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Since the establishment o f the Flanders M arine Data and Inform ation Centre (VMDC) 
we have been working on a central species register, 'A p h ia ', to support all other 
b io log ica l applications o f the data centre. Taxonom ic inform ation including synonymy 
and higher classification is stored in a single relational database. At the moment, Aphia 
holds around 2 0 ,0 0 0  taxa fo r a geographical range roughly corresponding to the 
North Sea, including adjacent areas such as estuaries and the English Channel. The 
in form ation is prim arily retrieved from authoritative publications, but has also come 
from experts and other databases (with a total o f 1 ,200 sources). We recently started 
screening grey literature and historical data from publications dating back to the mid 
nineteenth century. Some attempts have been made recently (Cattrijsse and Vincx, 
2 0 0 1 ; Kerckhof and Houziaux, 2003) to provide a picture o f Belgium 's marine 
biodiversity. However, none o f these were fully satisfactory as no attempt was made to 
list all the in form ation that has been recorded by ou r prom inent and most notable 
Belgian taxonomists (a.o. Van Beneden, Leloup, G ilson, A dam ,...) in the last 150 years 
till the intensive sampling campaigns from the 1970s on. Bearing in mind May's (1988) 
pertinent question o f how many species there are on earth, we are fa r from knowing o f 
what exactly occurs and was found in the North Sea and along our coasts. Last year the 
num ber o f taxa stored in our register increased with 32%. O f the newly entered species, 
27%  are redundant names that were relegated to synonymy. We were still able to add 
33%  valid species names (reaching a total o f —8 ,1 5 0  valid species) with no less than 
77% increase fo r species mentioned from Belgian marine waters. The total fo r Belgium 
now stands at 2 ,7 0 0  valid species. C learly, our mission is not accom plished yet, and 
this is still very much a work-in-progress that requires more input, quality control and 
close co llabora tion  with the experts in the fie ld. May be within a few years we'll have a 
full scope o f our historical and current b io log ica l diversity. (Find out more at 
h ttp ://w w w .v liz .be /vm dcdata /aph ia /index.h tm )

References

Cattrijsse, A. and M . Vincx. 2 0 0 1 . Biodiversity o f the benthos and the avifauna o f the Belgian 
coastal waters: sum m ary o f data collected between 1970  and 1998 . Sustainable 
M anagem ent o f the N orth  Sea. Federal O ffice  fo r Scientific, Technical and C ultura l Affairs, 
Brussel, Belgium. 48  pp.

Kerckhof F. and J.S. Houziaux. 2 0 0 3 . Biodiversity o f the Belgian m arine areas, p .3 5 0 -3 8 5 . In: 
Peeters M . e ta /. (2003). Biodiversity in Belgium , Royal Belgian Institute o f N atura l Sciences, 
Brussels, Belgium.

M ay R.M. 1 9 8 8 . H ow  many species are there on earth? Science 241 :1441 -1 4 4 9 .

-  3 2  -

mailto:warda@vliz.be
http://www.vliz.be/vmdcdata/aphia/index.htm

