event 

far from the habitual London venue to the Food and Environment Research Agency’s 

Sand Hutton rural research base, a little north and east of York. For those attending, the 

greatest benefit came via the opportunities it afforded to really mix things up over the 

two day period, giving the chance for many more people and organisations involved with 

recording, biodiversity information use or supporting activities the chance to contribute, 

report on their endeavours, enthuse others and share news and ideas. 

 

What was a diverse and attractive programme on paper, translated into a series of highly 

entertaining presentations that were full of interest. These can be downloaded from the 

NBN’s website. 

 

David Stroud’s talk dealt with data across local to global scales, and considered where 

we are now, globally, and in relation to the challenges identified by the 1995 report of 

Coordinating Commission on Biological Recording (for the UK). He considered we’d 

come a long way in relation to at least some of these. One might question what 

proportion of the necessary distance we’re travelled, however. The factoid I picked up 

during the conference that Natural England’s 120 million a year budget, at its creation in 

2006, is now £17 million is hardly encouraging.  

 

GBIF’s Donald Hobern painted a picture of the millions of biological records now being 

shared across the world, and becoming more easily usable thanks to new licensing 

arrangements. The vast holes in information for China, Russia, Mongolia et al are also in 

process of being addressed, and it will be interesting to see what the global biodiversity 

data map looks like by 2020. Roderic Page’s presentation covered a range of interesting 

http://www.alerc.org.uk/conference-2015.html
http://www.alerc.org.uk/conference-2015.html
http://www.nbn.org.uk/News/Latest-news/NBN-Conference-review.aspx
http://www.nbn.org.uk/News/Latest-news/NBN-Conference-review.aspx
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issues in this respect. Will the Sustainable Development Goals adopted by the UN 

General Assembly and the latest climate change agreement have a positive impact? 

 

Locally and even nationally, here and abroad, there continue to be information gaps that 

undermine conservation efforts and sustainable development, despite the UK’s 

justifiably lauded heritage of wildlife recording, and the positive impact of initiatives 

such as OPAL and iSpot. The practicalities of persuading those who are already 

recording one group to tackle less visible/audible and less easily identifiable species – 

e.g. of turning birders into ‘omnithologists’ – was considered by the BTO’s Andy 

Musgrove. Offering opportunities to become involved with structured surveys, as a 

collector of samples rather than as a 

recorder might be worthwhile for the 

more demanding groups? Slugs, in the 

hands of Chris du Feu, provided an 

entertaining example of an under-

recorded species group and the rights 

and wrongs in encouraging recorders 

based on what happens with their data.  

 

Technological changes as highlighted by 

Tom August and other advances have 

certainly made data more useable, with 

considerable potential to do more. As 

demonstrated by Rich Burkmar, handheld 

computers and smart phones provide the 

ideal medium for developing user friendly 

multi-access keys. Making it possible for recording schemes and societies to easily 

create, enhance and update such keys would be extremely useful. 

 

The benefit of support for new recorders, getting to grips with new species and new 

forms of recording was demonstrated in Paula Lightfoot’s summation of the huge 

contribution Seasearch volunteers have made to knowledge of marine species and 

habitats – benefiting from the highly cost 

effective input of the part-time local 

coordinators. The benefits (of MEDIN) in 

providing consistent standards for 

recording/monitoring methodologies (in 

a marine environment) were explained by 

Matthew Arnold. Ryan Clark took us on a 

voyage through his experiences as a 

young naturalist and an active pan-

species recorder growing up in the new 

millennium, which contrasted nicely with 

Bill Ely’s presentation about finally filling 

in the gaps for ichneumonids in the 

Rotherham neighbourhood.  

 

There was also an update from Jan Collins about the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation funded 

Partnership for Biodiversity in Planning project which is seeking to create a tool to 

simplify application evaluation and the need for additional ecological information for 

local planners. The success of this and CIEEM’s new ecological consultants’ data portal 

will, it seems, depend largely on the extent they make it easier for others to achieve 

what they are obliged to do, integrating with requirements , whilst minimising additional 

work. As Suzanne Waymont of the Greater Manchester Ecology Unit noted in her 

presentation about the importance of wildlife data within the planning system, too high 

Chris du Feu’s pros and cons of studying slugs in schools 

Paula Lightfoot highlights the work of Seasearch volunteers 
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a proportion of applications still lack even a standard data search. More importantly 

biodiversity information can be used to help to inform strategic planning and efforts to 

make the most of natural capital as part of sustainable development. 

 

The degree of data openness and the wish to share information and see it be used, were 

recurring themes, from the GBIF scale of business to that of the Outer Hebrides where, 

as related by Christine Johnson, a handful of recorders are going great guns in filling 

gaps on the local map. Gap filling at the national scale with a (slightly larger) handful of 

active recorders formed the basis of Janet Simkin’s history of mapping the Lobarion - the 

community of very leafy liverworts and their associates. 

 

It’ll be interesting to see what the wider and longer term benefits of the Natural History 

Museum’s Trainers for the Future project turns out to be. If their enthusiasm and 

growing skills set is anything to go by, the first crop of trainees stand every chance of 

being snapped up. Hopefully, into roles where they can continue to enthuse others in 

turn. Ben Brown, a psychologist rather than a recorder, spoke about his project for the 

NBN Trust which is intended to build on existing understanding of recorder motivation  

 

With 160 plus in attendance, the conference certainly managed to reach a good sized 

audience, with an expanded remote following thanks to those busily posting to social 

media (#NBNConf15). And amongst the various speakers I haven’t mentioned, Lucy 

Robinson and Damian McFerran were the other two NFBR Council members contributing 

to the programme. Beyond the talks and excellent posters, though, this was a great 

opportunity to meet and catch up with other people with related interests and exchange 

news and project ideas. Perhaps some of them will have started something by the time 

of NFBR’s next conference. With the conference seemingly set to rove between the four 

countries in future, it’ll be interesting to see what the venue for 2016 turns out to be.  

 

NBN Honorary Membership 
For our long-standing members, and those 

who have reason to collect or verify records 

from the Rotherham area, the name of Bill 

Ely is very well known (have a leaf through 

our newsletter archive if not). But it was 

only whilst Council members were 

discussing possible nominees for honorary 

NBN membership in 2015 that we all 

realised just how much he has 

accomplished, nationally and locally, 

beyond being a founder member and 

chairman of the then Federation.  

 

It was a treat not only to see Bill’s 

contributions to the cause of recording 

being recognised but – since so far as he 

knew he was only there to talk about his latest exploits – to see his complete surprise at 

being chosen as the latest Honorary Member of the NBN.  

 

The new UK Biological Recording Awards 
A couple of years ago NFBR started looking at whether more could be done to recognise 

endeavours in the pursuit and promotion of biological recording, and we were delighted 

when the NBN proposed new awards that we, together with BRC, were invited to be 

involved with. In a special ceremony, sponsored by Swarovski, adult and junior awards 

were made under the two new prize schemes – the Gilbert White Prize for terrestrial and 
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aquatic recording and the David 

Robertson prize for marine and 

coastal wildlife. 

 

There were a total of 57 

nominations and, importantly for 

promoting biological recording, 

the achievements of all the 

nominees are to be publicised and 

celebrated. It should be expected 

that these awards will go from 

strength to strength. It was good 

to see both encouragement for 

young recorders – too young to 

join NFBR at present – and 

recognition of the efforts of those 

who have given years to 

supporting and encouraging 

others 

 

Additionally, there were two other 

awards a Special NBN award for 

what amounted to a lifetime of 

recording on Guernsey and an 

Open Data award named in 

honour of John Sawyer. Who will 

you nominate in 2016?  

 

Last - and never least 
Whilst the conference was very 

much a team effort by the NBN 

Secretariat, and every praise is due 

to them and the Trustees, this was 

very much the late John Sawyer’s 

conference, right from the 

opening minute’s silence 

requested by Mike Hassell through 

to the closing presentation given 

in John’s stead by the BTO’s Andy Clements. More than anything it marked the transition 

from the NBN being ‘for the agencies’ to being more ‘for and by the 

Network’ (encompassing the agencies).  

 

Although plans for a number of changes that have occurred predated John’s becoming 

CEO, it was his leadership, the backing of the Secretariat team and the enthusiasm and 

positive support they were able to catalyse across the Network, which resulted in the 

present stakeholder-led and positively supported strategy and the level of commitment 

to it; factors that that will help the NBN continue to make lengthy strides forward. In the 

months since John took on the CEO’s role, attending our 2014 conference even before 

starting officially, his impact was immense. He will continue to be missed, even as the 

Network takes forward the measures he would so very much like to have seen. Roll on 

2016. 

Winners of the first ever UK Awards for Biological 
Recording and Information Sharing: 

 Gilbert White youth award: James McCulloch. Due to 
the high standard of the nominees, the award 
committee also chose to give a runners up award to 
James Hammond.  

 Gilbert White adult award: Ian Evans and the late Pat 
Evans. The award was presented to Ro Scott, chair of 
the Highland Biological Recording Group, on Ian's 
behalf. 

 David Robertson youth award: Callum Ullman-Smith.  

 David Robertson adult award: David Fenwick.  

 National Biodiversity Network Special Award: Nigel 
Jee. 

 John Sawyer NBN Open Data award: The Mammal 
Society. 

 
For full details and to read about all the award winners 
go to the NBN website. 

http://www.nbn.org.uk/News/Latest-news/Award-winners-announced.aspx
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Book review 
 

 Apples – a field guide, by Michael Clark. Tewin Orchard, Hertfordshire, 2015. ISBN 

978-0-9549508-5-9. Hardback, £25. Contact: www.tewinorchard.co.uk 

 

What do old mammologists do when they have finished surveying badgers for the 

Mammal Society and being county mammal recorder for many years? Well, manage one 

of the country’s most prominent nature reserve orchards, become a national expert on 

fruit identification – and write about it, of course!  

 

Michael Clark – a superb artist as well – is based 

at Tewin orchard near Welwyn Garden City. 

Originally planted with 5,000 fruit trees in 1933 

and now managed by Herts and Middx Wildlife 

Trust, it was also the location one of the first of 

Common Ground’s real ‘orchard’ apple days in 

the early 1990s. An inspiration to orchard 

enthusiasts and naturalists alike, Michael wrote 

and illustrated the Whittet guides to Badgers 

(1988 / 2010) and Apples (2003).  

 

This new book is an enlarged and thorough 

update of the Whittet field guide, lavishly 

illustrated by Michael throughout with 

representative photos, paintings and full-page 

descriptions of nearly 140 varieties of apples – 

their blossom, leaf characteristics, shapes and 

cross sections. It serves to help identify with 

clear keys some of the most frequently 

encountered old and modern varieties planted 

in traditional orchards. Each account includes 

flowering times, pollination group, flavour and 

texture harvesting season, storage and history.  

 

With most paintings based directly from 

specimens from the National Fruit Collection at 

Brogdale, Kent, the book is intended to help identify that unknown apple growing in 

your garden or in the park; to help you choose which variety to plant whether it be one, 

two or even an orchard – and encourage the planting of apple trees wherever there is 

space for them. Other sections include horticultural advice such as planting, grafting 

and pruning, as well as uses and cultural associations. The story of the rediscovery of 

the long-lost Hitchin pippin is also told – a happy ending, perhaps in contrast to many of 

our old traditional orchard sites as this priority habitat still continues to decline despite 

the success of new community orchards.  

 

‘What a splendid book this is, a rare treat, long overdue,’ said Peter Waine, Chairman of 

Brogdale Horticultural Trust.  

 

If this book helps to raise the profile of our local fruit heritage – and the biodiversity our 

old orchards support – then Wassail!!  

 

Martin Hicks, Hertfordshire Orchard Initiative 

 

 

http://www.tewinorchard.co.uk/book_apples.html
http://www.tewinorchard.co.uk/index.html
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Book notice 
 

 Field guide to the bees of Great Britain and Ireland, by Steven Falk, illustrated by 

Richard Lewington. British Wildlife Publishing, 2015. Available as hardback and 

softback. 

 

The publication of this eagerly awaited book comes over 100 years after the previous 

comprehensive guide to Britain’s bees (which was Edward Saunder's The Hymenoptera 

Aculeata of the British Islands in 1896). Steven Falk has done a splendid job of bringing 

things up to date, and providing a comprehensive guide to bee identification, ecology 

and distribution. 

 

There are clear and well-illustrated keys to all the British and Irish bees, along with 

typically beautiful and accurate illustrations of many species by Richard Lewington, and 

a generous selection of Steven’s photos, many of which were specifically taken to 

demonstrate important identification features. Additional photos can be seen on 

Steven’s comprehensive Flickr photo galleries which act as an online accompaniment to 

the book itself, a very welcome innovation. 

 

The title “Field Guide” is perhaps a little 

misleading, since at 432 pages this is a chunky 

volume to carry in the field, and although the 

keys are as user-friendly as possible, some 

groups of bees contain a lot of very similar 

species that are undeniably challenging to 

identify. Microscopic examination of specimens 

is required for full identification of the whole 

range of species, and the book provides the 

information needed to do this. 

 

But there are plenty of more distinctive bee 

species that can be recognised in the field, and 

the text makes it clear where this is safe to do. 

Steven has also packed in a huge amount of 

information on habitat requirements, flight 

periods, flowers visited and any associations with 

parasitic species. Combined with introductory 

chapters on life cycles, field techniques, 

conservation, recording and more, this all adds 

up to a real treat and one that fills in a big gap 

among natural history books.  

 

Steven took an admirable approach to 

collaborating with a large number of 

entomologists who reviewed the text at various stages, and there is a long list in the 

Acknowledgements of people who contributed to the book in various ways. Inevitably a 

few errors slipped past, and again with commendable openness Steven has published 

details of these and additional clarification for some of the keys on his Flickr pages. 

 

All in all a fantastic achievement, and many people will be eagerly awaiting the arrival of 

spring so they can try it out and start recording more bees! 

Martin Harvey 

http://www.britishwildlife.com/viewbook.asp?bookid=35
https://www.flickr.com/photos/63075200@N07/collections/72157631518508520/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/63075200@N07/collections/72157660455505269/


http://www.nfbr.org.uk/website2015/

