
The Square Challenge 

with 

Hayscastle Environment Group 

Introduction 

The Square challenge is a partnership project which encourages community groups to become 

involved with biological recording, to enthuse and train people to identify, record and direct their 

biological records towards their Local Record Centre and targets areas where there are known gaps 

in recording.  The aim of the challenge was essentially to: 

 Firstly, help participants improve their understanding and skills in Biological Recording. 

 Secondly, to generate valid biological records in areas of Pembrokeshire with historically low 

levels of wildlife recording. 

Outcomes sought from the project are improvements in the skills of participants and improved 

knowledge of biodiversity at a local level.  By submitting records to the LRC these will be 

disseminated and be available to inform decisions relating to land use.   

The project was initiated in 2013 by Clare Flynn, then iSpot mentor for Wales, who approached 

Pembrokeshire Biodiversity Partnership (PBP), West Wales Biodiversity Information Centre (WWBIC) 

and PLANED.   All these organisations knew from experience that there was a huge enthusiasm for 

observing wildlife amongst the communities they work with, but not a great deal is recorded.  The 

feeling was that with the right support, recording could be encouraged and gaps in records could be 

filled.  With no external funding for the project, this partnership agreed the appropriate way forward 

was to support a pilot with a group already engaged in some way with environmental activities.    

The Pilot Project 

WWBIC generated a map of records by 1km grid square and with the combined experience of 

working in the local community, we were able to match an area in West Pembrokeshire where there 

were a number of squares with no records in the WWBIC database with a known active group, 

Hayscastle Environment Group (HEG). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

We took the idea to the HEG at one of their regular meetings in 2013.   Our initial idea was that the 

Square Challenge would target one or a few zero record squares, and aim for a target number of 

records, however after meeting with the group we were overtaken by their enthusiasm to get on 

board and they opted for a 6x6 km grid, 36 squares in their locality without any specific target 

numbers.   

The map below shows the selected grid square counts at the beginning of the project.  These are 

located centrally on this map with some additional squares to the east and west where there were 

low and zero counts. 

 

In addition to the partners providing leaflets for guidance, large display maps,  meetings and events, 

specific time was spent demonstrating to the group the role of WWBIC, the process of biological 

recording, clarification of terms and preferred data format for biological records.  In particular, time 

was also spent attending Camrose Agricultural Show at the beginning and end of the project which 

gave an opportunity for discussion, encouragement and dissemination of information. 

The project was officially launched in October 

2013 at their “Feed the Birds Day” although in 

truth, recording had already begun and continued 

through the summer of 2014. 

The group organised several walks targeting 

specific areas of land within their chosen target 

squares – in some cases gaining access to privately 

owned land with no previous recording activity. 

Although the possibility of more specific Wildlife 



Walks being led by one of the partnership individuals or by a local expert was offered, this activity 

did not feature in the pilot project.  It certainly may add value to future projects, particularly if there 

is an interest in one or more taxonomic groups. 

Dave Baster, keen wildlife spotter and representative of the Hayscastle Environment Group 

said, 

 ‘The Square Challenge has given our members the opportunity to learn more about our 

local wildlife and the process of Biological Recording. It’s also encouraged us to explore local 

areas we wouldn’t normally have visited and have contact and support from the local 

wildlife organisations involved’. 

Outputs from the project: Biological Records 

As we moved towards the autumn of 2014 it was time to think about updating the figures which 

meant incorporating the records into the WWBIC database.  As HEG had opted to record on paper, it 

was necessary to mobilise the two thousand plus records to an electronic format.  We were 

fortunate in that a National Trust volunteer, Charis Russell-Brown, had heard about the project at a 

PBP event and had offered her services.  Charis met with the group and took on the responsibility of 

getting the records into the correct spreadsheet format.  One thing that came out of that meeting 

was a better understanding of this part of the process and an HEG member volunteered to input all 

new records collected thereafter directly into a spreadsheet.  When Charis had to return home when 

her time in Pembrokeshire ended, this part of the work was completed by another volunteer, former 

Vice-County Recorder, Ron Elliott.  After validation by WWBIC staff, we were able to incorporate the 

records and update the map. 

 

This shows the increase in numbers by square visually in the change from clear and orange towards 

yellow and green.



 

 

The bar graph below displays the change in each 1km square as a logarithmic scale of record count.  This has been chosen as the wide differences from the 

lowest to highest count mean that a linear scale does not clearly visualise the lower counts.   This shows that there remains a wide variation in the number 

of records, and that whilst there are no longer any zero counts, several low count squares remain relatively low.  There could be many reasons for this, for 

example access to land, but it serves to illustrate the perennial problem that distribution data from biological recording, particularly at the higher scales of 

resolution, ultimately reflects recorder effort.  
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The actual numbers for each square are represented below.  The colours match the chart above but 

here are given as totals, before in blue, after in red.  The total number of records rose from 5099 to 

7600. 

SM9227 

10 11 12 12 8 94 8 11 167 167 375 503 

42 43 56 128 9 60 59 381 2 25 1 45 

49 126 6 6 63 131 2 39 1263 1361 42 56 

1 36 92 300 0 62 423 461 555 555 151 152 

0 4 290 545 397 639 87 92 140 147 151 151 

121 550 58 92 83 196 100 136 272 272 2 11 
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Outcomes from the project 

 

The Improvement of skills in Wildlife Identification and Biological Recording 

Members of the Hayscastle Environment Group gained a better understanding of the importance 

and processes of biological recording and the steps required to turn wildlife observations into 

biological records.   A few members of the group took to this with gusto and are continuing to record 

even though the official project has come to an end.   However, despite participating in some of the 

activities and walks it was felt that many in the group still lacked the confidence to become 

recorders beyond the scope of the project.    In groups with relatively low or no formal recording 

experience the level of support required to significantly improve these skills in a sustainable way is 

inevitably higher. 

Improving our knowledge of local biodiversity. 

The Pilot project clearly demonstrated the potential of the Square Challenge model in increasing 

biological records in previously under recorded areas.  Inevitably, the majority of the data is that of 



relatively common species although protected and priority species are present in the new records.    

All biodiversity has an intrinsic value and certainly the biodiversity knowledge of the Hayscastle Area 

has significantly improved.   Comparison of the ‘before ‘ and ‘after’ maps and data of the Hayscastle 

area clearly illustrates the increase in numbers of records as a direct result of the project. 

 

Next steps 

On the basis of the experience of the pilot project it is evident that the Square Challenge model has 

the potential to be run in conjunction with other appropriate groups in areas where low numbers of 

biological records have been identified.   It is suggested that the aims of the project are kept quite 

specific in terms of encouraging engagement whilst maintaining the potential for good quality data.  

With this in mind it is suggested that groups are targeted with an already established wildlife focus, 

otherwise the project become merely an engagement exercise and the potential for good quality 

records and for creating new confident recorders may be reduced. 
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