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Definition 
Access to Biological Collections Data (ABCD) is a comprehensive standard used to support the exchange and integration of data on living specimens, preserved specimens and observations.
Motivation

Imagine two organizations managing a collection of the same type of specimens via data held in databases.  Both of these organisations will include the same kinds of data in their database, but the data is likely to be stored in slightly different formats.  One might store information about the collector in a field called “Gatherer”, the other as “Collector”.  Think about this situation occurring between thousands of projects or organizations that manage biological collections data, and imagine how difficult it would be for any one person to be aware of the nuances of each database.  
ABCD was developed to enable the exchange of data between collection databases worldwide.  Each of these databases has a range of similar data about their specimens and observations – despite the different names of the fields, values within these fields or the degree of atomization.  
How it works

ABCD contains almost 1,200 different concepts (‘fields’, ‘elements’ or ‘attributes’) that can be used to describe information about a specimen or species observation.  ABCD can be used to provide either a small or extensive amount of information about these specimens or observations, and has great flexibility.
Each organization using ABCD selects the concepts that are appropriate to their data (in practice usually less than 10% of all those available).  ABCD delivers data in a format (an XML document) that is structured according to the ABCD standard (an XML schema).  This means that each concept contains a standard marker that describes what the concept contains, so that when the data is displayed in a web portal, printed, or imported into another database, each field is clearly flagged with the contents.

ABCD covers scientific and administrative data that are directly connected to specimens and species observations.  This includes metadata (dataset descriptions), everything related to the collecting or observing event (who, why, where, when, how), everything related to identifications (who, when, as what, according to etc.), biological observations (pathogen, pollinator, parasitic and other relationships, sex, stage, etc.), and freely chosen measurements and categorised observations and their methodology. ABCD includes the concepts used by other standards, such as TDWG’s Darwin Core (DwC) standards. For text data the language used can be indicated. 
The TDWG Access Protocol for Information Retrieval (TAPIR) uses ABCD to enable data discovery, search and retrieval across multiple organizations and databases. 
Current use

The ABCD data standard was ratified by TDWG in 2005 and is under constant review by the ABCD Task Group.  ABCD is in use in the GBIF and BIOCASE networks, and as of August 2007 more than 14 million ABCD records are present in this information infrastructure.
More information

About the ABCD standard: http://wiki.tdwg.org/ABCD/. TAPIR: http://www.tdwg.org/activities/tapir/.

Mapping DwC to ABCD: http://www.bgbm.org/TDWG/CODATA/Schema/Mapping/DwCAndExtensions.htm. 

Biodiversity Information Standards (TDWG): http://www.tdwg.org/.
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