WeBS Local Organiser Advisory Committee

Minutes of 4th Meeting: 22nd July 2009

Attendees

Chair: Nick Mason (Deben)

Attendees: Neil Bielby (Central), Neil Calbrade (BTO), Chas Holt (BTO), Heidi Mellan (BTO), Andy Musgrove (BTO), Rhion Pritchard (Caernarvonshire), Pete Reay (Devon), David Shackleton (Cumbria), Gregor Watson (NIEA).

1
Apologies for absence 

John Armitage (Islay), Colette Hall (WWT), David Stroud (JNCC), Simon Wotton (RSPB).

2
Welcome and introductions

All attendees of the WeBS Local Organiser Advisory Committee (LOAC) introduced themselves. The Chair welcomed everyone.  AM thanked everyone who could make it to the meeting.

3
Confidentiality and conflicts of interest

Members of the LOAC were asked to note that agenda items marked with an asterisk should be regarded as strictly confidential.  The LOAC may add or remove asterisks during the meeting.  LOAC members are asked to notify the Chair of any conflict of interest for any particular item and to absent themselves from the discussion, decision or vote for this item as appropriate.

4
Minutes of last meeting and matters arising

The Chair summarised the minutes of the last meeting and the action points were discussed:

AP/LOAC3/1
LOAC member names and contact details to go onto website and in next Newsletter (plus annual check to make sure details are correct and member still wishes them to be published) and to be sent directly to all LOs in their region.  Done
AP/LOAC3/2
When producing new population estimates, investigate possibility of producing estimates for individual countries at the same time. Ongoing
AP/LOAC3/3
Investigate possibility of a “B&B” type WeBS form for remote areas.  New leaflets in production
AP/LOAC3/4
WeBS Office to put together a draft LO “job description” for comment.  Done
AP/LOAC3/5
Merge Conwy Estuary into Caernarfonshire LO area.  Done
AP/LOAC3/6
AM to decide which LO regions each LOAC member represents.  Done

AP/LOAC4/1
Hampshire should be in the South-West England LOAC region

AP/LOAC3/7
Continue to progress WeBS Online development tasks as discussed previously.  Ongoing

AP/LOAC3/8
On search and download, consider adding a tick box to include/omit non-waterbird species. On task list
AP/LOAC3/9
Consider adding non-avian taxa as optional species groups to record via WeBS Online, e.g. mammals, insects, etc. In discussion with partners
AP/LOAC3/10
Investigate automatic emails to LOs when a count has been entered by one of their counters (look into having LOs be able to opt in / opt out of such a system).  On task list
AP/LOAC3/11
Article in next newsletter about WeBS Online should include comments from counters (send an email out asking for short comments?)  To be done
AP/LOAC3/12
Consider splitting Mallard for recording purposes. Discussed within WeBS Steering Group.

5
WeBS Progress Update

WITUK

A draft copy of the 2007/08 report will soon be available for comments.  We are hoping to get it ready for distribution in September.

Newsletter

The LOAC members’ names and contact emails were put into this years Newsletter as requested during the last meeting.  The next Newsletter will be out spring 2010.  We would like to have more involvement from Counters/LOs, perhaps an article about “My Patch”.  We have a counter who is preparing an article along these lines for the next newsletter.  It was suggested there could be list of LOs on the back page of the Newsletter. Again we’d like to request articles from anyone – please contact Neil Calbrade with your suggestions.

AP/LOAC4/2
WeBS Staff to consider putting list of Local Organisers in the Newsletter

Forms

Core Count forms - these have now all gone out.

Steering Group and WeBS Funding

Negotiations for the next six-years’ worth of funding for WeBS have commenced.  For the last 12 years there have been four WeBS Partners.  The current funding agreement ends in March 2010.  WWT have reassessed their priorities and will have a reduced role so it will now be a three-way partnership, with WWT becoming and ‘Associate Partner’.  We are facing challenging economic times and whilst there is no indication that core funding will be lost, there may be discussions over certain points, e.g. reports/LT vs Core/Bird Fair Stand.  There is due to be a meeting of partners at the end of August to discuss requirements for the coming six years.

The Waterbirds In The UK report (WITUK) was discussed and a few suggestions presented.  It was felt that a hard copy of the WITHUK report is inflexible as it cannot be readily updated but that, while the online system is more flexible (can be updated more regularly), we still want the counters to feel appreciated and that they should receive something.  Several people suggested that the local picture was of great interest to many counters.  It was suggested that counters be given the opportunity to opt out of receiving a hard copy rather than reduce the size of the report.

AP/LOAC4/3
Consider producing county summaries on the webpage and an improved facility to export county data
It was felt that there should be a leaflet available explaining in easy terms how to register and enter your data online.

AP/LOAC4/4
Produce A5 leaflet “Easy Steps For WeBS Online”

WeBS Training

The BTO already has training courses which include a section on WeBS.  However a training course specifically for WeBS is in the pipeline.  There will be one coming up in Stirling in November.  We had 30 people in Caerlavrock which was a general training day for beginners and atlas lastSeptember  and we’ve had interest in Cornwall for training.

The WeBS training course will include bird id/survey methods/fieldwork and we intend to run courses in England/Wales in 2010.  We will aim the course at everyone from beginners to consultants depending upon demand.  We would especially like to target areas with low numbers of counters.  The first course will hopefully be at a suitable site near to The Nunnery.

The input in training will depend upon how much coverage is required, both on key sites and also for coverage of smaller sites in the wider countryside.  Graham Austin is looking at the distribution of smaller sites and what is covered by WeBS so we/LOs can work out how best to deploy people.

The need to communicate to new counters that they can ‘buddy up’ with a more experienced counter was discussed.  The use of wider media to publicise and raise the profile of WeBS was also discussed.

The BTO are currently producing a strategy on how we can contact Atlas counters and invite them to do other surveys (including WeBS).

LT Report
Last year’s counts are now in with the majority of them entered Online.  This year the Severn was counted by both volunteers and professionals.

Next year we are trying to get Low Tide counts for the Ribble, Forth, Solway, Humber, Lavan Sands Loch Indaal, Morary Firth, Blyth and Alde.  RSPB have asked for some sites to be covered including the Taw/Torridge.  NC is currently in the process of contacting Low Tide Local Organisers to see what can be done.  

6
Counter Network

LO job description

A draft copy of the Local Organiser Job Description was circulated to all LOAC members for comments.

It was suggested that the key responsibilities should be changed slightly to include “Ensure coverage of key sites and ensure sites are synchronised where appropriate eg Large Estuaries / Coastal sites”.  It was also discussed that “Liaise with other nearby Local Organisers/County Bird Recorders/Bird Clubs as necessary” should be included in the text but not listed as a key responsibility.
It was also suggested that the Skills and knowledge required section be re-ordered:

· Knowledge of the local area.

· Good organisational ability and written communication skills.

· Ability to work to deadlines

· Enthusiasm for the Scheme.

· Some understanding of WeBS, its partners and the different parts of the scheme (Core and Low Tide Counts), some survey fieldwork experience preferable but not essential.

· Ability to interact well with WeBS volunteers and staff.

· Word Processing and e-mail skills. Other elementary computer skills are also preferable but not essential. In particular, familiarity with the BTO’s online surveys, such as WeBS Online, would be valuable.

The last paragraph would also need re-phrasing.

AP/LOAC4/5
WeBS Office to amend draft LO “job description” for comment.

Once the job description has been agreed upon it is to be distributed to all current Local Organisers with a letter making it clear that we are sending a copy to everyone.  It should also be sent to all counters without a Local Organiser to hopefully fill some vacancies.

Review of ‘dissmissal’ procedures

Where counters are not felt to be providing adequate cover of a site the situation needs to be dealt with delicately and on an individual basis but would be down to the Local Organiser in the first instance.

Use of email groups to recruit new counters

This was generally felt a potentially good way of getting information out to silent members.  However, Partner Reserve Wardens who are organising WeBS during their working hours do not necessarily have the time to stay on top of this type of commitment.

It was felt that more general awareness of WeBS was more important at this stage.

AP/LOAC4/6
Clearer guidance needed from WeB Office on coverage of small sites. 
AP/LOAC47
Review each area/region to get a baseline of coverage and decide what would be desirable.

AP/LOAC4/8
Create a list of key sites for each region and a ‘wish list’ of sites – to be sent to each Local Organiser.

New WeBS leaflets for B&Bs

Three versions of a leaflet have been produced one for Uplands, one for Broads one for general areas.  It is intended that they will be sent via mailshots to B&Bs in an effort to raise awareness of WeBS and getting the message across that small sites are important even if they produce a zero count.

AP/LOAC4/9
When a leaflet is returned WeBS staff are to notify both the LO for where the site is and the LO for where the observer lives (if different).

7
New committee members and Profile of LOAC

Vacancies

Gilly Jones has stepped down as a Local Organiser and also a LOAC member.  Therefore there is a current vacancy for a Midlands representative.

All suggestions for raising the profile of the LOAC have been acted upon.  This has resulted in two people stepping forward to register their interest in becoming a member of the LOAC - Ian Lees as a Midlands Representative and Gladys Grant as a South West representative.

As there is no current Midlands representative it was decided that Ian Lees should be invited to join the LOAC.

Committee Member Turnover

At the first meeting of the LOAC it was decided that membership would be on a rolling turnover.  Rhion Pritchard has expressed that he would now like to step down as the representative for Wales.  

AP/LOAC4/10
WeBS Staff to invite Ian Lees to join the LOAC at the 2010 meeting

AP/LOAC4/11
WeBS Staff to contact all Welsh LOs regarding the impending LOAC vacancy, and inviting them to register their interest to join as of the 2010 meeting.

8
Website and WeBS Online

Changes to WeBS Online

WeBS staff have taken on board all the suggested changes to the website and there is now a list of changes that we would like to see happen.  There is a new member in the IS team who will be working his way through the list.

It was noted that while Local Organisers can list their own sites alphabetically they are unable to do so when checking online counts entered by their counters.

AP/LOAC4/12
Listing all sites alphabetically in Manage My Team to be added to WeBS Online Development tasks as high priority.

AP/LOAC4/13
No birds vs not counted – make it easier to distinguish between the two to be added to WeBS Online Development tasks.

It was suggested that it would be useful to be able to select by “type of count” in a search and download – often not obvious which are duplicates, which are supplementaries, etc.
AP/LOAC4/14
Add option to select by type of count to search and download to be added to WeBS Online Development tasks.

County Bird Recorders and WeBS data

Count Bird Recorders currently have two options, they can obtain the data they require for their reports direct from the Local Organiser (especially where paper forms are used) or they are able to sign up to WeBS Online to download the data from there.  CBRs are only given access to view and download the data, they will only have access to input data to sites that they personally count.  Due to the nature of the data the CBRs are given certain caveats before they are give access to data.

Consultants are not given access to WeBS Online, they have to go through the data request process.  If an individual counter is approached by a consultant they are free to provide their data if they so choose.  However, if the data are to be considered official WeBS data then they need to come from the WeBS Office via the data request route.

Breeding evidence provision on website

It was suggested that a facility to record breeding evidence would be a useful addition to WeBS Online.

It was considered that evidence for summer counts could be useful but could also create problems for ATLAS Local Organisers who would need a way to validate these entries.  It might be easier to have the data entered as a kind of roving record.

AP/LOAC4/15
WeBS staff to discuss possibilities of breeding evidence for Atlas with Atlas and IS team.

9
Rutland Bird Fair

The 2007/08 WeBS Report will, unfortunately, not be available at the Rutland Bird Fair this year.  However there will still be a range of WeBS clothing and WeBS staff will be on hand to offer instruction on how to use WeBS Online.  

Simon Wotton and Nick Mason have volunteered to help out.

AP/LOAC4/16
HM to find out how many of the people who requested extra information at Rutland 2008 went on to become WeBS counters

10
Reports from partners

RSPB

A workshop on WeBS Alerts was held at the Lodge in November 2008, attended by c15+ RSPB conservation officers, and including presentations from Andy Musgrove and Graham Austin. There was positive feedback from workshop participants.  There are a number of ongoing casework issues involving estuarine development proposals, particularly in SE England, where WeBS data are an integral part of the case against the proposals.  There was a lot of regional interest, and a number of suggestions, for the forthcoming low tide counts.  The 2006/07 WeBS report was distributed to an increasing number of RSPB staff.

11
Any other business

It was queried whether any progress had been made in setting up a more formal gull roost monitoring scheme.  It currently looks unlikely that a separate scheme will be funded however counters should be encouraged to submit gull roost counts via WeBS Online.
12
Date of next meeting

The 5th meeting of the LOAC has been provisionally set as Wednesday 21st July 2010, 10.00 am, at the British Trust for Ornithology, Thetford.  TBC.

