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This British Trust for Ornithology survey runs weekly throughout the year, unlike the RSPB annual one-day big garden birdwatch, and is the largest year-round survey of garden birds in the world. Currently some 15,000 people take part in the project, funded by participants’ contributions. As a GBW Ambassador I help promote the scheme in Lothian region and am available to speak to organisations in the area and develop links with groups having related interests. Many birdwatchers and householders already keep simple records of the birds that they see using their gardens throughout the year and, if carried out in a systematic manner, these weekly observations of birds can prove very valuable for researchers. GBW enables the collection of this information in a standardised way, thus creating 'citizen scientists' working in partnership with BTO researchers to answer important questions about how, why and when birds use gardens and the resources they contain. Additional one-off surveys offer participation in specific projects, such as the state of the urban and suburban House Sparrow population, and this winter’s use of nest boxes for roosting. In addition, GBW now includes the option to record mammals, reptiles, amphibians, and certain insects.
The land area encompassed by gardens in the UK exceeds that of national nature reserves and RSPB nature reserves combined, and this area is set to expand with future human population growth. Such change will put increased pressure on the wider countryside in terms of increased food production, greater demand for water and due to urban development. Birds are likely to rely on gardens more and more in future, so it is essential to monitor the use of gardens by birds. In Lothian, it is quite common to see a dozen species a week in an average suburban garden, with seasonal incomers that may include Black Cap, Brambling, Bullfinch, House Martin, Field Fare, Redwing and Yellowhammer. Gardens may support populations of species considered to be of conservation importance, such as Blackbird, Starling, House Sparrow and Song Thrush. By combining such records with those from other GBW contributors, valuable information is gained about seasonal variations, breeding success, predation and the effects of disease, and long term trends (both increasing and decreasing).  
GBW members record the birds and other wildlife using their gardens, making records from the same place at more or less the same time or times each week. Continuity of recording effort is more important than the quantity of recording, since this is a relative measure of garden use changing from week to week. Only species actively using the garden are recorded, so birds seen from the garden in flight are not recorded. Participants record the maximum number of individuals of each species seen together at one point in time during the recording period. Data are submitted on paper or online; the latter system features interactive validation and allows users to call up their old records and carry out simple analyses of their data. Outcomes are reported in a GBW quarterly magazine and via the website. Additionally data are used to prepare scientific reports that will reach a wider audience and perhaps inform decisions on conservation issues. It is quite satisfying to know that your records are contributing in this way to research that has a bearing on greater concerns, like global warming. 

New members are especially sought from Scotland, where coverage could be improved. Further details may be obtained from the BTO website: www.bto.org/gbw or from: jib4wilson@o2.co.uk (0131 449 4343).
