
A future for a new Orkney biological records centre?
John Crossley

Many people will know that the Orkney Wildlife Information and Records 
Centre, run by OIC, closed at the end of July, with the retirement of Sydney 
Gauld, its administrator for many years. 

The Centre holds upwards of 350,000 biological records and comprises a 
core of knowledge about the biodiversity of Orkney, invaluable for a 
multitude of uses, especially in this time of unprecedented environmental 
change. It was set up in 2000 largely at the instigation of the Field Club 
and a great many of the records  it holds have been provided by county 
recorders.  OIC's main interest is in its use for assessing the environmental 
impacts of proposed developments.   OIC decided to close it on the 
understanding that a new, much expanded national system of collating, 
verifying and sharing biological records was in the offing. This would 
effectively fulfil the role formerly occupied by the Orkney centre; hence it 
would be moth-balled for a short period before its data and functions were 
integrated into the national scheme. 

However, a re-think has quickly followed as it became clear that the future 
of the national system has been beset by delays arising from its very large 
funding requirements and disagreements about its structure and functions. 
Also it became clear that the national scheme as envisaged was mainly a 
magnificent administrative framework, and that a variety of recording 
schemes and organisations would be as necessary as ever. Perhaps an 
Orkney records centre was needed after all! A light bulb moment followed 
when it was realised that a re-born centre could have an enhanced role as 
a community resource, promoting biodiversity knowledge for all. That 
would fit with the Council's aspirations and duties regarding biodiversity, 
and with potential sources of funding.  

If this sounds vague, it's because the details of the project and its funding 
are not yet known, but they are being actively considered within OIC. 
There has been a series of meeting with a consultative group on which the 
Field Club and county recorders are represented, at which many ideas 
came forward. Cross fingers for positive news before too long.

_________________________________

NB Meantime, please do continue to submit your records as usual to the 
relevant local recorders. You can find their contact details in your copy of 
the ‘Orkney Naturalist’.
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Please watch out for emails about any planned activities and in the 
meantime take a look at our Facebook page for all sorts of natural history 
news and information.

_________________________________

It has been wonderful to be able to hold some outdoor events this year and 
to connect with some of our membership in person at last. The summer 
season started with a relaxing and warm day at Durkadale where we 
enjoyed seeing how the young trees (so many of which were planted by 
OFC members) were developing and we were thrilled to find a toad - not 
such a common find these days.
The weather didn’t initially look too good for our Black Craig trip, but we 
were lucky and enjoyed seeing many wildflowers including the tiny Adder’s 
Tongue and lots of Frog Orchids (many almost as small as the Adder’s 
Tongue!), as Arctic Skuas flew overhead amidst this lovely landscape.
Sami Sankey kindly held a moth day from his home in South Ronaldsay 
and delighted those attending with his enthusiasm and knowledge. Similar 
inspiration came from a successful bat walk held by Tim Dean in Finstown. 
Both these events have led directly to members subsequently pursuing 
these interests.
Meantime John Crossley’s Flora group meetings were well attended and 
much enjoyed.
We hope to continue to run some outdoor events throughout the winter, so 
please look out for emails as some may be organised at short notice. 
Indoor events are still, for the moment, unlikely to restart in the near future, 
but we hope to bring you some interesting talks over zoom until we all feel 
happy to recommence indoor meetings.



SOME DATES FOR YOUR DIARY
• 11th - 25th October - Orkney Field Club AGM which will be run again 
as an online event over the course of these dates. See your email from our 
Secretary and on our website for the details of the AGM and information on 
how to nominate committee members (or to be nominated).

• Friday 15th October at 7.30pm  Alastair Skene will be giving a talk  via 
Zoom entitled ‘Light, Life, Water and Time’. Alastair says  "A long time 
ago, the Orkney Field Club started me looking at nature.  This talk aims to 
share some of the results of that with its current members, and may even 
throw them a challenge. There will be one or two little diversions and 
stories along the way!"

•  Also in October John Crossley will be holding a Sphagnum moss 
class - exact date and venue to be confirmed
•  Saturday, 6th November (with 7th as alternative if poor weather) a Seal 
Pup walk from Burwick.  Book with Anne hewin7@btinternet.com. (No 
dogs please).
•  19th November (provisional date only) - Steven Hendry of Forest 
Research will be giving a talk via Zoom on his work as a plant pathologist 
identifying tree diseases in Scotland. Steven recently identified Ash 
Dieback from samples sent from Orkney.

We always welcome suggestions for any outings or talks. Is there a subject 
you feel we aren’t covering, or an interesting place you would like to share 
with members? Please get in touch with any ideas and suggestions.

OFC SURVEYS
As you know, OFC has been running two surveys over the last year or two 
and many thanks to those of you who have responded - your information 
has been hugely helpful.  Both surveys are ongoing, so please continue to 
participate if you can. 

New Zealand Flatworm/Earthworm Survey
Keith Fairclough would welcome your ongoing records of New Zealand 
Flatworms, Earthworms and the interactions between the two species in 
your garden / land. See our website https://www.orkneycommunities.co.uk/
FIELDCLUB/ for details and recording sheets and see Keith’s articles in 
your copy of the ‘Orkney Naturalist’

Ash Survey and Ash Dieback
Meantime Jenny continues to welcome details of the location of Ash trees 
in the County. Again, see our website for details and recording sheets.

The Ash survey has sadly led to the finding of Ash Dieback disease in the 
county, with samples from Muddisdale being sent to Forest Research who 
subsequently confirmed its presence. Unfortunately the summer has made 
obvious a number of other locations where it is present and Jenny would 
also welcome reports of suspected dieback together with photos if 
possible, so that we can keep sight of its spread throughout the county and 
also update Forest Research for their records of its spread. You can 
contact Jenny on jenny@jtlarch.co.uk
There are an assortment of helpful resources to help you identify Ash 
Dieback eg https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/tools-and-resources/pest-
and-disease-resources/ash-dieback-hymenoscyphus-fraxineus and on 
Youtube eg ‘How to identify ash dieback in the field’ by Steve Scott.
See also ‘Dates for your diary’

_________________________________

Membership Award Fund
Don’t forget that OFC have a grant scheme to support our members with 
the cost of materials or equipment needed for any research project that 
adds to the understanding and knowledge of Orkney’s natural history. See 
our website for more details. Applications can be made at any time through 
the OFC Secretary.

Would you like to be a member of the Orkney Field Club 
committee? 
We are looking for a number of new committee members. All 
you need is enthusiasm for our aims and activities, not 
necessarily special knowledge or expertise (though that's very 
welcome too). If you think you can help with organising an 
outing or talk (online or otherwise) or other of our diverse 
activities, please get in touch with any committee member. 
They can give you more details of what's potentially involved. 
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