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Definition
The Natural Collections Descriptions (NCD) standard enables the exchange and aggregation of information about collections of natural history materials at the collection level.  
Motivation
Collections of natural history materials are often very large and it will be many years before items within these collections will be individually catalogued and item-level records made available through the Web. Some collections may never be documented at the item level. As a result, there are many wonderful and important collections around the world, particularly of specimens, that few people know exist. 

It is much faster to describe a collection in its entirety so that the richness of what is available to researchers can be easily and quickly discovered on the Web. An NCD record acts as the “business card” for a collection, providing enough information to identify, describe and locate a collection. An NCD record also provides an indication of the terms of access to and usage of the collection.
 “Virtual collections” are another way to link related resources, such as collections that have been scattered across several institutions and countries. Materials from voyages of discovery or research by people such as Charles Darwin are examples of scattered collections that can benefit from NCD.

How it works

NCD covers all types of natural history collection, including specimens, library and archive materials and digital collections, such as images and sound files.  It is a compact data standard, between very general resource discovery standards such as Dublin Core and very rich collection-based standards such as the Encoded Archival Description (EAD).  
NCD uses the Resource Description Framework (RDF) so that it aligns with semantic web technologies and with other TDWG standards.
The standard provides a common format for describing collections, enabling any records based on NCD to be searched and sorted according to the needs of the enquirer. A global Biodiversity Collections Index (BCI) is based on NCD and aims to answer questions such as:

· Where are the most comprehensive collections of ants?

· What collections exist of specimens from Belize?

· What collections can I visit and work with near Berlin?

· What original artwork exists from the voyages of Captain Cook?

Current use

The NCD standard has been developed by the NCD Interest Group of TDWG. This group includes members from the research, library and archive communities. An NCD Toolkit has been developed by ETI in Amsterdam with support from GBIF and the TDWG Infrastructure project (Gordon & Betty Moore Foundation). The Toolkit helps institutions to manage their collection description records. NCD will be submitted to the TDWG approvals process in 2008.
More information

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

The NCD standard: http://www.tdwg.org/activities/ncd/ 
Biodiversity Collections Index: http://www.biodiversitycollectionsindex.org/
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