
AN AGENDA FOR CHANGE



BTO, working with partner organisations within and outside 
the environmental sector, aims to make a step-change in 
the impact our work makes for society. In order to achieve 
this we must raise our profile and clearly demonstrate 
the lasting difference we make. This agenda sets out the 
changes we think are required and explains what you can 
do to help us realise our ambitions



BTO’s 60,000 volunteers monitor change  
in the environment, delivering the information  

used to plan and assess conservation action,  
and informing decision-making processes for the 
benefits of society, wildlife and the natural world. 



Many commentators, research studies and reports point to an unprecedented environmental crisis 
and the associated loss of biodiversity on a global scale. Over coming decades we will continue to face 
complex challenges resulting from climate change, pressures on land use, pollution and a growing call on 
the planet’s resources. Scientific principles underpin our understanding of these issues and our ability to 
address them, but in some quarters, that science is under attack.  

THE PROBLEM



Ensuring that society can respond effectively depends on organisations like the BTO playing a strong role 
and making our voice heard. BTO works with others to inspire society with our knowledge, but, given the 
magnitude of the current crisis, we need your help to increase the impact of our work. 



BTO has a great reputation for monitoring birds and engaging people in science, generating enviable 
long-term data sets from the observations of tens of thousands of volunteers. The scientific research and 
knowledge enabled through this gold-standard approach supports our understanding of the environment 
and informs a wide range of policy issues and management decisions, including agri-environment schemes 
to address biodiversity loss on farmland and wind farm developments to minimise impacts on vulnerable 
bird populations. In the context of ongoing climatic and land use changes, uncertain future policies, and 
issues of societal engagement with science, our distinctive approach delivers multiple benefits. For example, 
we continue to:

•	 collect, curate and share knowledge of long-term population change in birds, amassing over 90 
years of records, and millions of observations of all bird species;

•	 deliver internationally recognised leadership in bird-ringing and other monitoring methods, 
supporting hundreds of peer-reviewed scientific papers;

•	 inspire the public by unravelling the mysteries of migration in new and accessible ways;

•	 underpin the Government’s contributions to global, European and national conservation treaties 
and agreements.

However, governments and society neither fully recognise nor often understand the fundamental 
importance of this scientific knowledge in supporting conservation of the environment. Where there is a 
lack of understanding, there is a risk of a lack of support. 

WHAT CAN BTO OFFER?
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Perched at the top of ecological food chains, birds are ideal barometers of wildlife and environmental 
health. They are easy to observe, with hundreds of thousands of people in the UK able and willing to 
watch birds and make their observations available to science. This means that birds and people together 
can provide us with a highly cost-effective measure of the health of our environment. This approach also 
delivers significant societal benefits through health and well-being, additionally strengthening public 
engagement with science.

Established for over 80 years, the knowledge gathered by BTO is the longest-running and most 
comprehensive nature data set in the world. It tells us how wildlife has fared alongside rapid human 
development, and how it is affected by changes in land use and climate. Our data provide a natural 
barometer of the state of the environment in a fast-changing world. Many speak of an impending crisis 
for wildlife, and whilst our scientific knowledge confirms that the challenges for birds, and indeed for other 
biodiversity, are considerable, the narrative should not solely be about decline. Our stories should be about 
change, where appropriate about restoration and recovery and, where justified, about hope. 

WHY BIRDS?
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BTO is confident in responding effectively to changes in the world around us. Aside from the environmental 
challenge, rapid political, technological and social changes require that we use new approaches to deliver 
our objectives. The UK’s future relationship with Europe will have profound implications for the science and 
environment sectors in which we operate. The Government’s ambitious 25 Year Plan for the Environment in 
England, and equivalent environmental policy developments in the devolved administrations, provide new 
opportunities for BTO to contribute underpinning knowledge and expertise. 

Technological innovation brings new ways to sense and observe the natural world, enabling volunteers 
to monitor additional components of the environment. At the same time, mobile and web developments 
have rapidly increased access to data and information to all. New digital partnerships are required to deliver 
funds and maximise opportunities for public reach.  

Connecting people with nature is a flourishing concept and there are significant opportunities for BTO 
to contribute through the experience of our volunteer network, and by opening participation to new 
audiences: we need more diverse voices and views. New partnerships in health, education and well-being, 
with established authenticity and traction, are required to address issues of diversity, such as improving 
opportunities for young people, those living in deprived areas and those looking to improve their mental 
health. Working with others, BTO can build greater empathy and support for birds, mass participation in, 
and engagement with, nature, and improve public understanding of science.

THE OPPORTUNITY
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BTO has created this Agenda for Change which contains 10 actions that we 
need your help to deliver:

•	 Applying our scientific approach we will make the presence, absence, 
decline and recovery of birds a vivid and inspirational reality to many;

•	 We will create deeper, more resonant relationships with our supporters;

•	 We will engage more widely with a multiplicity of new audiences, working 
with others to shape and deliver the products of our scientific and 
inspirational knowledge;

•	 We will stay at the forefront of technological advancement in our quest for 
knowledge so it adds value to the observations of our citizen scientists;

•	 We will give as much weight to how we use and communicate our 
knowledge as we do to the rigorous scientific manner in which it is 
generated;

OUR PLANS



•	 We will work in partnership to deliver the necessary critical mass to meet 
and surpass both our own, and others’, expectations of our work;

•	 We will become much more accessible and relevant to wider society, 
inspiring a new generation to participate in the understanding of, and 
engagement with, the natural world;

•	 We will realise the potential of the BTO volunteer community to help 
society to understand how nature improves well-being;

•	 We will identify and overcome barriers to engagement and participation 
with resonant communications and inspiring narratives;

•	 We will secure a significant uplift in the financial support available to us, 
using this to fuel our increasing contribution to the conservation of nature.

Dr Andy Clements, BTO CEO





Our future depends on adapting quickly while retaining the core values that 
have served us well for 85 years, and we very much hope that you will want to 
join us in this positive agenda for change. 

In addition to helping us attract new levels of financial support for our work, 
you may be able to help us forge new partnerships, to think differently about 
our business or to drive forward change that will benefit our sector. 

Perhaps you can advise us on areas of our work where we have traditionally 
been weaker, helping us to improve our understanding of the impact we have 
for people, for example, or ratcheting up our impact on policy. 

Maybe your contribution could be to connect us with more politicians, or with 
schools, or just your neighbours. We are confident that our loyal supporters, 
new friends and partners will step up to the challenge with us, advocate the 
crucial importance of the work that we do, and secure our future impact.

HOW YOU CAN HELP



British Trust for Ornithology
The Nunnery, Thetford, Norfolk IP24 2PU

Tel: +44 (0)1842 750050   Web: www.bto.org
Email: info@bto.org  Twitter: @_BTO

Registered Charity Number 216652 (England & Wales), SC039193 (Scotland).
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