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these are ‘indicators’ of good semi-natural
habitats that have declined dramatically in
recent decades. However, a number of limita-
tions in the approach were evident. These
included poor re-find rates for many species
linked to the lack of precision as to where the
species had been recorded in the past, little
information on the causes of change as habitat
details were not recorded and the fact that
species tended to be lost at tetrad scale from the
margins of their range, where they were scarce,
leaving us quite unsure how the same species
were faring in the core parts of their range. One
way to overcome these short-comings and to
provide a more rigorous assessment of change
would be to undertake a more detailed survey
of a sample of populations of a selection of
‘indicator’ species during the next Local
Change. For each species (carefully selected
from those recorded in 2003-04) we would aim
to monitor a sample number of populations
‘nested’ within the LC tetrads. These would
then provide a permanent baseline from which
future changes could be observed. Over the
next few months we will be considering this
and other methods as possibie approaches to a
national surveillance project for widespread
‘indicator’ species. More work needs to be
done, then, before launching such a project to
the membership, but if anybody is interested in
trialling ideas, please contact me

‘What to record?

The decision over what to record when we
discover the population of a rare plant is often
arbitrary and largely left to personal preferenc-
es. At the very least most recorders provide a

site name combined with a 6-figure grid refer-
ence, and increasingly to 8-figures with the
advent of cheap handheld GPS’s. A good
proportion of botanists are good at recording
habitat details (although very few do this
systematically with standard types such as
Broad Habitats or NVC) and estimate popula-
tion size (although this is often of little use
without an indication of the extent of the
population). The more ecological minded
might also put down slope, aspect and altitude
and occasionally other physiognomic notes
such as soil type, wetness, etc. Management is
rarely recorded despite the fact that this infor-
mation (i.e. sheep in the field) can provide vital
information on the history of a site. More
recently the advent of ‘rare species’ and
‘condition monitoring” forms has led to notes
on whether a population is flowering, fruiting
or regenerating — a vital but often missing piece
of information when assessing whether condi-
tions on the site are suitable. In the past a multi-
tude of approaches have been used to gather
such information for rare species and over the
coming year we will be considering how best to
standardise these approaches for future projects
such as CRPRs, Local Change and the next
atlas. We will also be considering how best to
organise the recording of rare species within a
vice-county (i.e. systematically by 10-km, or
site for a suite of species?)as well as novel
approaches such as ‘null records’, site
abundance maps down to 100 m or even 10 m
and electronic storage of sketch maps which
often include lots of useful additional that never
make it onto recording sheets.

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

The end of the decade is looming

...and we’re running short of time to make field
records in the current date class. A few years
ago we introduced a recording timescale based
on decades, rather than the haphazard date
periods used in the past. From now on, all
botanical records need to be restricted to within
a standard calendar decade, and we encourage
counties to organise their fieldwork on this

basis. For example, you should try to get a full
species list for all 10km squares at least once in
each decade — which is quite a practical period
for botanical purposes, because there will be
some detectable changes, and yet it means that
the average recorder only has to cover two or
three hectads each year.

This winter we are sending out checklists for
county recorders to look over. These list every
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species that has been recorded in each county
since 2000, and compares that list with the ones
from earlier date classes. For the Maps Scheme
we will ‘close’ the current date class at the end
0f 2009, and allow people a year or so after that
to get their records to us. Then we will embark
on a cleaning up exercise to eradicate errors.

Members who are not county recorders might
like to have a look at the Maps Scheme
(www.bsbimaps.org.uk/atlas) to check that
enough recording is happening in their county.
Choose a common plant such as Plantago
lanceolata and see if it has been recorded in the
square where you live. If not, then perhaps you
could download a recording card and do your
own survey.

Condition Assessment

One of the most topical subjects at the moment
is the concept of favourable condition. The
statutory nature conservation agencies are
committed to getting 95% of SSSIs into a
favourable state by 2010, and other organisa-
tions such as the National Trust and Wildlife
Trusts have set their own condition assessments
with similar objectives.

Last year I started teaching a course on site
assessment for the University of Birmingham,
and I found it quite a challenge to find
techniques to teach or references to give to the
students. Ecologists have been searching for
quantitative methods for decades, but there are
very few that have been shown to work. Almost
every university course for the last century or so
has taught students how to set up a baseline
monitoring programme, but hardly anyone has
ever repeated such an exercise, and on the few
occasions that this has been attempted the
methodology has generally be found wanting.

Now it is crunch time for the conservation
sector. People are asking for evidence, not just
an opinion, that a site is in favourable or
unfavourable condition. This is surely a good
thing, and long overdue. Unfortunately, there is
still no method of assessment that has been
proven to work.

The approach ['ve been using is to start with
the important habitat types, for which the
Biodiversity Action Plan is not a bad source.
Conservation has to be primarily about habitats,

not species protection per se, but it is impossi-
ble to directly monitor a habitat in a meaningful
way, because there is nothing to count. So the
next step is to work out which species are indic-
ative of good quality habitat (the axiophytes)
and count those. None of this is news to readers
of News, of course, but I thought it might be
interesting to report on how well it can work.

We went to one marshy grassland SSSI that is
generally considered to be drying out. But
when we counted the number of wetland
species present, we found that it had gone up.
Just by a few species, but definitely an increase;
and not just this year — the wetland species have
been increasing steadily. The evidence, there-
fore, showed that the site was indeed in favour-
able condition, at least for its major habitat.

Another site we went to was not a nature
reserve at all, but an ancient monument, Rather
surprisingly, it turned out to have more good
habitat indicator species than the SSSI. In fact,
it turned out to be a much more valuable site for
many reasons. It was not in such good condi-
tion, although it still did fairly well because our
survey was more thorough than previous ones.
There is a clear conflict of interest between its
archaeological and ecological importance,
although this is probably not irreconcilable.

These are the sorts of things we are likely to
find out when we start assessing nature conser-
vation empirically, and it is quite exciting.
Which sites are actually the best? Which are
improving and which are deteriorating? If one
site is, technically, better than another but is an
example of a commoner habitat type, which is
the more important? Where is it better to spend
your money — on the sites in good condition, on
the ones in unfavourable condition, or on the
ones that have the most potential for gain? It is
unlikely that we will be able to come up with a
simple formula that can always be applied, but
empirical evidence can give new insights and
provide methods of working, Most importantly,
you can set yourself an objective and later on
find out whether you have achieved it or not.
Developments like this could definitely change
nature conservation for the better.
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Good home needed for BSBI journals

RO FITZGERALD, Beggars Roost, Lilstock, Bridgwater TA5 1SU
Tel: 01278 741519 email: ro@lilstock.eclipse.co.uk

I have nearly a full run of Watsonia, up to Vol 6 (1964-68) 6 parts complete
2002, and other bits, which need a good home. Vol 7 (1969) Parts 1-3

Please contact me (details above) if you could Vol 8 (1970) ~ Vol 23 (2001) complete

use any of them Vol 24 (2002) Parts 1-2
Watsonia Indexes to Watsonia 8,11, 13, 15-22
Vol I (1951-2) Parts I-IV BSBI Abstracts 12 (1982) — 29 (2001)

Vol 4 (1957-61) 6 parts complete

BSBI News Nearly complete: No 19 (1978) —
Vol 5 (1961-63) Parts 1-4, 6

No 91 (2002)

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.

30 Jan Records Committee, London 1 Mar Scottish Committee, Edinburgh
7 Feb  Publications Committee, London 20 Mar Council Meeting, London

16 Feb Committee for Wales, Aberystwyth 16 Jul Executive Committee, London
27 Feb Executive Committee, London

CONTRIBUTIONS INTENDED FOR
BSBI NEWS 108

should reach the Receiving Editor before
March 15t

The General Editor Gwynn Ellis can be contacted by phone or fax on 029-2049-6042 or
email: rgellis@ntlworld.com

The Receiving Editor Trevor James can be contacted by phone on 01462 742684 or email
trevorjjames@btinternet.com

All text and illustrations appearing in BSBI News and its Supplements are copyright and no

reproduction in any form may be made without written permission from the General Editor.

Offers and special terms apply only to members of the Society and copies are not available on

an exchange basis.

BSBI News (ISSN 0309-930X) is published by the Botanical Society of the British Isles.
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Camera ready copy produced by Gwynn Ellis and printed by J. & P. Davison, 3 James Place,
Treforest, Pontypridd, Mid Glamorgan CF37 1SQ (Tel. 01443-400585; email:
davison.litho@ukf.net)
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Melampodium montanum at Alverstoke (v.c. 11). Both photos Mike Houndsome © 2007 (see p. 31)

Hymenophyllum tunbrigense by River Eastern Cleddau, Allt Clyn-gwyn (v.c. 44).
Photo Kath Price © 2007. Winner of the 2007 BSBI Photographic Competition (see pp. 35 & 63)
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C. tommasinianus x C. vernus

Crocus tommasinianus C. tommasinianus x C. vernus

All Bradford (v.c. 63). Photos Jesse Tregale © 2007 (see p. 38)



