Gwent Amphibian and Reptile Group Meeting

Thursday 6th March 2008


Minutes

[image: image1.jpg]


1.
attendance

Matt Harris 


(Chair)

Melanie Sutherland 

(Secretary)

Maggie Iles

Sarah Simons

(Cttee member)

Abbey Lee


(Cttee member)

Sue Price

Geri Thomas

Rebecca Johnson

(Cttee member)


Apologies

Dolores Byrne

(Cttee member, Treasurer)

Katherine Cooper

Kate Stinchcombe

Nicola Hutchinson

Ian Smith

Natalie Taylor

2.
minutes of last meeting

Minutes were agreed.

3.
Matters arising from the minutes not covered elsewhere on the agenda

3.1 Meetings and venues

Alternative venues need to be located so that the group can move around the GARG area through the year. All members need to look into opportunities for meetings to be held in suitable venues at low cost, for example, pubs, council offices, village halls, etc. Hopefully by moving meetings to new areas new members will be recruited, particularly meetings with guest speakers.

3.2 Insurance

Volunteer Working Agreement Forms should be completed by all members. Mel has received some VWA with membership forms. Other volunteers have completed them in order to participate in volunteer days at Halt Pond. Would be preferable if those volunteers completing the forms were also members.

3.3 Toad Patrol Jackets

Sarah Simons has managed to purchase 10 high-visibility jackets, in medium, large and extra large sizes, for toad patrols with GARG logo on the back for volunteers taking part, which were sponsored by Capita Symonds. 10 other jackets are available that have been borrowed from ARG-UK. So 20 in total are available to GARG members involved in toad crossing patrols. Discussed the best way of making these available to volunteers. Matt Harris has taken them home for now and will probably give some of them to Andrew Pimblett as the main contact for the toad patrols in Newport. If anyone needs them, then quite easy to find if Matt cannot attend. Sarah requested that when the jackets are used, Capita would like photos for PR purposes. This was agreed. 

ACTION: Matt and Sarah to coordinate toad patrols in Newport and to arrange volunteers, jackets and photo for PR purposes.

Sue Price has registered the new toad patrol near the Coed Craig Ruperra entrance on the Draethen to Michaelstone y Fedw road with Froglife. The patrol has already started with approx. 250 toads so far. Sue will look into affiliating with ARG-UK for insurance purposes, but probably covered by the Ruperra volunteer insurance. 

Rebecca mentioned that Dr Fred Slater is offering a basic amphibian course for £35 for beginners, which should be circulated to members.

ACTION: Rebecca to circulate information on amphibian course to members.

3.4 Halt Pond Project

Mel reported on the success of the volunteer day on 23rd February at Halt Ponds in Rudry. X volunteers turned out to make artificial egg-laying strips to put into the ponds to encourage breeding and also as a survey/monitoring technique. Mel passed around provisional dates for surveying the ponds to those present and will circulate these to all members. Everyone needs to book on to the dates that they can make, for licensing purposes and also in order to contact volunteers to confirm times and meeting places, and also if cancelled due to weather. 

ACTION: Mel to circulate provisional dates for Halt Pond surveys.

ACTION: All members to contact Mel to book onto surveys at Halt Pond.

3.5 Trellech Reptile Monitoring Project

Matt has emailed Adrian Thomas, Forestry Commission contact for this project, but waiting for a response. Matt saw an adder recently, so the season is starting for surveys. Matt will visit the site this weekend to check if the tiles are still there, etc. prior to starting this year’s monitoring. Probably start ASAP, but depends on availability of volunteers. There is a set route/transect to follow and maps available to use if anyone is interested in surveying the site. Need to work in pairs at least for safety; there are horses and wild boar on site. Matt will check the site out first and then arrange a site visit for interested volunteers, especially those that have not been before, and then a programme of surveys can be planned, for example March – June every other week would be ideal. Forestry Commission are keen for amphibian surveys of ponds as well, so some evening visits to torch the ponds are required. 

4.
Membership, Constitution and Committee

Mel reported that there are 7 members on the committee so far, with Rebecca East volunteering by email today and the other 6 as per the minutes of the last meeting. Matt suggested that it would be worthwhile to try and make it up to 10, to ensure that at least 4 committee members are present at meetings. 

Mel reported that membership forms and payment were being sent in slowly. New members paid up at the meeting were Matt Harris, (Emily Harris and Graham Harris), Geri Thomas and Sue Price. Maggie Iles had just become a new member earlier in the day. Need to send out a reminder to others on the email distribution list to give them a bit more time to pay up and then those that have decided not to join should be removed. [N.B. Also need to send letters to those not on email.]

Constitution includes sections on the committee, voting and procedures, etc. No comments have been sent in on the draft constitution, which was based on the generic ARG-UK template. AGM meetings should be held every year, with at least 21 days notice to members, at which officers are appointed. According to the constitution, the AGM should be held in April-May. 

Sarah Simons’ suggestion about subgroups in the last meeting was not recorded quite correctly, as she was not referring to area subgroups, rather area representatives that could be responsible for coordinating surveys and events, etc. in each LA area of the GARG region. It was agreed that this was a good idea, with the area coordinator also representing GARG at LBAP partnership/forum meetings. Matt agreed and will insert a paragraph on this into the constitution under section 4 “subgroups”.

· Monmouthshire – Abbey Lee

· Blaenau Gwent and Torfaen – Sarah Simons

· Cardiff – Matt Harris

· Caerphilly – Mel Sutherland

Kris Roberts responded to Mel’s email to all the LBAP officers/Ecologists about membership and support of GARG and suggested that the council might become a member. This would not work, as there is currently no option for corporate membership. However, Sue Price suggested that the group could have “corporate supporters” that offer meeting venues and other support to the group as necessary, rather than a direct financial contribution. The corporate logo/name could be included in literature, i.e. “Supported by Torfaen CBC”. This was agreed. Mel will contact Kris with this suggestion. Other councils may also agree to become corporate supporters.

ACTION: Mel to contact all LA LBAP Officers/Ecologists to suggest that the council would like to become a “corporate supporter” of GARG in terms of meeting venue provision and other indirect financial contributions.

5.
Geographical Area Coverage (proposal to expand)

There was a lot of discussion about this issue, which was put on the agenda at the request of Geri Thomas and another new member, Ade Williams who lives in Rhondda Cynon Taff. It was agreed that there are a number of advantages and disadvantages to widening the area covered by the group. 

It would be an advantage to have an ‘umbrella’ South Wales ARG, which would promote amphibians and reptiles across a much larger area in order to raise awareness, to recruit new members and to provide a contact point for volunteers or interested residents. It may be possible to do this through the appointment of LBAP area coordinators, as discussed under item 4. 

The disadvantage would be in spreading ourselves too thinly at this early stage in getting GARG up and running more effectively. 

The potential of setting up a website for the group was discussed and Rebecca Johnson informed the group that SEWBREC can host community groups such as GARG on their website. Rebecca is responsible for the SEWBREC website and it offers an ideal opportunity to a group such as GARG. All members need to send photos and other information to Rebecca by email to go on the website: rebecca.johnson@sewbrec.org.uk
ACTION: Rebecca Johnson to set up GARG web pages as part of the SEWBREC website.

ACTION: All to send Rebecca Johnson photos and information for the website.

6.
Great Crested Newt Surveys and Training

6.1
Training

There is not enough demand at the moment to offer training for GCN surveys this year as there needs to be a good size group of people to make it worthwhile, especially if Dorothy Wright from HCT is invited to run the course again. Mel had received 3 enquiries from countryside ranger staff that were interested in applying for licences. However, they will be taking part in Caerphilly surveys this year to gain experience first and then probably apply for licences for next year. It was therefore agreed not to organise survey training this year, but possibly to run a course next season. 

6.2 GCN Surveys

Kris Roberts (Torfaen) and Kate Stinchcombe (Monmouthshire) responded to Mel’s email asking for 5 ponds to be nominated in each LA area for GCN surveys this year. Kate has sent details of 5 ponds and Kris has promised to do so, but nothing received as yet. Mel needs to send a reminder to Kris and also to Blaenau Gwent. However, Mel reported that Rodney Morris and Roy Lynch from Blaenau Gwent attended the Halt Pond volunteer day as Deb Beeson had passed the details onto them. Rodney has been licensed for GCN surveys this year and came along to Halt Pond to see what had been achieved and for some advice. He is really keen to get started on surveying ponds in Blaenau Gwent, so Mel suggested Rodney as a contact to coordinate surveys with support from GARG members. Roy Lynch is part of community group undertaking habitat management and hibernation site creation for newts. Sarah Simons volunteered to contact Rodney Morris and Roy Lynch to organise surveys in Blaenau Gwent, as her first job as area coordinator.

ACTION: Mel to provide Sarah with contact details for Rodney Morris and Roy Lynch in Blaenau Gwent.

ACTION: Sarah Simons to contact Rodney Morris and Roy Lynch to offer GARG support in organising and carrying out pond surveys and to provide other advice.

6.3
GCN Distribution Maps

Mel passed around A3 copies of GCN distribution maps and a records table produced by Rebecca Johnson. These records need to be checked through, as some records might need to be verified. Matt also commented that records dating back more than 10 years that have not been checked would need to be re-surveyed, which would focus survey effort. There are obvious information gaps in Torfaen, Blaenau Gwent and Newport, as well as parts of Caerphilly (particularly the north and east), Monmouthshire and Cardiff. 

Geri Thomas suggested surveying Aberbargoed Grasslansd SAC/SSSI. Mel and Maggie will add this site to the list for surveys in Caerphilly.

ACTION: Mel and Maggie to add Aberbargoed SAC to the list of ponds for survey in Caerphilly and let Geri Thomas know the dates.

Matt will check records for Cardiff, Newport and Monmouthshire. Mel will check records for Caerphilly. All to check records within their area or areas that they have local knowledge of to verify data.

Rebecca Johnson offered to produce another version of the overview distribution map with grid references for each record dot. These are confidential records that should only be used by members of GARG for the purposes of survey and conservation, and should not passed on to other individuals that are not signed up to the group. 

ACTION: All to check GCN records held by SEWBREC and to email changes or comments to Rebecca Johnson. rebecca.johnson@sewbrec.org.uk
ACTION: All to check GCN records held by SEWBREC and to email Mel details of ponds for a coordinated survey of existing and new ponds. sutherm@caerphilly.gov.uk
ACTION: Mel to circulate details of ponds for survey to the relevant area coordinators.

ACTION: Area coordinators to organise surveys and pass information to Mel to forward survey dates and locations to members.

7.
Events

Matt reported that he had received an invite to attend the Go Wild! event at Bryn Bach Parc this year on 14th June 2008. Matt is able to attend this event but would like additional volunteers to help out. Matt also normally attends the Gwent Levels open day each year. Mel reported that Caerphilly were holding a Biodiversity Boot Camp event as part of Wales Biodiversity Week on Sunday 8th June in Bargoed Urban Park, which GARG will be invited to attend.

ACTION: All to send ideas of events that GARG could attend to Mel.

ACTION: Matt to circulate information of a survey event at St Fagan’s for GCNs and lesser horseshoe bats, which is being led by Dr Liz Chadwick. 

8.
NARRS – surveys and training requirements

Matt reported that there will be a NARRS training course in Glamorgan again this year at the Parc Slip Nature Reserve, Tondu, Bridgend, but no one has specifically asked for training in Gwent at this time. If anyone is interested in receiving training then they need to attend the Glamorgan course. Matt will circulate details to the group.

ACTION: Matt to circulate details of the Glamorgan NARRS training course to members by email.

Matt suggested that the survey season will be upon us very soon and that NARRS surveyors ought to start obtaining landowner permissions for access ASAP.

9.
The Year of the Frog – Amphibian Ark

Mel reported this as an information item only. Details of the Amphibian Ark global campaign to raise awareness of the plight of frogs are on the Froglife website or visit www.amphibianark.org
It was agreed that it offered a good opportunity to raise awareness and obtain records of amphibians locally, not just of frogs, but toads and newts as well. Information should be posted on the GARG website under SEWBREC and Mel offered to include details of this campaign on the Caerphilly CBC website and Geri Thomas suggested it should also go in the local newsletter, Newsline. Information on toad migrations across roads would be particularly useful in identifying new locations for toad patrols. 

ACTION: Rebecca Johnson to include a public participation survey for records of frogs, toads and newts on the GARG website (in connection with the Year of the Frog campaign) with a link to the online SEWBREC recording form.

10.
Any Other Business

Mel reported that GARG comments were required for the development of Mid-Valleys Site of Importance for Nature Conservation (SINC) criteria, which currently covers Caerphilly, Rhondda Cynon Taff and Merthyr. There was some discussion about site selection based on amphibians and reptiles. The definition of a “significant population” for slow worm and common lizard needs particular attention. Matt will send in comments to Mel ASAP.

ACTION: Matt to respond to the consultation on the Mid-Valleys SINC criteria.

Sarah Simons reported that Rhys Jones had recently been appointed as an Ecologist with Capita Symonds, and that she would invite him to give a talk at a future GARG meeting.

ACTION: Sarah Simons to invite Rhys Jones to give a talk at a future GARG meeting.

11.
Date of Next Meeting

To be confirmed for the beginning of June. 

ACTION: Sarah to contact Kris Roberts to ask if Torfaen council will host the next meeting.

Meeting closed at 20:45

