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Sharing Biodiversity Data

“GBIF
 will do for biodiversity information what the printing press did for the sharing of recorded information during the Renaissance - it will make recorded knowledge the common property of everyone, not just the elect few. Even better, GBIF will do it electronically, so the resource will be dynamic, interactive, and ever-evolving” - GBIF Strategic Plan

TDWG is an international not-for-profit organization that combines biological, information technology (IT), geological and geospatial (among many other) skills to develop standards and protocols that mobilise biodiversity data. GBIF and other bio-networks use Biodiversity Information Standards (TDWG) for the sharing of biodiversity data on the Internet. 

Some scientists assume that they are the only people able fully to understand the data that they have collected; however data can often be used in the most unexpected ways. For example, before remote sensing from satellites started in 1973, nobody knew the extent to which Antarctic sea-ice had changed.  Bill de la Mare
 had a hypothesis: he wondered if the southern most catch limit of whales in the last centuries could be a surrogate for the northernmost extent of sea-ice. Whales (and the whalers) tended to hug the sea-ice edges. Bill studied 40,000 records of whale kills in the Southern Ocean and concluded that the sea-ice had retreated 2 degrees latitude (~320km) between the mid 50’ and the early 70’s. Here is the point: Could the whalers have anticipated that whale catch data from many ships would be used to detect climate change? Not likely!

If we are intelligent guardians of this planet, we must ensure that biodiversity data is in a form that maximise its usefulness. As most scientists would know, quality primary datasets are valuable - valuable in the sense that it costs a lot of money to obtain the data (or to recover the data if they are lost!), and valuable in the sense that the data can be effectively used for significant work that is beyond our imagination.

Having data in a spreadsheet is fine but having it in a database is better. Having it in an online database is better still but having data in a database that is exposed to the world by international standards is far more valuable yet again. Future generations depend on the efforts made today to develop methods to support the sustainable use of biodiversity data. Species aggregators exemplified by networks like GBIF open a legion of significant and often unanticipated applications. Is a species likely to be vulnerable to extinction? Is a species likely to be invasive under a climate change scenario? What species tend to co-occur in an area? Exposing your data will also usually result in helpful feedback, collaboration and support.

For observational data, fields in a database should be tagged with LSIDs
, mapped to DarwinCore
 or ABCD
, and made internationally accessible using TAPIR
. To find out more, please contact the Conveners of the relevant TDWG groups, or helpdesk@gbif.org.
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� Global Biodiversity Information facility (www.gbif.org)


� Nature September 4, 1997, pages 57-60 


� Life Science Identifiers (http://www.tdwg.org/activities/guid/)


� http://www.tdwg.org/activities/darwincore/	


� Access to Biological Collections Data (http://www.tdwg.org/activities/abcd/)


� TDWG Access Protocol for Information Retrieval (http://www.tdwg.org/activities/tapir/)





