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Cudweed (Graphalium sylvaticum) with Field
Gentian (Gentianella campestris).

I’ve also learnt a lot about the habitat prefer-
ences of the target species and can now predict
with some certainty where Pyrola media
might occur in a landscape. (Usually on free-
draining ground where the landscape has
prevented intensive management; a particu-
larly steep section of river valley which has
prevented grazing or burning for example.)

But one of the most useful things I’ve learnt
has been how to use the GPS ‘GOTO’ function!
This is really invaluable when trying to refind
old records, but you do have to use it with care.
A detailed map with the location plotted is
essential so that you choose a sensible starting
point and don’t end up approaching populations
from the wrong side of major obstacles like
gorges or rivers. The other thing you have to
watch out for is that going to the exact grid
reference will take you to the south-west corner
of the square — which could be up to 1km away
from the population with a four figure grid
reference. Assuming the reference is accurate
and the population is still there!

Whilst it has been gratifying to refind
populations last recorded over 50 years ago, it
has been rather sad to confirm the apparent
loss of others despite extensive searching. In
my case these losses were due to forestry
planting and (probably) road maintenance.
But it is going to be fascinating to see an
analysis of possible reasons for ‘null records’
from across the country.

Computerisation Project
Work continues apace to capture Scottish Vice-
county Recorders paper records electronically,
and make them more widely available, to the
BSBI, BRC Vascular Plant DataBase, the
NBNGateway and to the Vice-county
Recorders themselves, of course! During
spring contractors completed datasets from
Selkirk (v.c.79), Midlothian, (v.c.83), Kincar-
dine (v.c.91), Dumbarton (v.c.99) and Mid
Ebudes (v.c.103). Over the summer work has
continued on datasets for Peebleshire (v.c.78),
Moray (v.c.95), and Dumbarton (v.c.99).
Vice-county Recorders are making final checks
to the records collected by the Plant life of
Edinburgh and the Lothians project and recently
computerised by Lothian Wildlife Information
Centre.  Another one-off project involves
mobilising quarter of a million records collected
by SNH from their Tayside area files and reports.
That dataset is with BRC undergoing technical
checks before being disseminated to Vice-county
Recorders using MapMate (novelly) and posted
on the NBNGateway.

Scottish Annual Meeting — 1% November 2008
Just a quick reminder that you will find a
warm welcome north of the border at the BSBI
Scottish Annual Meeting at Royal Botanic
Garden Edinburgh on Saturday 1 November
2008. The event is held in conjunction with
the Botanical Society of Scotland, and is
always very lively and enjoyable. To book see
the enclosed flier.

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

In my last ‘corner’ I mentioned that we were
experimenting with species accounts on the
web, and would find a way forward over the
next few months. We’re making progress. A
good web page turns out to be just the right
length — shorter and more readable than, say,
a ‘Biological Flora’ in the Journal of Ecology,
and rather longer and more informative than
an account in an Atlas or a County Flora.
There is room for a photo or two, which is not
only decorative but can also be used to demon-

strate important features, such as the differ-
ence in shape between the flowers of the
various bluebells.

One thing we have learned is that people do
not want to log onto a web site if they can help
it. We created a site where registered users
could post their own accounts, but there is a lot
of resistance to logging in. People just don’t
like having yet more user-names and
passwords, so, for now, we have reverted to a
more simple system that doesn’t require a
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log-in (although you can still send in
feedback, which will be posted on the account).

There is something else very different
between a web-based publication and a paper
one. On a web site the account can be contin-
uously updated, so it can be more of a discus-
sion than a definitive statement. You can post
a question like ‘does this plant ever occur in
wet woodland” and then, when you’ve got the
answer, simply alter it to ‘this plant, very
atypically, occurs in a wet woodland in North-
umberland’ (or whatever). So you don’t need
to know the answers to all questions before
you write something. It is perfectly legitimate
—in fact, far more interesting -- if you can pose
questions. For this reason, they now come
under the aegis of the Training & Education
Committee, and they are seen as something to
encourage new young writers and to stimulate
research and worthwhile projects.

Field Identification Skills Certificates
FISCs are another recent project that seems
very successful — the tests this year were
over-subscribed and there is already interest in
next year’s. They are proving to be great fun
to do, and people come with just the right
attitude of good humour and a little apprehen-
sion. A FISC is a fairly broad measurement of
one’s ability — as it should be — and there is
always the opportunity to put in a bit of work
and get a higher grade next time.

What is original about FISCs is that they are
the first time anyone has come up with a process
to evaluate a botanist’s field skill, and it makes
you think quite carefully about how you record.
For example, should one try to get to know all
the plants of Britain or just the ones in your own
county? Do you need to be able to identify
aliens, or is it OK to just say ‘it’s an alien, so it
doesn’t matter.” In most cases, I think, one starts
with the latter position but graduvally moves
towards the former. It is challenging to find
oneself surrounded by people who are way
ahead of you, and to realise that, while one might
be justifiably proud of one’s ability, there is
always so much more to learn.

It would be good if a culture of being tested in
this way were to permeate the botanical world.
A FISC is more like a chess ranking than a
driving test — it is not a qualification that you

pass once and then you’re ‘qualified’. Tt is part
of an ongoing process of improvement. This is
a more beneficial way for both professionals
and amateurs to think about their field skills.
The BSBI web site is now so widely used
that we only advertise them there (which helps
to keep the cost down considerably) so keep
an eye on www.bsbi.org.uk for details. Many
thanks to our dedicated specimen collectors,
Clare, Kevin, David, Arthur, Dan and John
(I'm not giving their surnames so you can’t
work out where we get the plants from...) and
of course to Sarah Whild and Sue Townsend,
who thought up the idea and run the tests.

Where is the BSBI heading?

I keep writing about web sites, and occasionally
I get a grumble from members that they don’t
have access to the internet and feel that they are
losing out. Well, yes, they are. There is no
avoiding that. The BSBI is all about communi-
cations. We’re a forum for botanists, and the
best thing that has ever happened to the society
is the creation of the internet. We now get
around a million hits a month on our various
web sites, including tens of thousands of
visitors who are not even members. This
reflects the way the society is changing, from
being a small core of active British botanists
communicating among ourselves, into an
outward-facing centre of botanical expertise
that provides information to botanists
throughout the world.

It will be a big change for us but, | think, a
welcome one. I was recently giving a demon-
stration of our web sites to an audience of
naturalists from around the world, organised by
the Field Studies Council, and it was apparent
that many of the things that we have done could
easily be replicated by botanical societies
elsewhere. Watsonia online, for example, costs
almost nothing and is read by many more
people than the paper version could ever be. In
third world countries printing and distribution
costs are prohibitive to small societies, whereas
an online journal is not only cheaper but in
many ways better. Because of our long history,
the expertise that is available in the society, and
our relative wealth, we have a lot to share and,
potentially, a lot to gain from working with a
much wider audience.
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2. Limestone pavement site of Arenaria
norvegica

3. Arenaria norvegica ssp. norvegica
All photos taken at the Burren (v.c.H9) by K. Walker © 2008 (see p. 5)



