National Coordinated Collegiate BioBlitz

Campus Organizer Packet

*Adopted from the E. O. Wilson Biodiversity Foundation: BioBlitz
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2. Summary & Goals

A BioBlitz is an event where a group of volunteers or students collaborates with experts -- both professional and amateur—to inventory as many species as possible present in a specified area over a 24 hour period. The idea was pioneered by Peter Alden and Edward O. Wilson on 4th July 1998 when a team of scientists and naturalists identified over 1900 species at the Walden Pond Reserve outside Boston, MA. The coordinated occurrence of these events simultaneously around the United States has many implications for environmental education and advocacy.

Goals:

1) Promote and inspire sustained environmental programs on college campuses and 


the surrounding community.

2) Engage people in meaningful citizen science.

3) Provide a vehicle for informal and formal environmental education.

4) Acknowledge that biodiversity is not limited to the rainforest, but all around us, 


even in the most unexpected and mundane locations.

5) Formulate a database of rare and localized species.


6) Promote political awareness in regards to biodiversity and the implications of 


indifference or ignorance about habitat alteration and environmental 



degradation.

3. Running a BioBlitz

This packet will provide information on getting started in creating a BioBlitz at your campus. The guidelines for standardization will allow multiple campuses to share and synthesize their results to create a robust database. Beyond that, campuses will be at liberty to plan and run their BioBlitz. A Bioblitz coordinator, or BioBlitz council should be selected, and contain 1 or more individuals motivated to producing a BioBlitz.
3.1 Training & Documentation 

Campus coordinators or councils should organize a few training programs before the event date. Examples of good training sessions would include: how best to move through the forest when you are interested in seeing wildlife; how to use a dichotomous key to identify various taxa; how to use collecting devices such as pitfall traps and miss nets. How-to manuals and training suggestions will be provided later.

3.2  BioBlitz Day 

3.2.1  Timing  

Generally, each campus council or coordinator will independently determine in what manner to schedule informational meetings and trainings. It is important to contact professors (taxonomic specialists) AS SOON AS POSSIBLE to provide them with enough time in order to free their weekend in the spring. The actual BioBlitz Day will occur some time in early spring. This date will be determined later to maximize coordination between campuses.   

3.2.2  Locations  

Each campus will select its own location. Priorities may vary: a site may be biologically interesting; it may just happen to be adjacent to or within a campus with easy access; or it may be especially "unlikely" (e.g. a waste lot in the center of a major city). High profile sites may also be valuable for increasing public interest. Consider public access, parking, event headquarters, and facilities availability when choosing a site. Be sure to consider the scope of this project and the amount of effort required to run the event when choosing a site. Each council or coordinator is otherwise free to choose the best site at their own discretion. It is also important not to let event or project pass by because of an inability to find the “perfect” site. Be resourceful, and be adaptive. Use what you can.
3.2.3  Standards  

As stated above, BioBlitzes will be customized-- designed to fit the needs and resources of each campus -- but we will nevertheless need a set of loose standards. This is to ensure that the data remains somewhat consistent. Campuses are by no means mandated to conform to these standards, but not doing so will mean that the information gathered will not conform and therefore cannot contribute to the database. Standardized data collection sheets will ultimately be available for download.


• Time: Data should be collected over a period not to exceed 24-hours. 
 
• Area: Data should be collected from a single area less than 10 Hectares.


• Taxa inventoried: In many cases, depending on the scope of the operation and 

the availability of experts, BioBlitzes will focus on just a few broad groups (e.g. Mammals, Birds and plants). Others are therefore being overlooked. Depending on resources however, it is possible to identify a broad range of taxa to the species levels, including beetles, fungi, and in rare cases microorganisms. Campuses should attempt to maximize their inventory without being overwhelmed. 
• Core protocols: Every campus will conduct its BioBlitz according to its 
resources. However, we will make available a set of "core protocols" 
which will facilitate comparisons among datasets. For example, these  will 
include instructions on obtaining invertebrates from samples of soil -- with 
Berlese-Tullgren funnels, pitfall traps, etc -- of 1m2 quadrats 


• Annotation: Information on weather conditions (including changes), time of day, 



habitat type (as categorized in the manual), latitude and longitude of the 


site are required for each BioBlitz. 


• Data: All taxa should be identified as precisely as possible (i.e. ideally to 

species), although in many cases, such as invertebrates, without experts or with extensive training it may only be possible to identify to order or family. Data sources must be identified: e.g. whether a bird was seen or heard. 


• Expert level: Each entry -- every individual organism identified to species -- can 



be verified by an expert (someone with proven knowledge of the taxon or 


group in question). Though such verification is not required, BioBlitzes do 

require an indication of whether or not an entry has verified by an expert. 

The datasheet will include scope for much more detailed information, including, for example, the latitude and longitude for every observation, and behavioral observations (e.g. "terns were mobbing gull"). We make no stipulations about the level to which an organism is identified, though obviously the most precise ID possible is desirable. If, for example, a BioBlitz group is without a fungus expert, they might not be able to identify a tree- growing fungus any more accurately than "bracket fungus." 

3.2.4 Data Collection 

In keeping with our loose model, individual BioBlitzes will favor different ways of collecting information. Some will be little more than organized nature walks; others will systematically search their areas via some kind of grid system. Some of the options will be described in the manuals, but Coordinators and Councils are encouraged to use their own systems if not mentioned in the guide. The same applies to methods of observation: one site may involve the use of a bird blind whereas another involves the extensive pitfall and malaise traps for invertebrates. Some BioBlitzes may take advantage of specialized local resources such as trackers who can identify animal tracks. For those BioBlitzes aspiring to as thorough an inventory as possible, suggested strategies will be laid out in the manuals.  

Species will be identified using standard keys and guides. In some cases, location- specific fauna and flora analyses will already be available and will be useful for reference. The web-based database in which all the data will ultimately reside will permit the uploading of graphics, so participants will be encouraged to make digital images of interesting or puzzling findings for posting on the site. 

Bioblitzes offer an opportunity to use a variety of data-collection devices. For example, the NatureMapping program uses GPS-enabled handhelds (PDAs) using CyberTracker software originally developed in South Africa for use by wildlife trackers. These make the upload of data to a central computer -- via synching -- simple. Most BioBlitz participants, however, will be equipped with that most familiar of ecological fallbacks: the clipboard. For a BioBlitz committed to mapping the locations of sightings within its site, a GPS device is obviously a benefit. Alternatively, however, a site may have been previously "gridded" using string or other markers; these then serve as location references. 

3.2.5 Data Verification 

Professionally collected ecological survey data is typically high quality but lacking in quantity. Citizen science offers the reverse: data in large quantities but of inconsistent quality. It is essential, therefore, that we institute some form of quality control for our data. We expect to find many first records for species in given areas (i.e. range extensions), and, assuming the presence of appropriate experts, even the occasional new species. In addition, these inventories may serve as baselines in subsequent surveys of biodiversity: imagine coming back 5 years later to a BioBlitz site and repeating the exercise, only to find that all the amphibians have disappeared. For our data to be useful in this way, however, it must be verified by an appropriate expert. In essence, then, BioBlitzes will produce two classes of data: expert-verified, and unverified. As noted above, the verification status of the data must be noted so that those interested in using the data will know immediately the reliability of a given data-point.

3.2.6 Data Entry  

We will produce a customized spreadsheet (in Microsoft Excel and other standard spreadsheet programs) into which data will be entered. In the case of data on handhelds, upload is trivial; in the case of paper-and-pencil data, upload is decidedly non-trivial. Time should be budgeted accordingly. Hi-tech BioBlitzes will rapidly be able to provide gratifying feedback to their participants through the use of GPS-based maps and aerial photos, on to which the locations of finds can be plotted. Even a lo-tech BioBlitz can provide some instant feedback by keeping a running tally of the species identified and using a hard copy map to show the locations of particularly interesting finds (which participants not involved in the original sighting might want to check out for themselves). Obviously, an "unusual" sighting (i.e. a putative range extension) will provoke an especially stringent verification effort. 

4. The Data & Website

As is clear from above, not all of the information collected will be scientifically useful. That data will be noted as such. Nevertheless, we think it is important that all data collected be shared nationally (and internationally). Data, when complete, will therefore be uploaded via a webform and designed to accommodate the customized BioBlitz spreadsheet.  The website will, however, be much more than a mere data depository. It will contain the following: 


• A set of how-to manuals for conducting BioBlitzes. 


• Bulletin boards for posting and discussion. Additionally, the moderator will 


have the resources and connections to refer queries to relevant experts.


• Links to sites with appropriate information relevant to the kind of hands-on field 



biology of BioBlitzes. 


• The BioBlitz database to which participating campuses can upload their 



data. This will be a complex database that could potentially allow the 


submission of digital images of specimens; cross-referencing to other 


BioBlitzes; and the submission of GIS-based location information.

5. Event Day Concerns
BioBlitz Central

BioBlitz Central is the “base camp” or the hub of the BioBlitz. It is typically a centralized area equipped with microscopes, computers, and other tools of the trade. This is where difficult species identifications take place and are recorded. If the institution does not have a building or pavilion where the scientists can do their work, it may have to rent a tent. A larger area for people to gather will be needed, for making announcements throughout the event and for the opening and closing ceremonies. A loudspeaker or microphone and speakers, a stage, and a podium may be desired if these facilities are not already in place.
Activities Area 

The most effective educational activity that occurs at the BioBlitz is the interaction between the visitors and scientists; it can be enhanced by including activities that help to 

explain what the scientists are doing, why they are doing it, and what biodiversity is and 

why it is relevant. 

Scientific Equipment 

Campuses most likely have equipment that could potentially be used at BioBlitz Central. Additional collecting nets, vials, holding tanks, insect and invertebrate traps may be needed. Power cords and light sources for night work may also be needed. Laptop 

computers, GPS units and handhelds may be donated or rented.  

Facilities / Fees

Portable toilets, garbage disposal, police or fire officials, permits, and insurance may or 

may not be required, depending upon the area chosen. Tables and chairs may also be needed. Many of these requirements are site specific. 

Sleeping Area for Scientists 

Surveyors may choose to stay overnight. There should be a designated area where the scientists can set up tents and cots within nearby.
Food 

This is likely to be an all day event. Food must be provided or considered. An event kick-off dinner the night before or some other specific meal festivities may be useful for organization, registration, etc. Vendors may be invited, caterers hired, or if on school property university dining services may contribute to the event.
Personnel
Bioblitz Coordinator: This person is responsible for recruitment of the scientists and team leaders, organize the BioBlitz, and complete the final report in a form that will suit the BioBlitz website. Although one “lead” person is 
often necessary for 
event facilitation, a “council” or coordination team may be involved. Sometimes     running a BioBlitz is too much work for just one person. 

Scientists: The scientists should be volunteer professors, graduate students, or      local specialists from the participating university or local area. They are the experts in their taxa.
 
Team leaders: One or two people for each taxon should act as team leaders. That 

is, one or two botanists to head up the botany team, one herpetologist to 


head up the amphibian and reptile team, and so on. These leaders should 


be people who not only are experts in their field but also know other 


experts. They recruit volunteers for their taxon. The number of taxonomic 


groups surveyed will be determined independently by each campus.  

 
Scientific Follow-up The most scientifically ambitious campuses will generate 


specimens of value to science and to organizations that are building 


biodiversity databases and GIS maps.  

 
Public Relations: The BioBlitz website will give specifics. Press kits, brochures, 


promotional slideshows will be used to promote the BioBlitz on campus 


and within the surrounding communities.
Data Collectors: Depending on the size of the BioBlitz, you may want members of each taxonomic team to be designated “data collectors”. They will focus on inputing field data onto the clipboard or into a handheld unit if available. Data Collectors are responsible to both Team Leaders and the Data Coordinator.
Runners: This position will periodically “run” data sheets or handheld units back to the data coordinator at BioBlitz central. This is not a necessary position, but provides a continuous influx of data if a lie broadcast of what is happening is desired. It also provides a great way for local elementary school groups who are “volunteering” to be helpful contributors to the BioBlitz effort.

Data Coordinator: This important individual or team of individuals will spend most of their time at BioBlitz Central inputting data into the computer through transcribing clipboard data or synchronizing handheld PDA data. If a live broadcast is desired, they will also maintain that by keeping the computers up-to-date with the influx of information from the field. If a GIS program is involved, the data coordinator will also maintain that. If a BioBlitz is large, or if handheld PDA’s are being used a “Data Field Coordinator” may be necessary to make sure data collection in the field goes smoothly in the field, especially if Data Collectors are inexperienced or overwhelmed. They help keep the data flow moving smoothly.

6. A Typical Event Day
The day before the event kicks off, all the personnel will know what to expect. A BioBlitz Central will have been set up in the park or BioBlitz area, with a data coordinator. Pretty soon people start to arrive. 

There will be many groups, each one specializing in a different taxon. For example, there will be a group or team specializing in birds, another in aquatic invertebrates, terrestrial/flying invertebrates, fungi, mammals, herpetiles, and plants. Each group will be composed of one scientist/taxonomic specialist. With him, will be someone who focuses on recording findings. This is especially useful where the expert may be rapidly identifying birds flying by and may miss many by needing to write them all down. This way he can shout out what he sees to the designated recorder with out missing a vast amount of species. The scientist can also be the team leader. 

Many people from the public will likely show up. They will be interested in what is happening, and many will opt to join a team of interest. Many may join a team, such as a bird team, with the hopes of learning more about birds, or participating in a “guided bird walk”. This is perfectly fine, and encouraged. The greater impact and inspiration we can provide to the public, the more of a success the BioBlitz. Often, members of the public who join these teams have a vast amount of experience as well, and can only help with the process. For example, birding is a major hobby in the U.S., as well as mushroom collecting and insect collecting.

Primary and secondary schools may plan field trips to come to the BioBlitz. They also can provide an invaluable resource. Young students can act as runners to facilitate the movement of collected data. It also makes them feel valuable. Often, the scientist or enthusiasts in a group can provide a huge inspiration to the young people, perhaps encouraging or solidifying a desire to pursue science in college. 

The BioBlitz will start and end at a time of your choosing. The standard length of a BioBlitz is one-day. Often this is a 24-hour period, but may also be dawn to dusk. Dawn is often included since many animals; particularly birds are more active at this time. 
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