
Katrin Ik en ,  o n e  o f  NaGISA c o -P Is  for t h e  Eastern Pacific reg io n ,  sh o w in g  off  
q u a d ra ts  w h ile  diving in Prince William S o u n d ,  A laska .
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WHAT LIVES ON THE OCEAN’S
doorstep? Is there a pattern to how 
much lives where, and how will these 
things change over time? The edge of 
the ocean is the part that we are most 
familiar with, and yet we are not able to 
answer these questions.

The need for an in tegrated assessm ent of 
global coastal biodiversity has resulted in an 
effort know n as Natural G eography In Shore 
Areas, referred to by its acronym  NaGISA, 
m eaning coastal ecosystem  in Japanese. To 
determ ine baseline diversity in the w orlds 
coastal zone and to com pare areas separately 
and th rough  time, NaGISA has set its goal as a 
series of w ell-d istributed  standard  transects 
from  the high intertidal zone to a dep th  of 
20m, covering the w orld  from  pole to pole and 
a round  the equator, to be ru n  for the  next 
50 years.

Targeting hard-bo ttom  macroalgal and soft- 
bo ttom  sea-grass com m unities due to their 
global d istribution, relative com plexity and 
poor characterisation, NaGISA has revised 
protocols that were developed in advance of 
In ternational Biodiversity O bservation Year 
(IBOY) 2001-2002. The protocols are simple, 
cost-efficient an d  in ten tio n a lly  low -tech ,

allowing them  to be adopted  by m any different 
research  g roups and  countries . The 
stan d ard ised  tech n iq u es w ill allow  for 
biodiversity to be com pared over latitude, 
longitude and th rough  tim e in an online 
database, scheduled  for public  release in early 
2005 (www.nagisa.coml.org). As part of the 
Census of M arine Life (CoML), a global project 
discovering w hat was, w hat is and w hat will be 
in the oceans, data will also be m ade available 
th rough  the C ensuses Ocean Biogeography 
Inform ation System  (www.iobis.org).

NaGISA protocols constitute the m inim um  
stan d ard ised  sam pling  req u irem en ts  for 
biodiversity determ ination, a lthough scientists 
are w elcom e to in co rp o ra te  ad d itio n a l 
sam pling  p a ram ete rs a t local sites. The 
standardised protocol includes:

1) Passive sam pling , p h o to g rap h y  and 
observational techniques, estim ates of per cent 
cover of colonial invertebrates and rhizoidal 
macro-algae, and counts of algal stripes and 
solitary fauna w ith in  quadrats.

2) Active sam pling, core sam ples of sea-grass 
beds, and careful rem oval of organism s from 
small quadrats w ith in  macro-algal sites.

3) Assessment, m easurem ents of surface and 
b o ttom  seawater tem perature, and a visual 
classification of substrata.

NaGISA projects are run  ou t of universities, 
institu tes and research stations in participating 
co u n tries th a t organise local s tu d y  sites, 
sam pling, outreach and education. NaGISA 
In tern a tio n a l is based  in  Japan  and  is 
responsib le  for th e  overall links betw een 
adm inistrative centres, as well as database and 
w orkshop developm ent. Currently, the two 
adm inistrative  centres in the  Seto M arine 
Laboratory, U niversity  of Kyoto, and  in

University of Alaska, Fairbanks, are the hub of 
all ongoing research. However, there are plans 
for th em  to be jo in ed  by South American, 
European and South Seas centres.

A un ique  aspect of NaGISA is in the m eeting of 
the goal of global biodiversity coverage by 
locally vested interests around  the  w orld, while 
creating a standardised data m atrix suitable for 
testing a w ide range of ecological theories and 
solving practical problem s. No other project 
has ever dealt w ith biodiversity inform ation 
w ith such fine resolution on such a w ide scale, 
nor tried to deal w ith the large knowledge debt 
in the taxonom ic field. W ith links to  the 
Global Taxonomic Initiative (GTI) and  the 
Japans Prom otion of Science (JSPS) project, 
w hich have placed education at the forefront of 
their m andate, NaGISA has already begun to 
m ake progress in these areas. C urren t projects 
include various taxonom ic w orkshops, high 
school an d  u n iv ers ity  p rogram m es and  
educational exchanges. D evelopm ents in the 
field of taxonom ic m ethods for study  of 
m eiofauna using flow-cytom etry techniques, 
gel suspension and holographic im aging are 
also underway.

It is NaGISAs hope that by im proving the 
general u n d erstan d in g  of biodiversity  and 
the m ethods in taxonom ic study, we will 
p ro m o te  an d  m ain ta in  a m ore th o ro u g h  
and accurate characterisation of the  w orlds 
coastal biodiversity. •
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