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Environmental Data Review in the West of England 
  
This brief sets out the requirements and anticipated outcomes for a review of environment data management 
within the West of England. The four Unitary Authorities within the West of England have a statutory duty to 
protect and conserve biodiversity (S40 NERC Act 2006). In order to do so, an effective system must be in place 
which enables authorities to record and access environmental (wildlife & geological) records for conservation 
and planning purposes.  In addition, environmental data is used by local authorities in order to inform public 
engagement and to support research into the local environment.  
 
This role has historically been delivered by Bristol Regional Environmental Record Centre (BRERC). BRERC was 
established in the 1970s within Bristol Museum & Art Gallery to collect, manage and disseminate 
environmental data relating to the local region and is part of a national system of county Local Record Centres 
(LRC). Since the early 1990s BRERC has been funded through a partnership which currently comprises Bristol 
City Council, South Gloucestershire Council, Bath & North East Somerset, Natural England and the 
Environment Agency.  (North Somerset, a previous partner have withdrawn funding and nationally Natural 
England is no longer funding LRCs).  Avon Wildlife Trust is a non-funding partner. 
 
This brief will identify the best means to deliver users’ needs for environmental data by reviewing the current 
system and conducting an appraisal of possible alternative governance and funding models going forwards.  
 
Outputs of the review:  

 Review of stakeholders’ current and future needs in relation to environmental data collection, 
management and publication.  

 Recommendation of the most appropriate governance structure options and arrangements going 
forwards.  

 Recommendation of best business model and revenue streams to ensure better financial 
sustainability.  

 Better alignment of the local biodiversity record keeping with national and regional data landscape  
(e.g. NBN, data.gov, WENP, Bristol is Open, Bath Hacked, local recording groups)  
 

Review Questions:  
1. Stakeholders’ needs: What are the legal requirements (duties) and other needs of stakeholders and 

customers which need to be met now and in the future? 
2. Data requirements: What are the requirements for how data is collected, collated and managed within 

the West of England? How should this data be shared?   
3. Role and remit: Is the current LRC model fit for purpose and does it still fulfil multiple users’ data needs 

(planning, museums, conservation). If not, what are the alternative models that could fulfil these 
requirements?  

4. Business model: Is the current business model sustainable, what opportunities are there for increasing 
revenue and strategic partnerships?   

 
1. Stakeholders’ needs: What are the legal requirements (duties) and other needs of stakeholders and 

customers which need to be met now and in the future? 

 What are the legal duties on local authorities? 

 What other needs do local authorities have? 

 Who are the other identifiable stakeholders and what current and future needs do they have? 

2. Data requirements: What are the requirements for how data is collected, collated and managed within the 
West of England? How should this data be shared?  

 How do data providers submit data, are any key data suppliers being missed?  
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 What requirements do different data users have for environmental data and how do they use 
data to support their work – eg UA ecologists, planners, educators, natural historians, developers, 
conservation practitioners.  

 How do users access data?   
 

3. Role and remit: Is the current LRC model fit for purpose and does it still fulfil multiple users’ data needs 
(planning, museums, conservation). If not, what are the alternative models that could fulfil these 
requirements?  

a. Role – what function should a record centre provide, should it be accredited, what are the long 
term strategic aims / business plan? (Are there any innovative LRC models that could be replicated 
in the WoE?)    

b. Remit – could the LRC provide additional services such as habitat analysis, GI or ecosystem service 
mapping, natural history and public engagement activities, monitoring long term species trends 
and declines? How would any additional services be funded?    

c. Staffing – what are the staffing  and skills requirements for a) the existing model and b) any new 
model (n.b. this should consider the significant and valuable contributions that volunteers provide 
to LRCs)  

d. Technology – what investments would be required to upgrade the current system and website?   
 

4. Business model: Is the current business model sustainable, what opportunities are there for increasing 
revenue and strategic partnerships?   

 Governance – Is the current governance arrangement still appropriate for multiple partners? Are 
there any suitable alternative governance options?  (Trust, CIC, Teckal etc) 

 Income revenue – review of funding model:   
o Evaluate current model of funding in and value out.  
o Evaluate current income generation streams and opportunities to diversify these.  

 Strategic partnerships 
o Are there opportunities to increase the number of strategic partnerships (eg national 

infrastructure providers, corporate sponsors, public engagement organisations) 
 
The brief 
A short report should be developed which includes; a full review of the current arrangements, identifying 
what’s working, what’s not and possible areas for improvement; options for future data management models 
should be appraised and recommendations suggested, which consider future projections for environmental 
data and associated costs.  
 
It is envisaged that as part of this review meetings and interviews should be undertaken with key stakeholders 
and other regions which have undergone a similar process.  
 
Invitations to bid and evaluation criteria 
Submissions for this contract should detail the modus operandi of the research and associated timeframe, 
evaluation methodology, experience, breaking down costs and value for money. Submissions should be no 
more than 4 sides.  
 
The available budget is up to £8,000 
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Appendices:  
 

1. Background to BRERC 
Current BRERC governance 
Currently the funding agreement between Bristol and the other councils and separately with the Environment 
Agency is on an annual basis, although in the past longer term agreements have been in place.  To oversee the 
running of BRERC, a Board comprising officers from the three councils and the Avon Wildlife Trust meet two 
times/year.  BRERC is currently housed in St Nicholas Church, St Nicholas Street, Bristol and the BRERC 
Manager reports to the Head of Collections & Archives of Bristol Culture for line management purposes and 
to the Board for the work programme.  
 
Biodiversity data has historically been collated by BRERC, founded as a means of acquiring current and historic 
data on the status of local wildlife and geology as a means to enable the museums service to interpret and 
contextualise its natural science collections to the public.  This role was quickly overshadowed by the value 
such a database has for the conservation and planning functions; local authorities have a statutory 
requirement to maintain an environmental database.   
 
Data is acquired from many sources, government bodies, independent agencies but a highly significant 
contributor is the voluntary sector and especially the amateur natural history bodies and individuals who 
observe, record and comment on the environment in their own time and for their own interest. 
 
Data held at BRERC is provided free to its partners and is a key element of the work of planning authorities, 
although it is acknowledged that due to the lack of any comprehensive structured funding for wildlife surveys 
in the UK the data is, by the very nature of its collection, not always as exhaustive as desirable in an ideal 
world.  This in no way reduces the value of what is held but emphasises the gaps in qualitative and 
quantitative surveying nationally. 
 
BRERC comprises 2.5 fte posts and utilises a large team of volunteers to input data, carry out the verification 
processes and to provide the outputs for partners and other users of the data. 
 
Data is provided to non-partners and to schemes run by the partners outside the normal funding agreement 
at a charged rate.  Data is provided for educational purposes at a reduced rate and free to recognised 
recording bodies. 
 
2. Policy drivers 
Section 40 of the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006, which places a duty on all public 
authorities in England and Wales to have regard, in the exercise of their functions, to the purpose of 
conserving biodiversity.  A key purpose of this duty is to embed consideration of biodiversity as an integral 
part of policy and decision making throughout the public sector, which should be seeking to make a significant 
contribution to the achievement of the commitments made by Government in its Biodiversity 2020 strategy. 
 

3. Association of Local Environmental Record Centres – Accreditation System  
The aims of LERC Accreditation are to identify a minimum level of standards, to build confidence in LERCs 
as bodies which hold biodiversity information in trust for society and manage public resources well.  
Specifically, the system: 

 Provides a set of objective criteria against which LERC operation can be assessed to demonstrate that 
it is effective and efficient. 

 Outlines core levels of products and services that an LERC should provide to assist key users. 

 Ensures the LERC is actively working with data holders to improve the availability and quality of data. 

 Provides guidance and examples of best practice to assist LERCs in their application. 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/16/section/40
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/biodiversity-2020-a-strategy-for-england-s-wildlife-and-ecosystem-services
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 Recognises the existing range of business models that LERCs operate under. 
 
4. Functions of an Environmental Record Centre (source: The Wildlife Trust):  

 Acts as a custodian of ecological and geological data for the county, holding hundreds of thousands of 

digitised species records. 

 Engages with the local recording community – volunteers and amateur naturalists – to support and 

guide local biological recording effort, ensuring species and habitat records are managed and undergo 

quality control. 

 Disseminates information about the distribution of legally protected, rare or threatened species, 

habitats and geodiversity sites to organisations in the public and private sector whose actions affect 

the environment. This includes: planning policy and development control, land and waste 

management, control of invasive species, highway maintenance and Local Wildlife Sites monitoring 

and reporting. 

 Provides a range of products and services to meet the requirements of data users e.g. data searches, 

habitat mapping, green infrastructure projects, planning list searches etc 

 Supports and trains volunteers, attends public events and promotes the recording of wildlife in the 

community 

 Provides data to the National Biodiversity Network, a national database of wildlife information across 

the UK 

 Supports the network of county recorders and other groups and individuals who help record habitat 

and species information 

5. List of useful reports and other LRC reviews.  
Nationally, there have been a number of reviews of LRCs function and purpose. A variety of LRC models exist 
which could help inform possible options for the West of England. These should be considered along with 
other reports, some of which are detailed below:  
 

 Local Record Centres - Business Model Review. Natural England (2010) 
 Improving Efficiency of Data Collation/Management by Local Record Centres – JNCC (2007) 
 Review of Local Record Centres in the UK – Natural England (2007) 
 The National Biodiversity Network Southwest Pilot Project – English Nature (2004) 
 Cumbria Biological Data Centre Business Plan 2009-2011 – Cumbria 
 Biological Records in Essex: The Business Plan – BRIE (2008) 
 Data Requirements by Natural England: Species Data – Natural England (2010) 
 SERC review – Somerset Wildlife Trust (2013) 
 Running a Local Record Centre – NBN/The Wildlife Trusts – (2001) 

 


