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The Mammal Society Conference this autumn was in London and on this wonderful term- Citizen Science -which
really means people who become involved in recording natural history. The cost of the train fare up to London in the
peak period left me thinking that it had better be a good conference having paid so much to get there!

I was not disappointed it was really good. It opened with a very entertaining talk from Dr Chris Lintott who is an
astronomer and university lecturer. An enormous number of space photographs needed to be catalogued using the
human eye so made them wonder if amateur astronomy societies would like to become involved. The response was
electric , it went global and Zooniverse was born. This method of using the general public to analyse massive
amounts of data was since been used on further astronomy projects, recognising animals in the Serengeti that had
triggered camera traps and counting penguins in penguin colonies.

This was followed by a talk by Rob Raynor from Scottish Natural Heritage on another massive project covering the
whole of the south of Scotland from Edinburgh and Glasgow south to the English border and Fife. Scottish Natural
Heritage needed to know about the bats in this area in relation to the numerous windfarms in the area. They set up
16 Bat Monitoring Centres where people could borrow static bat recording equipment which they used in a
randomly selected 1 kilometre squares. The project was a great success with 275 volunteers and the necessary
information obtained. The results are still being written up.

Tea and coffee was followed by an update on the review of British Mammals by Laura Kubasiewicz of the Mammal
Society. Then followed the talk that I had really gone to hear- Xavier Lambin, from Aberdeen University, on
“Harnessing the power of citizen science for mink eradication”. Here, like the Scottish Bat project they were dealing
with a huge area of land, the Cairngorms. Using 450 volunteers, four project staff and 1059 rafts they have removed
Mink from much of their target area in two years. Their volunteers were often gamekeepers, fisheries people and
landowners, not your typical conservation type volunteer. Dr Lambin talked about the problems of keeping people
interested in checking a raft when they had not had a mink in the area for years. They are hoping for an HLF grant to
keep the project going because if you stop trapping for mink they will of course come back.

David Noble of the British Trust for Ornithology then told us about all the various bird surveys that are carried out by
volunteers for the BTO.

After lunch Peter Evans of the Sea Watch Foundation talked about the lessons learned of using volunteers to
recognise and/or photograph marine mammals. Citizen Science may be a new term but this organisation has been
using volunteers to help with survey work for 40 years. The Sea Watch Foundation has trained over 1000 people in
the last 15 years.

Michael Pocock from the Biological Records Centre at the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology talked about the
changes that technology had brought to recording with letters and cards now being a thing of the past. Modern
technology was giving a much better coverage of some of the common species. He was concerned that the
development of too many Apps on identification could leave people confused and overwhelmed. He suggested that
volunteers could also be used to answer specific questions about species instead of just recording presence and
absence. This must be the way forward.

What followed was a series of snapshots of short talks about projects that were using volunteers. Henry Schofield
from the Vincent Wildlife Trust told about a project between Wales and Ireland using volunteers to collect
information from both countries for molecular analysis on hair samples and faeces. Katherine Boughey from the Bat
Conservation Trust, which is 20 years old this year, told us about the bat survey work undertaken by volunteers. Ian
White of the |Peoples Trust for Endangered Species told us about the National Dormouse Programme. Kate Jones



from Imperial College , London told us about iBats and Bat Detective which involves using a bat detector from your
car and driving slowly along to record bats automatically. The last speaker was Aileen Mill of Newcastle University
who told us about the working going on to eradicate the Grey Squirrel in nine Red Squirrel stronghold areas. This is
covering a large geographical areas in Northern Ireland, Wales and Northumberland and relies on people reporting
Grey Squirrel sightings.

Well I went home reeling from all I had heard, relieved to see that so many people are interested in Natural History
and want to take part in all types of projects. Perhaps I am not as weird as I thought I was if so many other people do
it as well!

I have remained politically incorrect and called them volunteers throughout this report and not citizen scientists
purely because I am old fashioned and dislike change!!

Mammal Society – A wonderful Conference.


