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Definition
The Darwin Core (DwC) standard facilitates the exchange of information about the geographic location of organisms and associated collection specimens.

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.  

While each database may also have a wide range of data types and institution-specific data fields, Darwin Core’s utility is that it contains only those fields that are most common to databases holding biological data.  DwC was developed to facilitate the exchange of the ‘core’ data between collection databases worldwide.  
How it works

DwC contains concepts (‘fields’, ‘elements’ or ‘attributes’) that can be used to describe the most common information about a specimen.  The capabilities of DwC can be enhanced through extensions to the core schema to meet specific needs. For example, there are extensions to the schema for specimen curation, geospatial location, paleontology and interaction between specimens. All of these extensions go beyond the core to answer questions about specimens other than those made possible by the core alone.  This extensibility of DwC is one of its strengths.
DwC contains elements that cover specimen information, taxonomic classification, specimen identification, locality details, collecting event information (who, why where, when, how), biological data about the specimen and references such as images.
Another TDWG standard called Access to Biological Collections Databases (ABCD) contains almost 1,200 elements.  Unlike DwC, ABCD aims to cover all potential data fields and therefore facilitate the exchange of a very wide range of data between international databases.  DwC is therefore simple by comparison with ABCD. All DwC elements do however map to ABCD counterparts.
The TDWG Access Protocol for Information Retrieval (TAPIR) can use DwC (and/or ABCD) to enable data discovery, search and retrieval across multiple organizations and databases.
Current use

The DwC data standard was originally produced by the Species Analyst project at the University of Kansas.  DwC was then redeveloped in tandem with the Distributed Generic Information Retrieval (DiGIR) protocol (now superseded by TAPIR).  DwC is used across the GBIF network and projects like MaNIS, HerpNet, OrNIS, FishNet2, OBIS and the PaleoPortal standards.  
More information

About the DwC standard: http://www.tdwg.org/DarwinCore/ TAPIR: http://www.tdwg.org/activities/tapir/
Biodiversity Information Standards (TDWG): http://www.tdwg.org/.
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