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Understanding Is The Key

“It is the tragedy of mankind that we fail to understand what 
we know” – Shelley

Challenge
Unlock the knowledge inherent in science to ensure resource 
management and other policy developments are evidence-
based through data access, development of synthesis tools 
and models, and socio-economic understanding



Setting the Scene

• NZ is data rich and systems poor
• We are the last significant land mass populated by humans
• NZ is a significant ‘data point’ in the southern oceans
• We can be the ‘test bed’ for innovative resource 

management tools
• Evidence-based decision making can become the norm



The Challenge

• Making data accessible and freely available to all for 
public purposes

• Adding value to data through data synthesis and 
modelling

• Filling the gaps with observations and experiments
• Developing new technologies
• Delivering evidence-based policy



Informatics Challenge

• Informatics is the science of data manipulation involving access, 
quality, interoperability etc., to enable development of new tools

• Informatics has evolved into several areas:
Bioinformatics – genetic databases (Genebank)
Biodiversity informatics – species and observational data (GBIF)
Ecoinformatics – environmental data (GEOSS)

• Challenge to create a new ‘informatics platform’ that links across 
multiple data layers at all levels of spatial and organismal complexity, 
including the potential to bring in socio-economic data



Capitalise on Convergences

• IT developments to handle distributed data
• Digitisation technologies to capture data
• Middleware to allow data mining
• Synthesis and modelling tools
• Visualisation and scenario tools
• Policy development
• Social processes for consultation
• Implementation



GBIF as a Case Study 

• GBIF (Global Biodiversity Information Facility) 
established in 2000 as an off shoot from the OECD

• Began as a dream in 1996:  could we unlock the 
information held in legacy collections and databases in 
museums for the benefit of biodiversity management?

• Was it possible to develop interoperable systems to 
access a federation of databases?

• Could we deliver information via the web to a wide range 
of users?



GBIF in the Information Landscape



GBIF as Case Study (2)

• Once the opportunity was accepted, we began with 
Governance first

• Negotiated a non-binding MOU for signature by countries 
and intergovernmental organisations (IGOs)

• Only countries who agreed on a membership fee could 
vote – others were associate participants

• All participants were required to establish a node and 
provide data

• IP agreements were established
• Meeting an international need



GBIF in the International Landscape



GBIF as Case Study (3)

• Governing Board established with Executive, Science, Budget and 
Nodes Committees

• A Business/Strategic plan for 2000-6 was agreed with a key aim of 
demonstrating ‘proof of concept’ in 4 Work Programmes:

ECAT: Electronic Catalogue of Names
DIGIT: Digitisation of species and observational records
DADI: Data Access and Database Interoperability
OCB: Outreach and Capacity Building

• Headquarters established in Copenhagen under a ‘Host Agreement’ 
with the University

• CEO and staff recruited to cover work programmes



GBIF as a Case Study (4)

• Established a small Secretariat staff and retained ca 60% of the Budget 
for contestable seed funding projects in the DGIT and DADI work 
programmes

• Science Committee (and Sub-Committees) is widely representational 
and makes funding recommendations

• Demonstration projects were also contracted to show how GBIF-
delivered data can be used

• Supplementary funds were added for special projects beyond normal 
subscription funds

• Infrastructure supported by core funding



Structure of GBIF’s Information Network



GBIF’s Information Infrastructure



GBIF as a Case Study (5)

• Governing Board meetings were inclusive and held twice a year
• A major 3rd year review analysed directions and gave a strong 

mandate to continue
• A new MOU and funding mechanism negotiated and out for signing
• A new Strategic Plan agreed to 2011
• Governance model to give more strength to the Committees
• Full portal launch in February 2007
• Clear vision for the future but recognise the need for a sustainable 

business model beyond 2011



GBIF as a Global Public Good

Principles: GBIF will:
• Be shared and distributed, while encouraging co-operation and 

coherence
• Be global in scale, though implemented nationally and regionally
• Be accessible to individuals anywhere in the world, offering potential 

benefits to all
• Promote standards and appropriate software tools
• Disseminate technological capacity
• Make biodiversity data universally available, while fully 

acknowledging the contribution made by those gathering and 
furnishing these data



What GBIF Will Do

• By 2011, GBIF will:
– Be the preferred gateway, worldwide, to a comprehensive, 

distributed array of biodiversity data
– Embody a dynamic, worldwide community able to respond to the 

needs of scientific and applied users of biodiversity information
– Make the world’s biodiversity data freely and universally available 

via the Internet, for science and a sustainable future
– Stimulate innovations in information technologies and scientific

research that benefit both biodiversity and the economy



How GBIF Will Operate

GBIF will work in a user-focused way within 4 themes:
1. Content: exploit linkages among biodiversity data types at all 

levels of biological organisation and with data of other types
2. Informatics: deliver innovative, practical and enabling 

informatics approaches
3. Participation: build sustainable capacity for sharing data that 

meets user needs, and develop enduring partnerships
4. Governance and funding: develop governance that responds 

quickly to developments and takes advantage of opportunities.  
Widen the funding base beyond that coming from countries



NZ Challenge

• Build on the emerging information infrastructure
• Unlock policy and personal blockages to data sharing
• Trans disciplinary teams focused on key issues
• Become a ‘test bed’ for effective evidence-based policy
• Develop strong community support
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o In NZ Biodiversity maintenance is a mandatory 
requirement of the Resource Management Act 
2003. 

o Under the Local Government Act 2002, councils 
are required to prepare ten-year strategic plans 
that provide direction and priorities for local 
authorities (called Long Term Council Community 
Plans (LTCCPs)) and are reviewed every three 
years. 

o Recently the Central Otago District Council and 
the Otago Regional Council identified lizard 
conservation as a top priority following public 
submissions during the LTCCP process.

o Submissions were made by the Central Otago 
Ecological Trust, and many others, after a series 
of biodiversity lectures to community groups.

o Accessible databases will allow for real time 
monitoring of progress towards biodiversity goals

Lizards top public priority 
for community funds


