
 

Citizen scientists can help save Australia's
threatened species if given more direction
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Across Australia and around the world, citizen scientists are protecting
species by recording sightings, surveying landscapes and collecting
samples. No job is too big or too small. As wildlife ecologists, we are
indebted to this army of volunteers.
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Citizen scientists are everyday people, who are not necessarily experts
but who conduct scientific research. There are more than 100,000
citizen scientists in Australia alone. As a nation, we're the third-biggest
contributor to the global citizen science platform iNaturalist. This is
staggering considering our relatively small population.

We wanted to find out how citizen science data contributes to decisions
by governments and conservation organizations about which species are
at risk of extinction, and how they can be conserved.

One of the main ways to help conserve biodiversity is through species
extinction risk assessments. These allow scientists and decision-makers
to determine how threatened a species is and the best ways to protect it.

Because citizen scientists collect so much data on biodiversity, this
information could dramatically improve our ability to accurately assess
species. But how useful is citizen science data in achieving this goal? 
Our new research set out to answer this question.

While we found room for improvement, it's important to recognize and
celebrate the immense value of citizen science data. We would be lost
without it.

Five types of citizen science data

Our first step was to summarize what types of data citizen scientists are
collecting. We found five key types:

evidence that a species occurs at a specific location (usually an
image or sound recording including the date and time)
evidence that a species has not been recorded at a specific
location
answers to a set of questions about a species and its environment
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https://phys.org/tags/scientific+research/
https://cpas.anu.edu.au/research/research-projects/mapping-citizen-science-australia
https://cpas.anu.edu.au/research/research-projects/mapping-citizen-science-australia
https://www.inaturalist.org/
https://conbio.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/cobi.14329


 

physical samples such as scat (poo), soil or water samples
collected stories or oral histories, including the voices of First
Nations people.

We then considered each data type in terms of its use in addressing the 
globally accepted criteria for assessing extinction risk. The criteria are
set by the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN),
an international organization devoted to nature conservation and the
sustainable use of natural resources.

Room to improve

We found the data citizen scientists typically collect were often not what
was most needed to assess extinction risk under IUCN criteria.

Meeting the criteria requires more than just a record of a species
occurring at a given location. Detailed information such as geographic
range, and evidence of population decline, is also required.

So simply encouraging citizen scientists to record more ad hoc
observations of species is not the best way to inform threatened species
listings. Unfortunately, this means the assessment process can't always
benefit from the great work being done.
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New England tree frog (Litoria subglandulosa). Credit: Jodi Rowley/Australian
Museum

People charged with assessing a species' conservation status could make
better use of citizen science data. While this wasn't an explicit finding of
the research, the IUCN recognizes this. Its recent white paper examines
how Indigenous and local knowledge could be better harnessed.

There are ways to ensure citizen science data is better used to inform
IUCN assessments. They can include:

planning projects from the outset to ensure the required data is
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captured
asking citizen scientists to complete structured ecological surveys
or collect specific samples
integrating citizen scientist data with that collected by
professional scientists.

But our research also revealed good news! We found new methods of
data analysis—such as extracting population numbers—are helping
scientists use citizen science more effectively.

Australian success stories: Fungimap and FrogID

Some citizen science projects in Australia are feeding into threatened
species assessments. We described two of them in our research.

The first is Fungimap, which co-author Jasmin Packer is involved with.
Members record and map fungi through iNaturalist. These records have 
enabled threat assessments for at least 13 species.

In Fungimap, scientists have added extra information to the data
collection fields—such as habitat and what the fungus is growing in
(animal, soil or wood)—to make records more useful for assessing
whether a species is threatened.

The second is FrogID, led by co-author Jodi Rowley. It's a free
smartphone app that enables people to record frog calls. Frog experts
then identify which species is making the call. More than one million
frog records have been collected this way in about six years.

FrogID data helped scientists understand frog persistence after the
catastrophic 2019–20 bushfires in southeast Australia. Several species,
including the sphagnum frog, have now been listed as threatened using
FrogID data alongside professional data.
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https://fungimap.org.au/
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/fungimap-australia
https://www.australasianmycologicalsociety.com/conservation-group
https://www.frogid.net.au/
https://conbio.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/csp2.287
https://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/-/media/OEH/Corporate-Site/Documents/Animals-and-plants/Scientific-Committee/assessment-reports-philoria-sphagnicola-220715.pdf


 

In both projects, scientists review the images and sound recordings. This
ensures their accuracy and means the data is more likely to be included
in government databases. Professional scientists also tell citizen scientists
what they need to help provide the knowledge needed to assess a species'
extinction risk.

Here's how to get involved

Citizen science observations are now the largest source of open-source
biodiversity data in Australia. It's important to ensure the data we're
collecting keeps growing.

There are many ways to get involved. The Australian Citizen Science
Association website hosts a helpful project finder. You can search for
projects in your local area, on a particular subject or theme, or focus on
projects suitable for children or beginners.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation

Citation: Citizen scientists can help save Australia's threatened species if given more direction
(2024, August 28) retrieved 29 August 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2024-08-citizen-
scientists-australia-threatened-species.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

6/6

https://phys.org/tags/citizen+scientists/
https://academic.oup.com/bioscience/article/73/4/302/7130018
https://phys.org/tags/species/
https://theoryandpractice.citizenscienceassociation.org/articles/10.5334/cstp.564
https://theoryandpractice.citizenscienceassociation.org/articles/10.5334/cstp.564
https://citizenscience.org.au/
https://citizenscience.org.au/
https://citizenscience.org.au/ala-project-finder/
https://phys.org/tags/local+area/
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/citizen-scientists-can-help-save-australias-threatened-species-if-we-give-them-more-direction-231606
https://phys.org/news/2024-08-citizen-scientists-australia-threatened-species.html
https://phys.org/news/2024-08-citizen-scientists-australia-threatened-species.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

