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

Introduction

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

Final discussion and conclusions

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

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

Museums, local records centres and BCG

Voluntary conservation bodles and RSNC

Nature Conservancy Councti |

The Biological Records Centre, natlonal societies
and natlonal recording schemes

The Museum Documentation Association

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

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

Charles Copp, City of Bristol Museum

Paul Harding, Biological Records Centre

Andrew Roberts, Museum Documentation Association

Henry Arnold, Biological Records Centre/Mammal Soclety



John Day, Worcestershire Trust for Nature Conservation

David Mellor, Paisley Museum

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

A representative of the Nature Conservancy Council

The following terms of reference were agreed:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Preprints and Reports of Discussions

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



ALTSOED T IGRLILTY  LNARIOVNVIK  4d0L0Td

411S 40

SNLVILS

dVAX  HINOW Ava JIHSYANMO  ,LVLITdVH,, NOILVAYASNOD UWVN
|
@

RLNNOD XINROD JONAIIIHS

SNOTILIANOD AVQ /LOTALSIa —-d401A argo

dAHLYAM 40 dWIL ALva "NIHQV TVOIN0T01d  TYNOILVN  HALIS
_ _ -
AWTL NOILVDO1

IVNOTOTd  TYNOILVN

TTVNOTLYNYHLINT

JOHLNY
aNv
NOTILVTYVA TAVN TVIWONIY d00¥9
JIAIDHIS-VIANT BVTIADVNEAA DIJILNHIOS DJTWONOXVL

|
|
_

dOVLS SA104dS 40
NOILOATI0D 4Z1s TVINHW SALVLS SNIVLS
JO QOHLEY  NO1LVINdOd —dOTIAAQ XIS ONIQGIT¥4  NOILVAYISNOD
NOT IVDIT4Nd ZOHFJmAAOU Cg@ﬁm
dATIdW0OD YANTIWE 3130 picles-(eJorce:| 404N0S SNLVIS
NOSddd

NARIOAJIS

@009¥ TVOID0T101d ¥V



Report of discussion

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

Who vouches for the record?

Where was the organism?

When was the organism found?

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

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

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

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

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

Species name

Col lector/Observer

Determiner (and date of determination)

Local ity name

Grid reference

Vice—county
Date

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

Reference

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



