
WeBS Steering Group – 42nd meeting 

JNCC, Peterborough
9th February 2011
Present

David Stroud, JNCC Chair (DS)

Andy Musgrove, BTO (AM)

Chas Holt, BTO (CH)

Richard Hearn, WWT (RH)

Simon Wotton, RSPB (SW)

1. Introduction and adoption of the agenda

The agenda was adopted. DS chaired and CH took minutes. 
2. Minutes of 40th and 41st WeBS Steering Group meetings
The minutes from the two previous Steering Group meetings were adopted. It was agreed however that past and future WeBS SG Minutes should not specifically name any external individuals, e.g. WeBS Local organisers, counters, or representatives from other organisations, etc.

AP: Ensure SG Minutes do not include reference to external individuals by name.  CH
3. Progress on Action Points (APs).

The action points arising from earlier meetings were considered. All were either complete or considered later in meeting. Others were as follows (numbering refers to list in BTO papers – any new actions arising in blue).

AP40.5.10.3:
DS to let CH know which core count dates were carried out as LTCs at Loch Indaal.

Action completed

AP41/4/1:
Because Mersey Estuary is such a key site, HM to keep in regular contact with local representatives (Mersey Estuary) to monitor progress. HM

Action on-going
AP41/4/2:
A representative from WeBS Office to meet with the new Local Organiser; either CH or NC (the latter potentially in conjunction with a training event at Martin Mere in November 2010, to which the LO could be invited). CH/NC

Action completed

AP41/4/3:
The value of LOAC to WeBS will be kept under review – initially within AP41.4.5 below. All

Action on-going
AP41/4/4:
NC to send survey to volunteers (with name as an optional field) at start of October. Recipients are to have one month to respond and to be sent a reminder one week beforehand. 

Action completed 

AP41/4/5:
A report on the results to be presented at SC42. BTO

Action completed (see WEBS/42/4)
AP41/4/6:
Any old data from other counters to be sourced by AM/CH if possible. 

Action completed

AP41/4/7:
SW to notify relevant RSPB staff of this issue with respect to any potential future reserve acquisition, as deemed appropriate.

Action completed?

AP41/6/1:
Introduction of a header block for each species listing the different sub-populations with their respective international thresholds, where applicable.  CH

Action on-going

AP41/6/2:
Introduction of indices for gulls. Significant caveats are associated with these, and GA to discuss with Ali Johnston regarding statistical techniques to assess level of accuracy. This issue will probably be tabled for further discussion at SC42, before finalising WITUK0910.

Action on-going

AP41/6/3:
CH to produce Gant chart of WeBS reporting (from data receipt to WITUK publication) for SC42. 

Action completed

AP41/6/4:
General strategy of reducing size of report, moving content to website, and promotion of WeBS Online to continue. BTO

Action on-going

AP41/101:
Low Tide Counts section to be enhanced on new website, including individual species pages showing distribution across different sites. NC

Action on-going – WeBS development programme; use of data request surplus 

AP41/10/2:
The possibility of a short note using low tide densities to be explored further as time allows. CH, NC

Action on-going

AP41/10/3:
A short paper on when LTC trump Core counts to be prepared for Steering Group. CH, NC

Action not yet completed. Note that Musgrove (1998) previously reviewed this (BTO research report 190).

AP41/11/1:
AM to sort out contract with MOD regarding access to and use of WeBS data.

Action completed

AP41/13/1: Continue with rationalisation of sites as per BoEE cards, and push forward with whole mobilisation of historical dataset. CH et al

Action on-going (slowly)

AP41/15/1:
Teresa Frost to be offered a short, part-time contract with BTO; and invited to SC42. AM

Action competed, but TF was unable to accept owing to change of circumstances

AP41/15/2:
Inclusion of a page on new website describing and showing what index graphs mean; an “idiots guide to WeBS indices”. CH

Action not yet completed

AP41/16/1:
Old reports to be scanned and uploaded to the web; integrated into the menu of the new website. CH
Action on-going; reports scanned, but need uploading to website menu

AP41/16/2:
AM to speak to Nigel Clark regarding a buffer for fixed running costs of WeBS

Action completed

AP41/17/1:
Send publications link to DS. CH

Action completed

4. Work programme and issues arising

WEBS/42/1

Progress on key tasks

WEBS/42/2

Summary of progress: October 2010 to February 2011
WEBS/42/3

Summary of progress on action points

WEBS/42/4

Counter network/publicity (including point for discussion)

WEBS/42/5

WeBS Online developments

WEBS/42/6

WeBS annual report

WEBS/42/7

WeBS Alerts

WEBS/42/8

Newsletter

WEBS/42/9

Low Tide Counts Scheme

WEBS/42/10

WeBS stratification
WEBS/42/11

WeBS Data Requests 
WEBS/42/12

Data exchange between Partner organisations

WEBS/42/13

Waterbird Population Estimates

WEBS/42/14

Efficiency savings

WEBS/42/15

WeBS Development programme (use of Data Request surplus)
WEBS/42/16

Recent publications
Items on BTO papers were discussed as necessary.

WeBS/42/3 WeBS Progress
CH & AM reported
WeBS business continued as normal. Following release of ‘Waterbirds in the UK 2008/09’ at Rutland in August 2010, the four months since SC41 saw effort focused on receipt of 2009/10 data, plus progress on the WeBS development programme, counter network operations, data requests and WeBS Online. The WeBS Alerts report has been uploaded to the website, and population estimates have been prepared with a paper ready for submission.

WeBS/42/4 Counter network / publicity


The WeBS counter network now comprises over 3,500 counters. 
Volunteer satisfaction survey

A WeBS volunteer satisfaction survey was sent to all WeBS counters in November 2010, with an objective of gauging LO and WeBS office performance.  Results were discussed, and all Partners agreed that this had been a useful exercise, and would be worth repeating say every three to five years. The extremely high worth volunteers place on the annual report was an important result. Various things have been added to WOL development following suggestions from volunteers. 
In response to a recurring suggestion, AM said that behind-the-scenes integration of BTO surveys was a key strategy for 2011/12; enhancing the data exchange process between surveys such as WeBS and BirdTrack. It was agreed that the responses also provide a way of targeting counters with email who do not use WeBS Online.

Feedback on the survey will be provided to counters in the next WeBS newsletter. Responses will be provided to some individual questions and suggestions. 
Current Local Organiser vacancies

Burry Inlet (North), Carlingford Lough, Cheshire North, Clwyd (coastal) – LO recently passed away, Clwyd (inland), Co. Antrim (other sites), Co. Armagh (excl. Loughs Neagh and Beg), Co. Down (other sites), Co. Fermanagh, Co. Londonderry (other sites), Co. Tyrone (excl. Loughs Neagh and Beg), Derbyshire, Durham, East Lancashire and Fylde, Essex (other sites), Harris and Lewis, Huddersfield/Halifax area, Isle of Cumbrae, Loughs Neagh and Beg, North Lincolnshire (inland), Outer Ards, South Down coast, South Yorkshire, Sutherland (excl. Moray Basin), West Inverness/Wester Ross, West Kent, West Midlands. 

There will also soon be a vacancy for Humber Estuary (North).
WeBS Local Organiser Advisory Committee (LOAC)

The sixth meeting of the WeBS LOAC will be held at the Nunnery on 19 July 2011. The minutes of the fifth meeting are available with others at http://www.bto.org/webs/resources/LOAC/.

WeBS promotion

During the reporting period, talks on WeBS were given to Welsh Ornithological Society conference (Nov 2010), Dorset / BTO regional conference (Nov 2010), Bradford Ornithological Group (Jan 2011), and University of East Anglia MSc course (Dec 2010). Written articles about WeBS appeared in BTO News, British Birds, RSPB Birds and several local ornithological newsletters and websites.

WeBS Training

The first WeBS training course for beginners was held at BTO in November 2010, attended by five participants. Another is scheduled for March 2011. A generic BTO training course for professional ornithologists in February 2011 will include a section on WeBS. 

WeBS/42/5  WeBS Online & website developments 

WeBS Online continues to operate smoothly. Improvements continue to be identified and timetabled with BTO’s IS team. The recently introduced National Organiser interface is functioning well, enabling the WeBS office to manage counters and allocate sites efficiently. Further improvements will enable creation of sites and changes to site boundaries to be carried out through this interface, rather than through the separate Oracle and GIS databases. There are now 1,500 registered on-line users (representing an increase of ca. 250 users in each of the last two years).
New WeBS home pages
Following developments with a new BTO website, there are now new WeBS pages. These are improved, easier to navigate, and include new features such as “Vacant Priority Sites”. All members of staff at Partner organisations are encouraged to explore the new layout - and let CH know of any potential improvements or comments.
WeBS/42/6 Annual WITUK report; format & content
Loading & validation of 2009/10 data is on schedule for publication of WITUK0910 in Jul/Aug 2011. CH presented a Gant chart detailing the reporting process, from receipt of data to report publication. DS suggested that the “release of official statistics” and timing of press releases should be added to the chart.

AP: Add press releases and procedure for Official Statistic releases into Gant chart.  CH

Consideration was given to potential ways of speeding up reporting, such as 
· Bring forward data chase process, with earlier cut-off for receipt of data

· Reduce writing time, i.e. size of report

· Publish results on website before producing book?

All agreed that the best way of speeding up reporting was ensuring maximum possible use of WeBS Online. RH, CH and AM all stated concerns that counter feedback would potentially suffer from any radical cutting back on text in WITUK. Hence this should be a gradual process.
All agreed that in WITUK and elsewhere, there is a need to be more explicit about indexes being “occupancy indexes”. Indices can either be of peak numbers or carrying capacity, and we are currently indexing across the whole winter (carrying capacity). 

AP: This distinction in indexing methods will be summarised in intelligible notes on website, and in a future article in WeBS newsletter.  CH, GA
DS suggested that we should aim for press releases to have a regional focus. Prepare press release earlier for WITUK0910, at the same time as species accounts, and prepare separate PRs for Scotland, Wales, NI, and national. This will require co-ordination, and agreed by individual country staff of partner organisations. KR and PS can share BBS experiences. 

AP: regional press releases to be prepared ahead of publication of WITUK0910.  CH
All agreed with the inclusion of gull indices in WITUK0910 – BH, CM, LB, HG, GB, MU. It will be Important to include explicit caveats, with interpretative notes in a discrete section in WITUK (perhaps in Intro, or at least at start of Gulls section). This could also represent an appeal to counters – things they can help with to improve the output.
AP: include a suitably-worded caveat with respect to gull indices.  CH
AP: Indices for other species should be included; moorhen, (possibly shag)  CH,GA
AP: Maximise cross-linkages, and use explicit pointers to the web. CH
WeBS/42/7 WeBS Alerts

The majority of the most recent WeBS Alerts report has been uploaded to the website. One or two issues remain with respect to individual sites. 

AP: Let Partners know when Alerts are all uploaded so local offices can be advised.  GA
WeBS/42/8 Newsletter
WeBS News 27 will be in spring 2011. Articles include: Severn Estuary & Cardiff barrage, Low Tide Counts update, LOAC update, Feedback from questionnaire, Cotswold Water Park. Deadline for articles is February 11. Any further contributions to NC.

The new format for WeBS News was shown to the Partners.

WeBS/42/9 WeBS Low Tide Counts 

In 2010/11, LTC are being undertaken at: 

Hayle, Kingsbridge (using Core data), Poole Hbr (using Core data), Langstone Hbr (partial), Chichester Hbr, Adur, Crouch-Roach, Stour, Orwell, Alde, Breydon Water, Loch Fleet, Loch Indaal, Solway, Traeth Lafan, Carmarthen Bay, Burry Inlet, Strangford Lough, Belfast Lough, Killough Hbr.

LTC at Humber Estuary will commence in September 2011; details are still to be finalised. Funding is from North & East Yorks Data Centre, plus some from Environment Agency. Put out to tender; NE and RSPB are finalising the contract. 

LTC priorities for 2011/12 are Thames, Medway, Swale and Blackwater. In view of recent counter issues on the Mersey, Natural England has expressed awareness of the potential requirement for funding for LTC at the site. NE may treat this as something of a priority because of current barrage proposal on the Mersey.

WEBS/42/10 WeBS Stratification

The entire GB dataset derived from the OS MasterMap™ has been classified into standing waters, rivers, canals, drains and tidal waterbodies, and the whole country checked thoroughly against remotely sensed data backdrops (BingMaps) within the GIS
A review of progress was provided by Viola Ross-Smith and GA. Viola was thanked for her fine efforts, and is to be invited to the next SG meeting to report on the results. 

AP: invite VR-S to next SG meeting.  CH
Discussion focused on appropriate ways of developing this stratification work at the same time as using volunteer support generated by the Atlas. A dispersed waterbirds survey was discussed, and all agreed that this would be an effective next step, and potentially a good use of some DR surplus, and timely in view of recommendations raised in the latest population estimates revision. All agreed that it would be best to take this forward as soon as possible. 

AP: Provide costing of proposed Dispersed Waterbirds Survey, and forward to Partners. AM
WeBS/42/11 WeBS Data Requests 

Latest data request income was not specifically reviewed, having been done so at the previous SG meeting. All Partners continue to agree that data requests are not to be seen as a profit-generating venture. Part of the reserve fund from data request surplus should be used as a buffer for core running of the scheme e.g. three months operational costs, with the remainder used via the “shopping list” of WeBS development areas. See WeBS/42/15.
WeBS/42/12 Data exchange between partner organisations

All agreed with the timing of data supply and exchange between Partners ahead of WITUK production
DS provided an update on the situation regarding the International Waterbirds Census (IWC) co-ordinated by Wetlands International. This included a review of the background to the IWC situation. AM stated that WeBS should be receptive to a potential collaboration, or membership of a steering consortium as appropriate – all agreed.
WeBS/42/13 Waterbird population estimates
The paper for British Birds is now approaching draft stage. Several key points were raised by AM, all of which were discussed and resolved:
- Rounding of estimates – revert to AM’s suggestions.
- Do not include old estimates.
- Re-wording in paper to make clear that we are talking about over-wintering population levels. - Focus some of discussion on passage element; colour-marks, geolocators, tags etc.
- Include a final section in discussion with explicit recommendations.

- SW’s bittern paper should be citeable soon.

- Remove little gull from tables, as principally an offshore, passage species. Discuss in text.

- DS to send AM old references re use of x3 factor for woodcock estimate.

- Leave water rail in table but omit estimate. Refer to use of playback within recommendations.

- Include most recent published reports for geese studies.

- Ensure consistency between Population Estimates and SPA review.

- Any further comments are to be sent to AM imminently.

AM was thanked for his fine efforts; the most comprehensive population estimates to date.
WeBS/42/14 Efficiency savings
AM reaffirmed that it is vital that day-to-day running of WeBS should not be compromised - and all are aware that Defra are in search of rapid reporting.
DS stated that WeBS is in a strong position in being able to demonstrate that any “savings” could impact negatively on outputs. The counter network must not be under-valued. With 72% of counters now online, volunteers now see on-line submission like an on-line notebook.

The question of how much smaller WITUK would need to be to save money was raised, including the possible use of lighter paper, and reduced postage costs. 

AP: Provide hard data on these possible savings at SG43.  CH
WeBS/42/15 WeBS development programme (use of data request surplus)
All agreed that the most effective use of the data request surplus was to invest in order to make long-term savings - with the buffer in place to cover three months operating costs.

AP:  AM to circulate note by end of financial year, detailing state of data request surplus, the buffer reserve fund, and the costed uses of surplus funds for 2011/12.  AM

In summary, work for 2011/12, using data request surplus, is planned as follows:

AP: Short paper: start semi-systematic review of indexing methods, including SOVON, IWC etc. Aim for Wader Study Group Bulletin.  GA, CH et al
AP: Multi-species indicators; poster for Wader Study Group Conference. CH, GA

AP: Enhance information on website about Low Tide Counts.  NC

AP: Dispersed Waterbirds Survey? AM et al

AP: On-going work on consolidation of on-line database. AM, CH, GA
All agreed that investment in the database represented investment for the future. 

RH pointed out that Gull counts and any focus on coverage of Key sites were currently not prioritised within the WeBS Development Areas document.
WeBS/42/16 WeBS recent publications

AP: A section on recent publications to be added to the WeBS newsletter.  CH
5. Any Other Business 


None

6. Date of next meeting

WeBS 43rd SG:  19 October 2011, The Lodge (RSPB)
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