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Volunteer Engagement and Management - Big Society Birdwatching

Birds are important barometers of change – they are 
colourful, vocal and highly visible components of British 
wildlife which respond, through their numbers, to changes 
in the conditions they encounter.  The British Trust for 
Ornithology (BTO) draws on people’s inherent interest in birds 
to help map these changes on a national and, more frequently, 
international scale.  

The BTO works through a combination of the efforts of 40,000 
volunteer bird recorders across the UK, rigorous survey design, 
and intelligent, modern data analysis.  Interpretation by our 
professional scientists, means we can contribute solid evidence-
based science to Government and society in a remarkably 
cost-effective manner. We employ cutting-edge technological 
innovations to harness people’s inherent interest in birds and 
other wildlife, and to underpin our scientific research into the 
populations and ecology of wildlife.

Volunteer Monitoring of Birds
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Using technology to capture volunteer-gathered data
Innovative development of online systems is now a pivotal part of the 
work we carry out involving volunteers. Current systems utilise the 
latest mapping technologies, to allow users to select their own survey 
areas and to download information for those areas. We have pioneered 
methods for providing instantaneous feedback to observers and for 
delegating validation of data remotely to survey organisers and local 
experts. Our systems allow information to be shared rapidly and easily 
between volunteer survey organisers, to help ensure consistency across 
our work and within the birdwatching community.

Building participatory monitoring networks
Volunteer BTO birdwatchers contribute an estimated £36m annually 
to bird recording in the UK. We have established a successful 
network of ‘Regional Representatives’ who recruit, organise and 
support volunteers on a regional basis. These super-volunteers are 
also involved in validating the data submitted by volunteers, to 
ensure that records are reliable and accurate. We provide guidance, 
training and support to our Regional Representatives via online 
forums and face-to-face meetings. The network is managed by a 
committee composed of staff and experienced RRs. 

‘We employ cutting-edge technological innovations to 
harness people’s inherent interest in birds and other 

wildlife, to underpin our scientific research into the 
populations and ecology of wildlife.’

Volunteer-led recruitment and promotion
Our volunteers also contribute through recruiting new members 
and volunteers for the organisation and through carrying out general 
promotional work at events, conferences and meetings. We encourage 
and maintain this contribution by providing guidelines, induction 
days and support materials. Our Lottery-funded Garden BirdWatch 
Ambassador Scheme provides an excellent example of how volunteers 
can contribute, by promoting our work to others.

Long-term monitoring by volunteers shows 
the impact of cold winters on Grey Herons

BTO’s Garden BirdWatchers record a 
range of wildlife in their gardens

Encouraging and empowering volunteers
Volunteers input to the BTO at a strategic level through 
participation in steering groups and committees and are frequently 
invited to present their work at our conferences and in our 
magazines and journals. By providing platforms to share experiences 
and expertise, disseminating information and providing small 
research grants we aim to help volunteers bring their work to a wider 
audience through posters, papers and talks.

Grey Heron nests in 
UK since 1929
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The British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) is one of the 
world’s leading scientific research organisations 
specialising in birds and habitats.  We are based in 
Thetford, Norfolk, England, with offices in Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland.

We undertake impartial research and analysis, relating to birds, 
other wildlife and habitats, to advance the understanding of 
natural systems. The BTO provides high quality, impartial and 
policy-relevant data and information, relied upon for informed 
decision making. We work in partnership with the academic and 
conservation science communities, with Government Departments 
and Agencies, and with the private and voluntary sectors.  The BTO 
has a unique combination of professional scientists and volunteers, 
and undertakes modern statistically robust surveys with web-based 
on-line data entry and retrieval. We add value to data through high 
powered analysis and a strong modelling capability.
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BTO Strategy

The BTO has a vision of a world in which nature conservation and sustainable development are founded on 
evidence-based decision-making, and in which society understands, values and contributes to that process.  We are 
in a time of unprecedented awareness and acknowledgement of environmental change, and the human response 
to that change must be informed by knowledge and understanding of species and habitats - the ecosystems that 
underpin our planet’s life support.  The BTO has a vital role to play in the provision of that knowledge, with citizen 
science being core to the delivery of the BTO strategy.

Monitoring changing bird populations
Our ability to coordinate thousands of motivated and skilled 
volunteers, together with professional expertise, enable us to 
track many aspects of birds’ lives.  We provide facts, figures and 
indicators that Government and decision-makers use to inform 
policy, and which is the context for measuring change in our 
environment.

Population dynamics and modelling
We integrate records collected by volunteers from many aspects 
of birds’ life-cycles, through nest recording, ringing, and survey 
monitoring. This integrated population modelling means we are well 
placed to investigate the effects of environmental change on bird 
populations.

Ecosystems:  from territories to landscapes
We are at the forefront of land-use issues in ornithology, with unique expertise of studying bird ecology 
in farmland, woodland, upland and urban habitats at multiple spatial scales.  We employ traditional field 
approaches, innovative technology and state-of-the-art analytical techniques to investigate the consequences of 
land-use change.

Migration and the ecology of migrant birds
Understanding the ecology of migration, as birds move between habitats and countries is important if we are to 
understand the effects of environmental changes at a global scale. Our 
underpinning knowledge comes from a century of bird ringing and 
nest recording, and we are now using modern transmitter technology 
to unravel the ecology of migrant birds.

Climate change
Climate change impacts on biodiversity become apparent over long 
timescales, and the BTO’s long-term datasets are ideally suited to 
understanding the underlying processes.  We develop indicators 
and provide advice to Government, international and national 
bodies to inform policy.

Wetland and marine research
Inland, coastal and marine waters of the UK all hold internationally 
important bird populations.  BTO is at the forefront of delivering 
information on waterbirds in response to the requirements of 
legislation, infrastructure development and policy development. We 
are actively investigating energy developments offshore.

Black-tailed Godwit being colour-marked as part 
of an international migration project

BTO Science Themes

Dr Phil Atkinson  Head of International Research 
demonstrating research results to, the BTO’s 
Patron, HRH The Duke of Edinburgh KG KT 

during a visit to BTO HQ
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