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Coordinator’s Corner

Coordinator’s Corner
ALEX LOCKTON, 66 North Street, Shrewsbury, Shropshire, SY1 2JL; coordinator@bsbi.org.uk

Every now and then ideas comes along which
challenge the way we think, and scientists
have proved themselves no better at dealing
with this than anyone else, although science
itself has a way of moving forward regardless
of the recalcitrance of any individuals. The
secret of success, of course, is to spot the new
ideas that will stand the test of time, and to
reject those that won’t. But how do you tell
which is which?

Several interesting changes in the way the
BSBI works have been testing our precon-
ceived ideas recently. Perhaps the most
challenging has been the Maps Scheme
Online. In the past we were used to having
Atlases published on paper every few decades,
and these were taken to be the definitive, ‘true’
accounts of the distribution of species. The
fact that they were carefully scrutinised for
errors before publication gave them an air of
authority and a certain level of dependability.
Looking back, we now know that they weren’t
as accurate as we might have thought and —
more importantly — they were far from
complete. There were just too few people
working on them to have much of a chance of
achieving comprehensive coverage.

Now we have the Maps Scheme, which is a
much more uncontrolled compilation of data
by many people. It is updated almost daily
and it often contains errors. To give an
example, Rose Murphy recently emailed me
to enquire about a dot for ‘Fumaria agragia’
on the AUP (Atlas Updating Project). Now,
Fumaria agragia doesn’t exist as a species —
it was a typo for F. agraria — and Rose,
despite being an expert on fumitories, had
never heard of any records of either the spuri-
ous agragia nor the valid agraria in Britain.
So we checked it out and found that there was
indeed a perfectly good record of F. agraria
from 1939, and eventually we traced the
original reference, with help from Rodney
Burton and David Pearman.

This is a curious course of events. A record
that was totally duff in every way turned out

to reveal a valuable item of information that
you really would have had no chance of
discovering otherwise. So does this justify
the creation of the Maps Scheme? We will
have to accept that errors will creep in
constantly, but if we implement a system for
correcting them then the database will, over
time, get better and better. I suppose it could
also get worse, if the rate of accumulation of
errors exceeds the rate at which we deal with
them, but can a system simultaneously get
better at the same time as it is getting worse?
1 suppose it can, if you define those terms
carefully.

As far as I can see there is no turning back.
The advantages of having lots of people —
county recorders, local records centres,
referees, etc., — contributing to the Maps
Scheme is so much greater than the disadvan-
tages it brings. What we need to do is get
used to the idea of questioning and correcting
the data set as an ongoing process, rather than
imagining that the printed maps we use are
somehow perfect; which they never were in
the first place.

Herbaria at Home
A similar situation occurs with the Herbaria
at Home project, run by Tom Humphrey and
Leander Wolstenholme at Manchester
Museum. This is an on-line collaboration for
documenting herbarium specimens that
draws on the inexpert (and expert) knowledge
of the botanical public. 1 have found that it
costs, astonishingly, just a few percent of the
price of using traditional herbarium curators
to document collections. Although it is also
prone to error, it is still much better and more
useful than anything else. Being able to see
the specimens yourself is extremely
welcome; but the ability to feed your own
knowledge and information into it creates
another one of those feedback loops that
make it another ‘next generation’ system that
will, surely, replace what has gone before.
The problem with Herbaria at Home at the
moment is that it has no funding. I’ve phoned
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round some of the obvious funding organisa-
tions and found that it falls awkwardly
between the remit of most of them, and it is
too imaginative and innovatory for the rest.
So I'd like to appeal for help from the
membership: we need sponsors. . If you know
of any obscure (or less obscure) charities who
might support it; or wise museum managers
who would like to get their collections online,
then please get in touch.

FISQs
At the beginning of August, the Training &
Education committee ran its first full Field
Identification Skills Qualification, or FISQ.
This is another novel idea that, now that we
have it, strikes me as completely natural and
obvious.

For a FISQ, candidates are given a range of
fresh plant specimens from around Britain to

identify under laboratory conditions. They
are then sent out into the field to undertake a
couple of standard recording tasks: a quadrat
and a site list. They don’t have to get every-
thing right — they are evaluated against a
botanist with a known level of competence
and given a score on the skills pyramid from
1 to 6 (it doesn’t test for level 7, the top level).

It is a fabulous improvement on the exams
that were available to consultants, surveyors
and students of botany, because it tests the
skills that are needed to work or volunteer
successfully in the sector. No-one can fail,
but they are given advice on how good they
really are, what they can competently do, and
what more they need to do to make progress.
Everyone seemed to enjoy taking part, and
there are plans to run more next year. Details
on the web site.

DIARY

N.B. These dates are often supplementary to those in the 2007 Calendar in BSBI Year Book
2007 and include provisional dates of the BSBI’s Permanent Working Committees.

10 Oct Records Committee, London

13 Oct Committee for Wales, Aberystwyth

18 Oct Publications Committee, London

30 Oct Executive Committee, London
{note change of date)

3 Nov Scottish AEM, Edinburgh
14 Nov Council Meeting, London
24 Nov AEM, London

CONTRIBUTIONS INTENDED FOR
BSBI NEWS 107
should reach the Receiving Editor before
December 1%
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All Viola photos John & Val Roberts © 2007
(see p. 8-9)

Cathedral Point or ‘Bradford Forest’.
Photo Jesse Tregale © 2007 (see p. 37)

Muscari latifolium on a soil heap on waste
ground, Bradford. Photo Jesse Tregale © 2007
(see p. 37)




Translocated plants of Coincya monensis ssp. Coincya monensis ssp. monensis being removed
monensis colonising a blow-out on Hall Road from relict colony at Blundellsands in July 1992
dunes in June 1999 just before development

All photos © Philip Smith (see p. 16-19)



