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delivery should not only be extended to highly
recommended fields such as the time indication, but
should also include some of the optional fields, e.g.
life stage of individuals (cfr. benthos vs. plankton).
Drawing up a controlled vocabulary for the life stage
would facilitate the standardisation.

On a geographical level, an indication of precision
or reliability of the positions could be provided,
indicating if the given coordinates are actual obser-
vations (exact coordinates, GPS-based), aggregated
or generalised (e.g. aggregated to a grid of 5 x 5 or
10 x 10 km) or derived from literature (e.g. Medi-
terranean, with a general assigned coordinate from
the VLIZ Marine Gazetteer). This information can
easily be stored on the metadata level. Planned
technical developments will make it possible to plot
exact and generalised coordinates in a different way,
so the user knows he is dealing with distribution
records of varying precision.

One relevant piece of information not included in
the OBIS scheme is sampling equipment, e.g. the kind
of equipment that was used to collect the sample.
Comparing different types of equipment is not always
straightforward and scientific analyses might require
this knowledge to include or exclude certain data or to
correctly convert or extrapolate the data. This infor-
mation should be included in the metadata and its
proper documentation should be given more attention
in the future.

Conclusion

In spite of sometimes lacking or incomplete infor-
mation, EurOBIS does represent the largest compi-
lation of quality-controlled biological data for the
European marine waters. Although integrated
databases are incomplete, the possibilities of such
systems should not be underestimated. EurOBIS is a
very useful tool to identify geographical, temporal
and taxonomical gaps in our knowledge on the
distribution of marine species as an incentive to work
towards completion. Additionally, EurOBIS can help
in creating a general idea of how sea-living creatures
are spread over the European marine waters—from
both a historical and current point of view—and what
areas need special attention in light of data rescue,
data sharing or future research. Analysing EurOBIS

data in search of large-scale biodiversity patterns and
their evolution through time does however require a
critical mind: as EurOBIS has a number of gaps
(taxonomy, space and time), a sound selection of data
prior to large-scale analyses is important.

EurOBIS will continue its data collation efforts in
the future and will try to integrate both large data
collections as well as small scale and local data
collections from individual scientists. The latter
might even need digitisation before they can be
integrated. It is especially these data that are most
vulnerable to loss or corruption and they should be
considered as an equally important contribution
compared to the large data collection initiatives. A
good communication with data providers should be
able to mend a number of gaps listed above and thus
greatly improve the data quality and launch the data
for future use.

The continued existence of the system and its
applications is however fully dependent on the
scientific world: EurOBIS succeeds or fails with the
willingness of researchers to make their data publicly
available through the portal. Making research or
monitoring data freely available online, gives them a
longer life span and the possibility to be included in
similar research projects. Publishing data through
EurOBIS is however more than making the data
publicly available online. The system also provides a
clear and unique citation of the dataset which can be
compared to a literature citation. Moreover, all
people involved in the collection and processing of
the dataset are acknowledged in the description, by
listing their names, institutes and roles. By providing
greater visibility, a clear-cut citation and acknowl-
edgements, EurOBIS hopes to encourage scientists to
publish their data and give them a chance to have a
‘second life’.

It is assumed that a large amount of data is
presumably available—in a digital or paper format—
but has not yet found its way to freely and easily
accessible quality-controlled data collation initiatives
such as EurOBIS. The EurOBIS data management
team is on a constant lookout for data. Each dataset
containing marine biogeographical taxon information
is welcomed and is seen as a valuable contribution to
EurOBIS. Scientists interested in sharing their data
through the EurOBIS portal, can contact us at
info@eurobis.org.

@ Springer
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