Notes from Monitoring workshops at IBA Conference.

Facilitators: Paul Green (National Audubon) and Lincoln Fishpool (BirdLife International). Two accompanying PowerPoint presentations, one overview, one on BirdLife International’s Basic Monitoring.

1. Abstract.

Our discussion of monitoring birds at IBAs should focus on four simple questions. 

1) Why are we monitoring? 

2) What outcomes are we seeking? 

3) What kinds of information do we want? 

4) How do we most effectively get that information? 

If we do not lose site of these fundamental questions, we shall make sure that we attain our most important conservation objectives. 

Being clear about the outcomes allows for proper design of monitoring programs. For many IBAs, a key need is basic inventory. How do we obtain minimum numbers of birds present in each season? Another question we might ask is “are our threshold numbers being met on a regular basis?” If not, what conservation actions do we need to take?

Key elements to successful monitoring are that the efforts remain cheap and simple. Together with the involvement of the local community, these characteristics lead to greater sustainability and therefore greater value to the data collected. Ease of feeding results to adaptive site management completes the circle, by helping to keep the connection with real-world decision-making.

A group can easily collect threshold data in an area search, something in a manner similar to a Christmas Bird Count. Using the expertise in the group gathered at the conference we will keep our discussion focused on outcomes, and the context of the monitoring effort (for example, conservation plan, key species, data management, volunteer workforce for surveys, threats, and stewardship). Our desired outcome will be to ensure that we have the simplest and most cost-effective tool for the job.
2. Notes from meeting.

Monitoring is simply a tool or strategy to make sure that we reach our larger conservation goals.

What questions do we want to answer?

What are our key species?

How will we manage the data?

How will we manage the volunteers?

Our guiding principle should be to keep things simple, and therefore sustainable (simple=cheap=sustainable in long-term).

We introduced the principle of Basic Monitoring, which is detailed in Lincoln’s PPT. Critically, basic monitoring includes monitoring of threats, taxonomy of threats, and inclusion of threats as part of the prioritization process.

A survey of participants in the room indicated that most had not done a basic inventory of their site.

Prioritized needs of IBA coordinators.

1. Information on collecting and assessing baseline information

2. Information on data-collection protocols.

3. Information on volunteer management

4. Information on BirdLife criteria

5. Information on data storage.

Other discussions.

There was concern about original criteria for nomination, and how to proceed with “declassifying” of sites in the event that they no longer fulfilled the original nomination criteria or the original criteria may not have been appropriate.

It is important when considering data storage that data should be stored in as many places as possible and so be available in different schemes. For example, in some of the larger-scale species conservation plans, data collected on IBAs could help fill some of the gaps.

We concluded that a basic manual that covered many of the issues above should be developed. Audubon Washington has already started that process and it makes sense for National to work with AW to produce a “how to” manual for IBAs. This would include a “decision tree” to make decisions on monitoring protocols.

On the data management front, there is general recognition that eBird is the best thing we have right now, but it needs improved output tools to be of better use.

In terms of involving volunteers, one participant stressed the idea of inviting people in to learn bird identification, weaving monitoring training into those same workshops. People tend not to come to learn monitoring techniques. Another point, we have the advantage that IBAs are good places for birds, so it is relatively easy to get people involved.

