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Citizen science is becoming a popular term referring 
to the contribution of volunteers to the scientific 
process. A successful meeting by the British 
Ecological Society, University of Glasgow and Royal  
Society for the Protection of Birds was held in 
Glasgow this year to examine this developing 
movement. A useful broad definition of citizen 
science is the “volunteer collection of biodiversity 
and environmental data which contributes to 
expanding our knowledge of the natural 
environment, including biological monitoring and 
the collection or interpretation of environmental 
observations” (Roy et al., 2012). A cynical naturalist 
may say that we have being doing this for years. Yes, 
indeed, the history of natural history reminds us 
that our current knowledge of biology was often 
based on observations made by non professional 
scientists. 
 
For more than a century, The Glasgow Natural 
History Society (GHNS) and many other naturalist 
groups have made major contributions to our 
knowledge and understanding of the natural world.  
Many of the identified features of good citizen 
science projects today, including contributions to 
national records, collaborative projects for 
conservation and support for training and 
education have been undertaken by these groups. 
However, to ignore this new movement and dismiss 
citizen science simply as a ‘rebranding exercise’ 
would be to miss a great opportunity for naturalists 
to engage more fully with professional scientists 
and make further contributions to data collection, 
conservation and education. Well designed citizen 
science projects may complement or actually 
improve our ability to accurately map species 
compared with traditional recording schemes (van 
der Wal et al., 2015). 
 
So how do we become better citizen scientists and 
how can we recruit more people with the right skills 
to this movement? Here are some ideas:  
 
(1)  We can make the most of our observations in 
both urban and rural environments, particularly of 
common species, and forward these to appropriate 

databases. Records can be easily collated and sent 
to the Biological Records Centre 
www.brc.ac.uk/irecord/  or submitted to groups 
focusing on different taxonomic groups e.g. 
www.narrs.org.uk . Particularly important in 
Scotland are the regional Biological Recording 
Centres www.brisc.org.uk/ that coordinate the 
collation of species records.  For example, records 
can be submitted directly to The Glasgow Museums 
Biological Records Centre by emailing 
biological.records@glasgowlife.org.uk  . 
 
(2) We should contribute to any citizen science 
projects that are within our areas of interest and 
competence.  There are a number of projects that 
ask the public to examine images, which help to 
speed up data processing of large datasets. This 
crowd-sourcing approach to species identification 
has been used for example on camera trap images in 
the Serengeti www.snapshotserengeti.org or for 
other wildlife www.ispotnature.org .   
 
(3) We must encourage others, especially young 
naturalists, to join and participate in organisations 
such as GHNS to develop their skills in species 
identification. For example each year GNHS & BRISC 
(Biological Recording in Scotland) are offering 
bursaries towards attending a training course in 
natural history field studies skills 
www.brisc.org.uk/Bursaries.php and regional 
‘Bioblitzes’ regularly take place  to give people of all 
ages a taste for recording.  
 
(4) We all need to embrace new recording methods 
and keep up to date with relevant technologies. 
What appears to be fundamentally new and exciting 
about recent citizen science projects is the way that 
technology is used to improve species identification.  
Photographs are often essential in substantiating 
records. There is therefore a good case for making a 
smart phone or tablet part of any naturalist’s field 
kit, along with the traditional binoculars, nets and 
specimen jars.  It may not replace the paper 
notebook but these devices can provide an efficient 
method of submitting records at the end of a field 
excursion. How many of us have valuable species 



records hidden in a notebook?  A great range of 
recording apps for different taxonomic groups are 
available at www.ceh.ac.uk/citizen-science-apps   
and further guidance can be found at 
www.brisc.org.uk/Resources.php . 
 
(5) Professional scientists can continue to develop 
collaborative components to new research projects. 
There may already be an existing project underway 
that can be used or the need for a more targeted 
approach working with local groups.  One local 
example is a project on the threatened house 
sparrow (Passer domesticus) population that is 
benefiting from new colony records in Glasgow (R. 
Macleod, pers. comm.). Roy et al (2012) provide a 
useful review of good practice and high quality 
features of citizen science projects that is worth 
consulting.  
 
Inevitabily issues have been raised about how well 
new citizen science projects coordinate data 
collection with existing biological records centres, 
and make use of the expertise of local networks of 
recorders. This is especially important when 
verifying species identification and it is hoped that 
this will addressed in a new initiative to develop an 
Atlas of Living Scotland that will provide ‘an open 
data infrastructure for research and citizen science’ 
(Sawyer & Stround, 2015). 
 
Over many years The Glasgow Naturalist has 
provided a forum for ‘citizen’ naturalists as well as 
professional scientists to publish their observations. 
In Volume 26 (2) we have a range of studies that 
exemplify citizen science. These include an 
historical study that is based on fungal specimens 
collected by the eminent German botanist J.F. 
Klotzsch that reveal the mycodiversity previously 
found in the central belt of Scotland and which may 
have gone unrecorded without the donation of a 
herbarium collection from an ‘amateur’ botanist 
Rev. J. Fleming. The analysis of adult caddisflies 
recovered from the catch of the Rowardennan light 
trap during 2009 is reported here, an example of 
data from one of the best known long term 
biological recording schemes ‘The Rothamsted 
Insect Survey (RIS)’. Important new records for 
Scotland are published here on a species of ‘golden’ 
algae in freshwater, a record of a marine copepod in 
Northern waters and the occurrence of a non-native 
white heather on Arran. Finally, our concluding 
short note is in fact a successful citizen size 
approach to monitoring migratory lampreys in SW 
Scotland. 
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