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Subject: Calls on the Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to establish 
integrated local and national structures for collecting, analysing and sharing 
biological data to inform decision making processes to benefit biodiversity.   
 
Biological recording  
Biological recording is “about observing the presence of and counting wild 
animals, plants and other organisms, in terrestrial, freshwater and marine 
environments” (SNH, 1997). A large number of organisations (and individuals) 
are engaged in biological recording in Scotland and the UK including:  
 

• Government agencies (eg Scottish Natural Heritage, SEPA) 
• Local Record Centres (LRCs) (eg Fife Nature Records Centre) 
• National societies (eg Botanical Society of Scotland, Buglife, Plantlife) 
• Recording schemes (eg Hoverfly recording scheme) 

 
The Biological Records Centre was established in 1964 and has been the UK 
focus for terrestrial and freshwater species recording (except birds). It has 
collated and analysed data collected by the specialist national schemes and 
societies and has published species atlases. The BRC database now contains 
over 15 million records of more than 12,000 species.  
 
The National Biodiversity Network 
In 1995 a report by the Co-ordinating Commission for Biological Recording 
found: 
 

“…many millions of species records of wildlife of all kinds, together with 
their locations, often additional habitat data and sometimes extending 
back over 150 years, had been collected by c.60,000 volunteers for their 
own interests. Most were recorded on paper in a variety of formats. They 
were certainly held in at least 2,000 sites, for which no directory existed. 

 
Access to them was unclear and uncertain. In a few cases, notably the 
Flowering Plants, they had been assembled and published as Atlases 
through the involvement of the Biological Records Centre (BRC)… 
 
The Report recommended that [the Department of the Environment] 
should establish a National Scheme for biological recording based on 
electronically captured and transmitted data, with public access, and 
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provided a blueprint of how this might be achieved.” (National 
Biodiversity Network Trust, 2005).  

 
The UK Government did not implement this recommendation but in 2000 the 
National Biodiversity Network (NBN) was formed. The NBN is a network of 
public sector and voluntary organisations committed to sharing their 
biodiversity information. It has established the NBN Gateway website which:  
 

“…acts as a ‘data warehouse’ for biodiversity information, which can be 
quickly and easily accessed to understand the distribution of particular 
species in the UK. Individual records, covering plants, mammals, birds 
and invertebrates, are stored on the NBN Gateway and these can then 
be displayed on a map of the UK in a number of different ways.”  

 
The NBN has 285 datasets and over 30 million species records (note that the 
BRC database is the main source of data to the NBN gateway).  
 
Scottish Government Action  
The Nature Conservation (Scotland) Act 2004 imposed a duty on public 
bodies to further the conservation of biodiversity in exercising their functions; 
and required Scottish Ministers to publish a Biodiversity Strategy.  
 
In May 2004, the then Executive published the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy 
(SBS). One of its objectives is “knowledge: to ensure that the best new and 
existing knowledge on biodiversity is available to all policy makers and 
practitioners”. The action agenda for this objective lists 12 measures including 
to “further develop the [NBN] gateways and associated resources”; and “link, 
co-ordinate, and rationalise where possible existing sources of information”.  
 
The SBS is delivered through a programme of three-yearly implementation 
plans. The 2005-2007 Implementation Plan referred to a number of cross-
cutting issues requiring action including “improving data management and 
sharing information”. The Plan noted that “there has been much work and 
development in improving the quality of and access to biodiversity information” 
but that “further development is still needed”.  Under “action”, it stated:   

 
“The management and sharing of data between national bodies should 
be strengthened through the use of the National Biodiversity Network to 
exchange data and through encouraging the adoption of NBN data 
standards by other data holders, including Local Authorities and LRCs. 
[The Scottish Biodiversity Committee’s] partner organisations should 
encourage common data standards and sharing of data.” 

 
In December 2007, the Scottish Government published a Progress report on 
the Scottish Biodiversity Strategy. This report looked at progress in relation to 
the “knowledge” objective but not specifically at progress on the action point 
outlined above. The report concluded (in part) that “information about 
biodiversity is being collated and used more effectively” but “there remain 
major gaps in our knowledge of the status of some aspects of our natural 
environment…and effort will be required to address these”.  
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The Scottish Government has published a draft Implementation Plan for 2008-
2010.  One of the targets (No. 182) states:   
 

“Work to develop and improve the quality and accessibility of biodiversity 
related data and information has progressed a great deal in recent years 
and is set to continue in-line with technological advances and public and 
professional expectations relating to data and information accessibility. It 
is therefore critical that the provision and support of biodiversity related 
data is adequately recognised and supported within Scotland giving 
consideration to local, UK and [EU] biodiversity reporting obligations.” 

 
The Scottish Biodiversity Forum will be publishing a Research Strategy for 
Biodiversity in the near future (a draft strategy was released in 2004). 
 
Scottish Parliament Action 
On 24 January 2008, the Parliament debated the Scottish Biodiversity 
Strategy progress report but data-sharing was not discussed.  
 
Lenny Roth 
Senior Research Specialist 
19 December 2008  
 
SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings with 
petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments on any 
petition briefing you can email us at spice@scottish.parliament.uk
 
Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition briefings is correct at 
the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these briefings are not 
necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent changes. 
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