
WeBS Steering Group – 39th meeting 

RSPB, Sandy

22nd October 2009

MINUTES
Present

Andy Musgrove, BTO Chair (AJM)

Chas Holt, BTO (CAH)

David Stroud, JNCC (DAS)

Richard Hearn, WWT (RH)

Simon Wotton, RSPB (SRW)

Richard Gregory, RSPB (RG) – morning only
Ant Maddock, JNCC (AntM) – morning only
MORNING SESSION – REVIEW OF NEW WEBS AGREEMENT
The next WeBS agreement (listed as Topic 6 in the Agenda) was discussed from 1030-1230; RG and AntM attended for this. The latest draft of the next WeBS agreement and the proposed associated budget were reviewed, having been circulated by AJM. Edits and changes to text within the agreement were noted by AJM in advance of circulation of the final draft. 

The following is a summary of the morning session:

AntM addressed the WeBS agreement within the context of the wider JNCC/BTO agreement, ahead of the next major meeting on 10.11.09. With respect to that, three wide topics still require further discussion; ‘Taxonomic/Demographic’, ‘Research/Environmental change’ & ‘Data access’ and the finances are still not yet finalised. BBS and WeBS are the cornerstones of bird monitoring in UK, and are the priorities for stability and enhancement to ensure that data are up to scrutiny. Speed of reporting is an important issue, e.g. to be able to utilise data for producing Indicators the following year. Any IT/database issues should be incorporated under the umbrella of “data efficiency” (in the same way as BBS). JNNC is no longer in a position to fund research, so their role would be effectively to broker funds on the back of survey limitations to influence research spend.  Timetable: all agreements to be concluded by end of Nov 2009, to be drafted in Dec 2009, sent to stakeholders in Jan 2010, and signed in Feb 2010.

AP39.6.1
AntM to forward any further feedback to AJM.
DS addressed the concern that WeBS should not be seen to be carrying forward a large surplus derived from data sales (estimated 72k) in to the next agreement period, and therefore should not be deriving a proposed budget for the next agreement period based on them. 

His suggestion was to use the surplus in the current financial year, perhaps enabling the input of historical datasets e.g. an external contract for the data input of the WWT ledger books.

AP39.6.2
AJM to discuss with Nigel Clark (BTO) about best way to administer the surplus income accrued from data requests.
All agreed that there was a need to promote the understanding of WeBS within all organisations, as well as to wider audiences, under the generic topic of “environmental change”. By way of example:
AP39.6.3
RG to send CAH the copy date for the Autumn 2010 issue of RSPB Birds magazine, with a view to producing a short piece on WeBS. 

RH reaffirmed the need for Steering Group Papers and Minutes to be circulated at least two weeks before and within two weeks after respectively of the meeting date.

AP39.6.4
BTO to ensure papers and minutes are circulated accordingly, including the facilitation of such when the chairing of the Committee moves to other partners. BTO will also state the availability of SG Minutes to the public (on the website) in the next WeBS newsletter. 

All agreed that where appropriate the wording of the WeBS agreement should mimic that of the BBS agreement, e.g. with respect to data provision to the National Biodiversity Network.
AP39.6.5
AJM to ensure wording is consistent. 

In terms of EU data procurement, it is assumed that the annual report is sufficient.
AP39.6.6
AntM to check status of WeBS with respect to this. 

The list of potential developments (Appendix 5), not costed within the proposed budget, were prioritised according to “high”, “medium” or “low” priority. 

The four classified as high priority were:

· production of a peer-reviewed paper on survey methods

· enhancement of monitoring coverage away from key sites

· enhancing coverage of wintering gulls through monitoring of nocturnal roost sites

· development of multi-species indicators of trends

AntM suggested that such a high level of detail was not required for the new WeBS agreement; a general statement about striving to understand processes of environmental change should be included. The detailed list is the work of the WeBS Steering Committee and should be removed from the proposed agreement. 

AP39.6.7
WeBS Steering Committee will continue to address these development ideas at all future meetings. 

RH agreed with the details in the proposed agreement with respect to WWT’s Associate Partner status, but had not had an opportunity to digest the entire document in detail and would need to check with Baz Hughes. 
AP39.6.8
WWT would provide any further feedback if deemed necessary. 

AFTERNOON SESSION – NORMAL WEBS SG BUSINESS

1. Introduction and adoption of the agenda

The agenda was adopted. AJM chaired and CAH took minutes on behalf of the BTO.  

2. Minutes of 38th WeBS Steering Group meeting

The minutes from the 38th Steering Group meeting were adopted.

3. Progress on Action Points (APs).

The action points arising from the 38th and earlier meetings were considered. Most were either complete or considered later in meeting. Action points discussed at this point were as follows (numbering refers to list in BTO papers – new actions arising in blue).

AP38.3.1: 
Regarding possible changes to methods for calculation of UK Waterbird Indicators, Graham Austin (BTO) to chase up DEFRA (and to keep DS informed during process). 


There had still been no response from Defra despite further enquiries, and further progress on this issue was therefore not considered possible at this stage. DS reiterated the importance of achieving a sound methodology and therefore the benefits of producing a peer-reviewed methods paper, and suggested the possibility of it being included in a Defra funded package.
AP39.3.1
CAH to circulate a copy of the relevant report (BTO Research Report 479, Austin et al.) to all Partners.
AP39.3.2
BTO to list this issue as a specific agenda item for the next WeBS SG meeting.

AP38.3.2: 
BTO to put available publication lists onto the WeBS website, updating when lists received from SW & RH.


This was still not done.

AP39.3.3
    CAH would collate BTO publications and add to the website, updating when lists received from SRW & RH.
AP39.3.4
If time allows, CAH to start collation of references for the suggested Methods paper.

AP38.3.4:
Deferred from previous meeting [AP37.6.2]. Circulate document on the QA scheme, expanding on what could be done and possible terms of reference for circulation and consideration by the Partners. Action not completed – deferred until this meeting.

All agreed that this was no longer considered a priority and should be dropped from the next meeting, but would be kept under review.
AP38.3.5:
Deferred from previous meeting [AP37.6.3]. Consider feasibility of Data Analysis Workshop, possibly with IEEM. Action not completed – deferred until this meeting.


All agreed that this was no longer considered a priority but the situation would be kept under review.

AP38.5.1:
Early consultation on population estimates.  AJM to circulate draft numbers for consideration after the number crunch but by the end of March. Action not completed, but draft nearing completion; see attached paper.

AP39.3.5
AJM circulated a draft abstract by Lucy Wright. A target was set to attempt to circulate the draft of the paper by the end of 2009, with a view to receiving comments from the Partners by the end of January 2010.
AP38.5.2:
WWT to forward ledger books so we can get a quote from the inputters. 

AP39.3.6
  RH to bring ledger books to BTO on 17 November 2009. 

AP38.6.3:
BTO to circulate mock-ups of new WeBS Partner logos for comments.


This was completed and the new logo agreed upon.

4. Other matters arising

None.

5. Work programme for 2008/09 and issues arising

Items on BTO papers were discussed as necessary.

WeBS/39/1 WeBS Progress
CAH & AJM reported
WeBS activities generally progressing as planned, although there have been delays to the production of the annual report, now nearing final draft stage (see AP39.10.1)

WeBS/39/4 Counter network


There are still several vacancies but also several new Local Organisers. All new LOs are kept under review.  

Several BTO training courses are scheduled for 2009/10 with one specifically on WeBS. More are likely to be planned.

AP39.4.1:
BTO (CAH & Neil Calbrade) to keep WWT informed of future WeBS training courses, with a view to possible incorporation of geese ageing & family size assessment etc. It was agreed that courses should vary according to the skills and expertise of the participants. 
WeBS/39/5 Health and Safety 

The Health and Safety leaflet has been updated and was sent out with the 2009 newsletter.

WEBS/39/6 Counts of gulls during Core Counts

It was agreed that work was needed on this issue, perhaps most effectively by (a) building up teams of WeBS gull counters at roost sites and (b) ensuring gull data is captured where the effort needed by counters to collect it is minimal. This would be best approached in the first instance by tackling the following Action Points:

AP39.6.1:
BTO to produce a piece on gulls in the next WeBS Newsletter; describing the situation, reviewing gulls at big v small sites, daytime v roosts, perhaps input from gull counters, the context of producing gull indices (e.g. Burton et al. 2007) etc.
AP39.6.2:
Paul Harrup (BTO) to look into potential for having input of gull data (or at least clarification of whether gulls were absent vs not counted) as a compulsory field in WeBS Online etc.
WEBS/39/7 Cotswold Water Park

It was agreed that though the reasoning for the proposed change in site structure was apparent and the Committee were open to this change, such changes always needed to be related back to the definition of a WeBS “site” and it was fundamental not to set an unjustified precedent. 

AP39.7.1:
CAH to ask Cotswold Water Park to provide further evidence that the existing “sites” were linked in terms of use by waterbirds in order to justify the proposed change. It also needed to be reiterated that the number of birds attributed to a “WeBS site” had no statutory importance per se - as boundaries of WeBS sites are often arbitrarily defined.
WeBS/39/8 Development of WeBS Online 

WeBS Online continues to operate smoothly and over 1100 counters are now registered. Further developments are within the work programme of a new member of the BTO IS unit. 

WWT have almost completed work on an ageing guide which will be available online and will be linked to WeBS Online.   

AP39.8.1:
WWT to provide link to ageing guide when complete.

WeBS/39/9 Format and content of annual report
There was general agreement that in association with showing more information on the website, there should be a move towards a more concise report retaining the key elements of the methods, results and interpretation.
AP39.9.1: The following issues were addressed, and will form the basis of potential changes to the format/structure of future reports; any changes which will be circulated by BTO to Partners in advance:
· Assessment at population scale of species, e.g. eider, bean goose. BTO to explore issue of setting threshold for different (sub)populations; refer to a recent Dutch paper in Limosa.
· Explore options of reducing the space allocated to rarities; smaller fonts, different layout, use of annex etc. However all agreed it was important not to downplay the importance of recording escapes and non-natives.
· Introduction of more “hyperlinks” in conjunction with better use of website.

· Retain key element of methods, but move a significant amount of text to website.
· Explore further the possibility of incorporating indices for gulls.
· Further consideration of presentation of wader passage counts, in association with research into the optimum selection of months used to derive population estimates. DS suggested the potential for a paper detailing this for Wader Study Group Bulletin e.g. phenology of Sanderling and Ringed Plover.
WeBS/39/10 WITUK

After delays, WITUK 2007/08 was nearing final draft stage, and it was still anticipated that the report would still be published by the end of 2009.
AP39.10.1:
CAH to circulate final draft to Partners when complete, including Carl Mitchell at WWT (in RH’s absence).

WeBS/39/11 WeBS Alerts

The next WeBS Alerts report will include data up to 2007/08 inclusive, and will be produced during winter 2009/10
WeBS/39/12 Newsletter

The next WeBS Newsletter will be produced in Spring 2010. Several ideas for articles were suggested;
AP39.12.1: 
Neil Calbrade will chase the following suggested contributions for Spring 2010 Newsletter.

· A review of potential changes to months used to derive population estimates (BTO).
· A piece on the gulls issue; counts in Core counts, roosts, indices etc (BTO).

· International Swan Census following winter 2009/10 survey; this could complement a paper in prep by Johannes Wahl on Bewick’s Swan numbers. (WWT; Colette Hall).

· Dark-bellied Brent Goose International Workshop (DS).

· Greenland White-fronted Goose Workshop (DS). 

· Wintering Bitterns (SRW).

· Population level red-listing (e.g. dunlin & white-fronted goose in recent BOCC) (DS).

· A reader-friendly piece on the IWC and issues relating to it (DS).

WEBS/39/13 International Waterbird Census

Data for January 2008 will be sent following the completion of WITUK 07/08. Graham Austin (BTO) attended a meeting in the Netherlands on 06.10.09 on the future development of IWC. DS confirmed that sustainable funding of IWC was necessary, but it is a difficult situation in view of likely cuts. AEWA depend on the data, currently supported by Dutch and UK. AJM suggested the idea of increasing the charge of data requests and contributing the surcharge to help fund IWC; it was agreed that this may be worth giving consideration to in the future. 
WeBS/39/14 WeBS Data Requests 

The surplus accrued from data requests had already been discussed in the context of the proposed budget of the next WeBS agreement (see Morning Session). Here, DS and others reiterated the preference for not being seen to carry forward an estimated 72k into the next WeBS agreement - suggesting it could be used for example to help pay for inputting of historical data, production of a methods paper, or work on multi-species indicators.

AP39.14.1: 
BTO to look into use of surplus data sales money; perhaps to help with data inputting (see AP39.6.2) e.g. of WWT ledger books (AP39.3.6).
WeBS/39/15 WeBS Low Tide Counts 

Counts were successfully carried out at 19 sites in 2008/09, and are planned for 19 sites in 2009/10. 

WeBS/38/16 Wader PhD: functional diversity and community structure

Progress on this work was not discussed in detail.

WeBS/39/17 Developing waterbird indicators 

This issue was not discussed in any further detail. It was agreed that it should be a specific agenda item for the next WeBS SG meeting (see AP39.3.2).

WeBS/39/18 Animal turnover 

Preliminary results of the work on calculations of waterbird turnover were presented at the EOU Conference in Zurich in Aug 09. It was agreed that such developments are fundamental to the effective interpretation of datasets such as WeBS. The issue was not discussed in further detail.

WeBS/39/19 Annual monitoring of winter gull roosts 

Progress on this work was not discussed in further detail beyond the need to explore further the whole issue of gull counting within WeBS. A piece in the next WeBS Newsletter will incorporate gull roost monitoring. 

6. Any Other Business 


Sector level trends
AJM stated that there have been a number of recent requests from Natural England for trends to be produced at the sector level, largely in order to assess whether wildfowling is having an impact in certain areas of larger sites. To date these analyses have been carried out by Graham Austin (BTO). These requests have raised questions about the feasability of a standard “super data request” charge, as well as issues relating to potential problems of over-simplistic interpretation of the results. It was decided that a strategic rethink was needed, particularly in light of similar issue relating to Alerts, and a series of Guidance Notes regarding interpretation should be produced.
AP39.AOB.1:   BTO to draft guidance notes with respect to interpretation of results from sector level analyses, which should be passed around Partners and other agencies for comment.
7. Dates of next meeting

WeBS 40th SG: 4th February 2010, venue to be announced.
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