First Coordination Meeting on a Global Species Information System (GSIS)
Brussels, 19/20 April 2007

COMMUNIQUÉ by participants

The undersigned, meeting upon the invitation and with the facilitation of the European Commission,

RECOGNISING the importance of species-level information for researchers, policy makers, land managers, farmers, conservationists, citizen scientists, the general public and other groups in society,

RECOGNISING further that, in addition to the primary specimen-level data accessible through the Global Biodiversity Information Facility and other initiatives, additional initiatives are needed to add detailed information about species, to increase the availability of and ability to analyse and use such information in both traditional and innovative ways,

HAVE AGREED that basic species information should be freely and openly available to all to the greatest extent possible;

HAVE FURTHER AGREED to develop and use the necessary standards and protocols to ensure interoperability of species-level information to reduce potential duplication of work and facilitate practical implementation;

WILL ENTER into world-wide cooperation within the concept of a Global Species Information System (GSIS), as recommended by the Potsdam Initiative – Biological Diversity 2010 of the Environment Ministers of the G8+5 at their meeting 15-17 March 2007, which aims at “gathering and making available information on all known species on earth” to serve “as a tool for information and awareness raising for the wider public as well as for enhanced scientific cooperation”;

ARE WILLING TO COOPERATE with each other on a voluntary basis and in the most effective ways to contribute towards the implementation of the GSIS concept;

AFFIRM that the GSIS must be and remain an open collaboration based on mutual respect and benefit 

AND INVITE others from any part of the world to join these efforts.

Signed

Prof. Frank A. Bisby, Executive Director, Species 2000; Co-Chair of the Catalogue of Life partnership; University of Reading, UK.
Dr. Vishwas Chavan, Scientist, Information Division, National Chemical Laboratory, Pune, India. Chair, Outreach and Capacity Building, Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF); Chair, Managers Committee, Ocean Biogeographic Information System (OBIS); Principal Investigator, Indian Ocean Node of Ocean Biogeographic Information System (IndOBIS); Principal Investigator, IndFauna, electronic catalogue of known Indian fauna; and Center for Biodiversity Informatics
Dr. Daan du Toit, Science Adviser of the South Africa Representation to the European Union, representing the Coelacanth and other Biodiversity initiatives in South Africa

Dr. James L. Edwards, Executive Secretary of the Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF) (http://www.gbif.org) through May 2007; Executive Director of the Encyclopedia of Life (EOL) (http://www.eol.org) as of June 2007

Dr. Ione Egler, Brazilian Ministry of Science and Technology, General Biodiversity Coordination

Dr. Rainer Froese, FishBase Co-ordinator (www.fishbase.org), Co-ordinator of the first SpeciesBase proposal (www.speciesbase.org), Founding Member of Species2000, former member of OBIS management team; former member of GBIF Governing Board

Mr. Anton Güntsch, representing Prof. Walter Berendsohn, leading involvements in Euro+Med PlantBase: ensures the secretariat and the central database; Biological Access Service for Europe (BioCASE): ensures the secretariat and the central IT infrastructure (Portal, Registry, Index database); European Distributed Institute of Taxonomy (EDIT): co-ordinator “Internet Platform for Cybertaxonomy (http://www.e-taxonomy.eu/); European GBIF-Mirror of the global GBIF Index-Database as well as its European derivate developed in the framework of SYNTHESYS

Dr. Christoph L. Häuser, National Focal Point Germany of the Global Taxonomy Initiative (GTI), Vice-Chair of the Governing Board of the Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF); Component Leader 'Taxonomy for Conservation of Programme 'Towards The European Distributed Institute of Taxonomy' (EDIT) (http://www.e-taxonomy.eu/) and CETAF.

Dr. Carlo Heip, Coordinator of Network of Excellence MarBEF (www.MarBEF.org) under the 6th Research Framework Programme (FP6), with responsibility for collection of marine data in Europe and keeping up the European Register of Marine Species (ERMS) and the European Ocean Biogeographic Information System (OBIS) data; 

Mr. Graham Highley, Chair of the Biodiversity Heritage Library project, Project Leader of the EU FPVI I3 SYNTHESYS (Synthesis of Systematic Resources) project, Board member of the Encyclopedia of Life project

Dr. Wouter Los, Chair of the LifeWatch Initiative under European Strategic Forum for Research Infrastructures (ESFRI), Chair of the GBIF Science Committee, former
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Major initiatives, programmes, projects and networks represented by the participants to the meeting

Catalogue of Life partnership (CoLp): Species 2000, and the Integrated Taxonomic Information System (ITIS).
Species 2000 is a global taxonomic organisation devoted to indexing the world’s known species. It works in partnership with the Integrated Taxonomic Information System (ITIS) in North America to create the Catalogue of Life, a synonymic species checklist and taxonomic hierarchy intended eventually cover all organisms. It operates a federated programme that presently integrates taxonomic sectors from an array of 47 contributing expert databases from around the world. The programme recently celebrated reaching 1 million species, a significant milestone in its 10-year programme to include all 1.75 million known species on Earth by 2011. The programme is in the process of adding a network of regional taxonomic database hubs, such as the recently launched Species 2000 China Node, so as to access species recorded in regional databases. The Catalogue is used extensively as its principal species index by GBIF, by several programmes of the UN Convention on Biodiversity (CBD), by the Barcode of Life Consortium, and by a wide range of local and national portals and projects.

The Species 2000 and ITIS Catalogue of Life are intended as a scientific infrastructure available to be used widely by projects, institutions and individuals around the world. It has been made available for use in the Encyclopedia of Life and SpeciesBase programmes, and is being linked with the regional system to be used in the Atlas of Living Australia.

www.catalogueoflife.org
www.sp2000.org
www.itis.gov 

The Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF)

GBIF is an international coordinating body established in 2001 on the basis of a Memorandum of Understanding between governments and international organizations, with the goal to provide free and open access to and interlink scientific biodiversity data over the internet. As mandated by the MOU, the GBIF system will remain distributed and open as a global information infrastructure, with all participating parties adhering to the principles of the free sharing and dissemination of scientific biodiversity information whereby all data providers retain full control and ownership over their data. To date 46 countries and 39 international organisations support GBIF directly as participants, and the GBIF portal currently serves more than 120 million data records from 200 data providers, linking some 1.000 databases and information sources worldwide.

www.gbif.org
www.gbif.net
Biodiversity Heritage Library (BHL)
The Biodiversity Heritage Library (BHL) project is gearing up to scan and process over 12 million pages of biodiversity relevant literature per year. The libraries (mostly US and two in the UK) estimate that between them, they have almost 100% of the relevant English literature, but not as much in other languages, although by some estimates, the English literature may account for up to 70% of the total. It is estimated that between US$ 20-30 million will be required to digitise the literature at about 10-19c/page (including post-processing), including contributions of project partners. The content will be freely available via the Internet Archive. BHL will also create page level "Globally Unique Identifiers" (GUIDs) for linking with other taxonomic services. The digitised literature is being served from four global locations (Amsterdam, San Francisco, Alexandria, Singapore). BHL already has 1.25 million pages available.

www.biodiversitylibrary.org
Encyclopedia of Life (EOL)

The idea for the Encyclopedia of Life (EOL) is deceptively simple: construct a web site for each of the approximately 1.8 million species now known to be present on Earth, and make them all accessible through a single portal. Each site will consist of several web pages. The entry page, which the user may configure, will present information about the species suitable for the general public and contain, for example, the scientific and common names (in several languages) by which the species is known and has been known in the past, an illustration, a range map, habitat and natural history, conservation status and human uses, and how to identify it. The power of the EOL, however, lies in the fact that “species name” is a field in almost every biological database, and so can be used to organize and link to virtually the totality of biological knowledge. From the entry page, itself dynamically synthesized, users will be able to jump to a wide variety of more specialized pages, including ones for taxonomists, molecular biologists, geneticists, those working on genomics (and all the other “-omics”), physiologists, teachers, horticulturists, phylogeneticists, conservationists, specimen and observational databases, etc., etc. As long as the species name is a field in another database, its data will be able to be linked into the species site. Biodiversity literature will be available, too, through the EOL’s partnership with the Biodiversity Heritage Library (BHL) consortium. As part of the EOL, the BHL will digitize the world’s biodiversity literature, and EOL will work with BHL to develop navigational tools to easily move around that literature and between the literature and the species pages. Over the next five years, the EOL aims to (a) generate a million species pages, each one of which will be verified by an expert, (b) digitize a large portion of biodiversity literature, (c) generate educational materials for students, schools and universities and (d) use the EOL resource to generate new synthetic knowledge about the world’s biodiversity.
www.eol.org

SpeciesBase

SpeciesBase adopts similar concepts to EOL and is a direct contribution towards a Global Species Information System. Using well-tested experience from FishBase that would, however, require substantial further development. SpeciesBase will draw mainly on previous biodiversity research investments from the EC and make that information accessible. A first proposal is being submitted under the 7th Research Framework Programme for infrastructures for the Information Society (European Commission, DG INFSO). It is intended to develop the infrastructure to bring these data together and aims at harmonising more than 1,500 databases. The preliminary list of European initiatives and institutions that have agreed to make their data available through SpeciesBase includes LifeWatch, EDIT, MarBEF, EBML/EBI,Fauna Europaea, Euro+Med PlantBase, SYNTHESYS and many others.

www.speciesbase.org

Atlas of Living Australia (ALA)

The Atlas of Living Australia is a web-based encyclopaedia of Australia’s biodiversity knowledge. It will be an authoritative, freely accessible, distributed and federated biodiversity data management system that links Australia’s biological knowledge with its scientific reference collections and other custodians of biological information. It will provide tools for data discovery, validation, retrieval, visualization and analysis. ALA will support research into areas such as biosecurity, natural resource management, global change, and conservation measures. Australian institutions will provide over AUD 30 m to complement the Australian Government’s contribution of AUD 8 million to do this over the next five years. The ALA will build on existing initiatives such as the Australian Virtual Herbarium and Online Zoological Collections of Australian Museums (OzCam) which already provide digitised floral and faunal data through the web. The ALA will collaborate with other major international activities such as EOL, GBIF and other GSIS partners to enable ALA to deliver on its aspirational goal. They are to start in June 2007. 

IndOBIS Catalogue of Life (IndOBIS CoL)
IndOBIS is the electronic catalogue of life in Indian Ocean. It provides access to information on 40,000 species, more than 60,000 names and synonyms, 100,000 occurrence records and serves as a portal through which data in different repositories can be accessed. It supports several Indian languages.

http://www.indobis.org/
Brazilian Initiatives

Brazil started by organising informatisation on biodiversity through BIOTA (started in 1999) and SpeciesLink (2001) in São Paulo State, followed by a national biodiversity research programme (PPBio) dealing with inventories, collection support, and thematic projects on applications of biodiversity information (2003). Collections digitisation has gone much faster than hoped specially in herbaria, and a virtual herbarium for the Amazon has been already put in place (HERBAM). It is expected to have flora data of relevant herbaria done in a year's time. Wider international collaboration in biodiversity information and research projects, following the model of Germany’s BIOTA-Africa project, is expected to allow further progress. This can be replicated throughout the Brazilian Atlantic Forest. The needs assessment for developing taxonomic expertise in Brazil has been prepared and incorporated in a 10-year plan based on 65 different white papers prepared by the community. Funding is sought from the Global Environment Facility (GEF) for stepping up implementation.

www.mct.gov.br/biodiv
http://angelim.inpa.gov.br/home/
National Fish Collection, South African

The National Fish Collection housing the biggest collection of African fish on the continent. It stores nearly a million marine, estuarine and freshwater fish, including an unusual albino great white shark. The collection is a joint venture between Rhodes and the South African Institute for Aquatic Biodiversity, which manages the storage facility. Included in the collection are cleared and stained fish cartilage and bones, a dry skeletal collection, frozen tissue for genetic research and original scientific illustrations.
http://www.saiab.ru.ac.za/collec/index.htm

The LifeWatch infrastructure for biodiversity research (LifeWatch)

The Life Watch plan aims at constructing an e-Science and Technology Infrastructure for biodiversity data and observatories. This initiative, developed by 8 major EU scientific networks, builds upon preceding developments such as the Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF) and various EU-projects. It brings together facilities for data generation and interoperability in support of networks of biodiversity observatories (biological collections and field sites), together with digital laboratories offering analytical and modelling tools. The wealth of large data sets from different levels of biodiversity opens up new and exciting research opportunities. The infrastructure will promote and facilitate value-added networking both with respect to data and tools, and will enable a more focussed attention of the scientific communities on common problems. LifeWatch will help to understand and sustainably manage our environment so that spatial requirements for human activities are balanced with the need to protect the natural environment. The plan was selected by the European Strategic Forum for Research Infrastructures (ESFRI). Implementation is presently considered by cooperating European countries. 

www.lifewatch.eu

The Consortium of European Taxonomic Facilities (CETAF)

CETAF is an open network of European research institutions holding larger size scientific natural history collections. The consortium was founded in 1996 with the goal to promote research and training, as well as access to and use of collections essential for taxonomy and biosystematics. The consortium currently comprises 28 member institutions from 14 European countries, which together hold a substantial part of humankind's heritage of scientific natural history specimens and data. CETAF facilitates the development of and participation in joint activities and projects among its members and beyond (such as EDIT), and is increasingly recognized as a voice for European taxonomy and biosystematics. 

www.cetaf.org
Towards The European Distributed Institute of Taxonomy (EDIT) 

The consortium "Towards the European Distributed Institute of Taxonomy (EDIT) is funded by the EC since 2006 as a Network of Excellence through its 6th Research Framework Programme (FP6). The network aims at integrating taxonomic research throughout Europe and beyond, through a consortium of currently 27 leading European, North American, and Russian institutions to build a virtual, distributed centre of excellence for taxonomy. With the overall goal to reduce fragmentation and to transform taxonomy into an integrated science, the current EDIT activities focus on integrating taxonomic experts and expertise, large-scale institutional facilities and infrastructures, ITC infrastructure and services by building a common platform for cybertaxonomy, joint research, training and public awareness efforts, as well as through conducting unified web-based revisions and by providing taxonomic expertise to conservation efforts for biodiversity inventories and monitoring schemes at selected areas of high conservation value.

http://www.e-taxonomy.eu/
Synthesis of Systematic Resources (SYNTHESYS)

The EU research infrastructure project SYNTHESYS aims to network and provide specialist access to Europe’s natural history collections. 20 significant collections from 11 countries are involved. 80% of described species from all parts of the world are in those collections and European museums overall estimate to have half of the world’s biological collections. The projects enables researchers access to these collections and also networks participants in order to raise standards of collection management and databasing (including species information). Moreover, it will develop new policies on emerging technologies for storing collections, such as DNA samples and tissue banks.
www.nhm.ac.uk/research-curation/collaborations/synthesys/index.html
www.synthesys.info/

FishBase

FishBase is a global web archive about fishes containing already information about 29,500 valid species, 222,400 common names, 43,100 pictures, 38,900 references. It has 1,380 collaborators and about 25 million hits per month. It offers many tools for analysis and modelling e.g. maps for 7000-8000 species, that include specimen data from GBIF and a modelled range, as well as niche modelling to show where the species could potentially live (climate change). Many of the features of the SpeciesBase initiative have been tested already through FishBase.

www.fishbase.org
Marine Biodiversity and Ecosystem Functioning (MarBEF)
MarBEF is a Network of Excellence under the 6th Research Framework Programme (FP6, 2002-2006), which has taken responsibility for collection of marine data in Europe. MarBEF has some 90 members and builds on existing actions by such projects as MARS, BIOMARE and MARBENA. Together they have taken responsibility for collection of marine research data in Europe, including upkeep of the European Register of Marine Species (ERMS) (approximately 30,000 species) and European Ocean Biogeographic Information System (OBIS) data. 

www.MarBEF.org 

