Title: The National Network of Collections – pilot datasets and seed money for triggering the electronic release of biodiversity information across Argentina.

Interim report to GBIF: milestones completed up to 20 January 2004; project follow up

Introduction 

In August 2003, the National Network of Biological Collections (RNCB, Argentina) was awarded US$ 50,000 by the Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF), under its programme of seed money to stimulate progress in making biodiversity data and taxonomic names available over the Internet. 

The ultimate goal of the proposal is to improve the capacity of participant institutions – and of the Network as a whole, to collect, manage and disseminate information, thus facilitating the process of biodiversity decision-making across the country. 

The project intends to do this through establishing a federated network of biodiversity data custodians, and achieving the following steps:

1. To review the current situation of collections as regards information management and the capacity and ICT technology at their disposition to act as Data Nodes of the Argentine segment of the GBIF Network;

2. To select working datasets with differing degrees of digitization, which will be used to pilot a harmonized, RNCB-driven information management strategy targeted at releasing and delivering metadata and data via the GBIF National (Participant) Node;

3. To adopt a biodiversity information management system with sufficient flexibility so as to capture and geo-reference label data, and integrate already digitized data, therefore facilitating the provision of information services to the wider community, including research, educational and commercial organizations; 

4. To provide training, ICT equipment and seed manpower to populate the information system and make the most efficient use of it; and

5. To expand the approach gradually with the view to covering a growing number of collections and institutions.

Progress on project implementation

A first payment of US$ 30,000 (60% of the grant) was transferred in September 2003 by GBIF to the Argentine Museum of Natural Sciences (MACN) – the institution co-ordinating the project on behalf of the Network. Part of this money, and resources given as counterpart by participant organizations were used to fulfill the following milestones – in an initial implementation stage, as described in the proposal:

· Institutional survey (August; no GBIF funds used): the RNCB established a mechanism for carrying out a continuous survey of biological and paleontological collections existing in Argentina. This consists of an electronic form designed for gathering essential data (name of the institution, collections contained, number of specimens, degree of digitization, etc.), which can be accessed through the web site of GBIF Argentina (http://www.gbifargentina.org.ar/encuesta.doc) or that may be send on request. 

As of September 2003, a total 52 museums, botanic gardens, technological centers and other institutions from 14 Argentine provinces were part of the RNCB. These host 190 collections, grouping 12 million entries, of which around 62,000 are type specimens. Up until the initiation of the GBIF-funded project only 1.3% of recorded specimens had been digitized using Access or other database programs, of which, only a few had a truly relational structure. Excel was the software that has been largely utilized by curators, with restricted functionality to perform taxonomic, biogeographic or other analyses. About 56 % of institutions conforming the Network have developed a web site. 

No major problems were found in the survey process, although it has been planned the redefinition of the survey procedure with the view to encouraging the response from a growing number of institutions from all over the country. Advice from the National Commission for the Knowledge and Use of Biodiversity CONABIO (Mexico) on how to get more complete data was required. A revised survey form following the model described by Llorente Bousquets et al. (1999) will be adopted shortly.

· Definition of criteria for selection of pilot datasets (September; 100% achieved; no GBIF funds used in the process of definition). The Steering Committee of the Network (RNCB-SC) defined criteria for selecting pilot institutions-collections as follows: 

1. They should include at least two collections, holding together 24,000 specimens or more.

2. They should have a minimum knowledge management support infrastructure, including: * ICT (computer terminals, plus connectivity to Internet); * an institutional web site (or proposal to establish one in the short term); * staff (curators and lab assistant); and * some basic level of digitization (at least Excel spreadsheets, flat or relational databases); and 

3. They should ensure the digitization of, and the free access to at least 24,000 records by August 2004.

These criteria did not result in the most balanced regional representation of taxonomic groups among pilot collections. Hence, some important gaps of good quality collections belonging to institutions not fulfilling the conditions established to become pilot datasets occurred. This may gradually be solved by encouraging the transfer of experience between pilot and other institutions that reside in the same region. 

The RNCB-SC has decided to use part of GBIF fund to assist digitization efforts of collections which received no support in the initial stage of the project (see below). This will consist of 15 grants of US$ 700, which will be awarded in May 2004 (to be used for purchasing ICT for a total US $ 10,500).

· Appointment of the Project Co-ordinator (September; US$ 3,000 from GBIF used by February 2004). M.Sc. Javier Beltran, from MACN was appointed as Project Co-ordinator on a part-time basis. Javier is the GBIF (Participant) Node Manager, and compilator, on behalf of RNCB, of the proposal which was finally approved by GBIF. This appointment was the result of a consensus reached by all members of the RNCB-SC. An equal amount of GBIF funds will be used to cover Javier´s salary by August 2004. 

· Definition of obligations of pilot institutions (September; 50% achieved). Pilot institutions should commit to the following:

a. Purchase ICT with a minimum configuration (Pentium IV processor; 40 GB capacity in Hard Disk; 125 MB RAM; peripherals); for a total US $ 1,700 by April 2004;

b. Hire a computer expert (or data enter); for a total US $ 1,560 by August 2004;

c. Digitize 24,000 records by August 2004 with a medium-term cut of 12,000 records in January/February; and

d. Register digitized collections using DiGIR software. 

Funds to be received by each pilot institution in an initial stage were US$ 1,520; an additional US$ 1,740 will be awarded in April 2004 pending a revision of progress made. Counterpart ICT and staff would be provided by pilot institutions according to their financial capacities. Overall, the Network procured to maintain the proportion of 90% own resources against 10% provided by GBIF, as stated in the proposal.

· Organization of the “II Workshop of the Network” (September; 100% achieved; US$ 900 from GBIF): more than 50 museums, botanic gardens and other institutions participated in this meeting, which took place on 25-26 September 2003. Ing. Raul Jimenez, Chief of Bio-informatics of the National Commission for the Knowledge and Use of Biodiversity CONABIO (Mexico) made a presentation on the Commission, its structure and history, and introduced the Biotica database. Overall conclusions of the workshop are as follows:

· To integrate, as rapidly as possible, biodiversity information management initiatives currently ongoing in Argentina.  

· For all biological collections, to gradually abandon non-relational systems to collect data (e.g. flat Access tables; Excel spreadsheets); 

· To adopt the GBIF project as an overarching framework to promote progress in biodiversity information management across the Network and beyond; 

· For zoological collections, to adopt Biotica as the conceptual model to capture specimen-related data; 

· For botanic collections, to adopt Iris, the database developed by the Darwinion Institute with the support of the Missouri Botanical Garden; 

· To investigate options to get more funds to be used in biodiversity-related data processing in a harmonic way; and 

· To begin with the registration of data sources using DiGIR software. 

The workshop was carried out with support (US$ 1,700) from the National Council of Science and Technology (CONICET). The participation of Ing Jimenez was funded by the General Directorate for International Cooperation of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, International Commerce and Worship (US$ 3,000).

· Establishment of a Project website accessible to all institutions (January; 70% achieved; no GBIF funds used). A prototype web site can now be found at the web site of GBIF Argentina (www.gbifargentina.org.ar). It has continually been evolving, and now includes information on different initiatives started by the Network, or its member institutions by their own. The page depicts a freely downloadable version of both Biotica and Iris, and this represents a saving in searching time for all institutions. It also includes news about workshops and other events, trip reports, and the survey form. The site will continually be developed as soon as new progress in project implementation is reached (e.g. registration of data sources, targets of digitization reached, etc.). 

· Selection of institutions for a pilot study aimed at the database implementation (October-November; no GBIF funds used). The following institutions were selected to act as pilot during the period 2003-2004: 

1. MACN (*)
2. La Plata Museum (MLP)
3. Darwinion Institute (DI) (*)
4. Argentine Institute of Research on Arid Zones (IADIZA) (*)
5. Center of Research on Natural Resources of the National Institute of Agricultural Technology (CIRN-INTA); 

6. Multidisciplinary Institute of Vegetal Biology (IMBIV) (*)
7. National Patagonian Center (CENPAT) (*)
8. Northeast National University-Institute of Botanic of the Northeast (UNNE-IBONE) (*)
9. Miguel Lillo Foundation (FML); and 

10. Herbarium of the Faculty of Exact, Physics and Natural Sciences (FCEN). 

(*)  Research Centers of CONICET 

Agreement was reached on the following activities and timeframe: purchase ICT with agreed configuration as soon as receiving the grant; hire a data enter or computer expert (December); begin with the process of digitization with Biotica or Iris (or transfer pre-existing databases onto them) in order to reach an interim target of 12,000 records digitized per pilot institution by 31 January 2004. Project progress will be reviewed in late February and allocation of remaining resources will be agreed.

· International Training on DiGIR (November): Dr Mariano Merino, from the Mastozoology collection of La Plata Museum (MLP) participated in the Training Workshop on “Becoming a GBIF Data Provider”, which took place in Costa Rica (17-19 November 2003). Support for his participation was provided by GBIF.

· Progress in achieving mid-target of 100,000 records digitized (January 2004; 60-70% achieved): at the beginning of January, an estimated 70,000 records are in process of being digitized (this figure includes pre-existing databases that will be transferred into either Biotica or Iris). 

Although this falls short from the amount originally committed, it does represents a huge change in practices of data storage and processing, which were common among Network institutions before the initiation of the GBIF-funded project. 

Some delay in the full installation and understanding of the architecture of databases occurred, but this is being solved gradually. It is expected that the digitization rate will get higher as soon as practicioners become more familiar with the systems. The situation of individual institutions is the following:

· MACN: contact persons are Javier Beltran (jbeltran@macn.gov.ar) and Alejandro Tablado (tablado@macn.gov.ar). A total 12 computers were purchased, two with GBIF funds, and distributed among the following collections: 

a. Entomology; 

b. Ornithology and Natural Sounds; 

c. Mastozoology (22,000 records, digitized in Access); 

d. Aracnology (100,000 records, digitized in Acces); 

e. Herpetology; 

f. Invertebrates (30,000 records, digitized in Access) and Parasitology; 

g. Foraminifers; 

h. Palinology; 

i. Paleoinvertebrates; 

j. Paleovertebrates; 

k. Paleobotany; and 

l. National Herbarium. 

A computer person with experience in database development and data networking was hired; he is in charge of facilitating the migration of digitized data into either Biotica or Iris, and beginning with the process of data capture. It has been planned that as by the end of March 2004, a revised version of the database of the Mastozoology collection will be transferred into Biotica, and that the other collections will provide access to at least 1,000 digitized specimens each. Institutional web site is www.macn.secyt.gov.ar 

· La Plata Museum (MLP): Dr Mariano Merino, from the Mastozoology collection (mlmerino@museo.fcnym.unlp.edu.ar), and Dr Hugo Lopez, from the Vertebrates Department (hlopez@museo.fcnym.unlp.edu.ar) of the Faculty of Natural Sciences (University of La Plata) are the contact persons. Four computers were purchased, one with GBIF funds. MLP reached an agreement with the Faculty of Informatics (University of La Plata), whereby two graduates are facilitating the digitization of the collections as follows: 

a. Invertebrates;  

b. Entomology; 

c. Mastozoology; and 

d. Several collections held at the Spegazzini Institute of Botany. 

MLP pursues the development of an institutional database system having Biotica as a reference, which will be used for both zoological and botanic collections. By March 2004, at least the Mastozoology collection (6,500 records, digitized in Access) will be transferred into the new system. MLP web site is www.fcnym.unlp.edu.ar
· Darwinion Institute: Dr Fernando Zuloaga (fzuloaga@darwin.edu.ar), is the contact person. Ing Daniel Rodriguez (drodriguez@darwin.edu.ar) is the responsible for the continuous development of Iris, and the provision of essential support on how to use the program. A data enter was hired; the total electronic data held by DI is estimated to be 70,000. Institutional web site is www.darwin.edu.ar.   

· CENPAT: Dr Atila Gostonyi (goszto@cenpat.edu.ar), from the Icthyology collection is the focal point. A computer and peripherals were bought with GBIF funds, and a printer was provided by the Center. An intern from the Patagonian National University was hired to help in the data capture process. Collections which will be digitized are the following: 

a. Herbarium (2,000 records already digitized in Access); 

b. Ictiology (partially digitized with Access); 

c. Mastozoology (terrestrial mammals, 6,000 specimens digitized in Access); 

d. Herpetology; and

e. Mastozoology (marine mammals). 

Decision on whether to transfer captured data into Biotica or Iris has yet to be made. Registration of databases with DiGIR software will take place in May 2004. The Center will transfer experience on digitization to the Feruglio Museum of Paleontology, located in the nearby city of Trelew. CENPAT web site is www.cenpat.edu.ar. 

· IADIZA: Dr Virgilio Roig (vroig@lanet.com.ar) and Ing Eduardo Martinez Carretero are the contact persons. A computer was purchased with GBIF funds, and a data enter was hired. Collections selected are as follows:

a. Herbarium, which will be digitized with Iris; 

b. Entomology; 

c. Ornithology; and 

d. Mastozoology.

It has been estimated that around 24,000 records will be captured by March. Institutional web site is www.cricyt.edu.ar/INSTITUTOS/iadiza.  

· CIRN-INTA: Ing Enrique Suarez (ysidro@cirn.inta.gov.ar), Director of CIRN is the contact person. A computer was purchased with GBIF funds, and an advanced student from the Faculty of Agronomic Sciences of the University of Moron was contracted as the data enter. The Center established an agreement with DI for the use of Iris in the digitization of data held at the Herbarium. Around 10,000 specimens will be captured by January. The institutional web site is http://www.inta.gov.ar/invest/cirn 

· IMBIV: Dr Ana Anton (anton@imbiv.unc.edu.ar) is the contact person. One computer was bought with GBIF funds, and the Institute provided three more. A data enter with computer experience was hired; three technicians and two interns from the Herbarium were assigned the task of entering data on a part-time basis. A computer expert from the University of Cordoba also provided advice. The Institute is using Iris database for capturing data on specimens held at its Herbarium. By January 16 around 7,000 records were already captured; it has been estimated that 1,800 more will be digitized by the end of this month. The institutional web site is www.efn.uncor.edu/dep/divbioeco/divvege2/divvege2 

· UNNE-IBONE: the grant was distributed equitatively between the IBONE (www.ibone.unne.edu.ar) and the Herpetology collection (www.exa.unne.edu.ar/depar/areas/biologia/herpetologica/index), which is part of the Department of Biology. The contact persons are Lic Maria Mercedes Arbo (arbo@agr.unne.edu.ar) for IBONE, and Lic Blanca Alvarez (balvarez@exa.unne.edu.ar) for the Herpetology collection. The grant was used to purchase two computers; both institutions have designated personnel to facilitate the process of data capture. IBONE is using Iris database to gather data held at the Herbarium (www.ibone.unne.edu.ar/./herbar.html). The Herpetology collection has adopted Biotica. 

· FML: Dr Mercedes Lizarralde (flia_grosso@arnet.com.ar) and Dr Fabiana Cuezzo (ccuezzo@sinectis.com.ar) are contact persons. Four computers were bought, one with GBIF funds, and a database expert was hired. He is currently helping curators to develop a conceptual framework for storing data using Biotica as a model for all the collections. Near 12,000 records from the Entomology collection have already been digitized. The institutional web site is www.lillo.org.ar.

· FCEN: Ing Ramon Palacios (palacios@bg.fcen.uba.ar) is the contact person. Two computers were bought, and a data enter hired. Data held at the Herbarium is being captured using Iris.

· Interim review by the RNCB- SC (February 2004): a meeting to review progress made with the GBIF support will be carried out in late February 2004. 

· Registration of data sources (February 2004): pilot institutions will be encouraged to install the DiGIR software as soon as electronic data become available in an acceptable format (Biotica, Iris or any other system with an adequate configuration). This procedure will permit the registration of participant collections into the growing network of GBIF data providers. A concept paper detailing the mechanism to register data sources using DiGIR will be produced and distributed through the project web site in February. It is expected that the first inscriptions will take place in early March.
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