
Dracognomus sp. (© Marine Biology Section, 
G hent University, Belgium).

called ‘cosm opolitan’ d istribution. All available 
inform ation resulting from  investigations into 
these species will be facilitated th roughou t the 
database structure presented  in NeMys.

D uring the kick-off m eeting of the  MarBEF 
RMP MANUELA co n so rtiu m  (G hent, 
Septem ber 2005), NeMys was accepted as the 
on line  id en tificatio n  too l for m arine 
nem atodes by the specialists present.

NeMys will also be used for updating  the 
European Register of M arine Species (ERMS) 
th ro u g h  the  MarBEF RMP PR O PE-taxon 
project (decided in Crete, O ctober 2005).

The M arine Biology Section o f G hent 
University contributes to EurOBIS through the 
m ysid and  nem atode datasets available in 
NeMys.
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Some statistics  
about NeMys...

•  A recen t analysis of th e  user 
com m unity revealed th a t the  
com bination of different kinds of 
biological data in one system  
a ttrac ts  a w ide range of users. 
A bout 800 registered users 
(originating from  60 countries), half 
of them  academ ic, half w ith a n o n 
professional background, are  using 
th e  different aspects of th e  system  
on a regular basis.

•  Future developm ents will include 
ex tra  data-input, data-analysis and 
data-exchange tools, integration of 
th e  system  in educational projects, 
and th e  sta rt-u p  of new m arine and 
non-m arine datasets.

T im  D eprez , M arine Biology Section, 
Biology D epartm ent, G hent University, 
Krijgslaan, 281-S8,
B-9000 Ghent, Belgium.
Email: T im .deprez@ ugent.be 
http://w w w .nem ys.ugent.be

F e a t u r e s

Taxonomy

European Distributed Institute of Taxonomy (EDIT)
-  a new N etw ork of Excellence

By Geoff Boxshall

ON 1ST MARCH THIS YEAR another Network of Excellence was signed into 
existence, this one dedicated to taxonomy. EDIT is a consortium of 26 
organisations under the leadership of Simon Tillier (Muséum National d’Histoire 
Naturelle, Paris) that are working to change the ways that taxonomy is done. So, 
stripping away the Eurospeak, what is in this for participants of MarBEF?

EDIT aim s to  do n o th in g  less th an  
revolutionise the way taxonom ists w ork, first 
by encouraging collaboration and cooperation 
and by providing a com puting environm ent 
w ith suitable tools to m ake the  w hole task 
easier, an d  second  by changing  th e  way 
taxonom ists publish  their work, p u tting  the 
in fo rm atio n  d irectly  on to  th e  w eb and 
providing context-sensitive portals to re tu rn

the inform ation users actually need.

The heart and  soul of EDIT is in its desire to 
red u ce  the  fragm en ta tion  in  E uropean  
taxonom ic research and expertise. We w ant to 
co-ordinate the E uropean contribution  to the 
global taxonom ic effort, in  particu lar the 
G lobal Taxonom y Initiative, th ro u g h  an 
in teg rated  in itiative  a im ed at im prov ing

society’s capacity for biodiversity conservation. 
EDIT focuses on  im p ro v em en t of b o th  
p roduction  and delivery of taxonom y through:

1. coordination of the research policies of its 
m em ber institutions, w hich  em ploy 
altogether around  1,500 researchers and 
doctoral studen ts in taxonomy;

2 . progression tow ard integration of their 
scientific expertise and infrastructures to 
im prove bo th  p roduction  and access to 
taxonom ic know ledge and inform ation, 
w ith in  the netw ork  as well as in the 
fram ework of in ternational structures and 
initiatives, such as the GBIF and the GTI;
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3. inducing cultural change, allowing 
im provem ent in the p roduction  of 
taxonom ic results by build ing  an in ternet 
platform  for elaboration and  publication 
of collaborative revisions on the web, and 
m aking this platform  freely available to all 
taxonom ists w orldwide.

Lofty goals indeed, and, as we all know, the 
devil is in the detail, so w hat is really going to 
happen? EDIT is divided into w ork packages 
(WP) (see figure), and the heart of the project 
lies in three com ponents: the  cyber-platform  
(W P5), rev isionary  taxonom y (WP6) and  
b iod iversity  in v en to ries an d  m o n ito ring  
(WP7). W P5, led by W alter B erendsohn (Freie 
LJniversitaet Berlin -  Botanical Garden and 
B otanical M useum ), w ill create a cyber
platform  that will provide productivity  tools 
for those engaged in taxonom ic research, 
including m aking certain resources available 
over the net. W alter and his partners in Kew, 
B udapest and Stuttgart will begin there w ith a 
formal analysis of the way taxonom y is actually 
done to determ ine w here there are bottlenecks 
and w hat tools w ould  help to alleviate them .

W P6, let by Dave Roberts (Natural H istory 
M useum , L ondon), w ill devise a w eb- 
publication  structu re  for revisionary taxonomy, 
from  single species th rough  to phylum -level 
revisions (or higher for the microbiologists). 
We will start by w orking w ith four exem plar 
groups from  the Araceae (palms), C-ompositae 
(daisies), Lepidoptera (butterflies and moths) 
and the C-ryptomonads as m odel revisions to 
define the necessary data structure. We plan  to 
p roduce  m achine-readable tex t as well as 
traditional-looking “paper" docum ents. The 
m achine-readable com ponent will allow the 
integration of m ore than  one revision as well as 
individual species descriptions, allowing the 
portal itself to synthesise the best available 
answ er to questions and, hopefully, to build  
id en tificatio n  keys, check lists and  o ther 
taxonom ic p roducts on the fly. W ith a draft 
definition of a data format, w e will be in a 
position to open the range of taxa that are 
included w ith in  the system.

W P7, led by C hristoph H äuser (Staatliches 
M useum  für N aturkunde, Stuttgart), will focus 
on field w ork  and the application of taxonom y 
to conservation. C hristoph has issued a call foi- 
suggestions for sites to act as foci for all-taxon 
biotic inventories. Perhaps one of these sites 
sh o u ld  be m arine  an d  therefo re  of 
considerable interest to MarBEF m em bers. The 
requirem ents of these studies will feed back 
into the tools being developed in W P5 and the 
inform ation being delivered in  WP6.

W P8, led  by Jackie van G oethem  (Royal 
Belgian Institute of N atural Sciences), will 
assess the availability of training resources and 
will develop a pilot schem e for integrating 
training schemes, particularly  by identifying

gaps in  the  curren t provision. It aim s to 
develop capacities beyond the consortium , in 
accordance w ith GTI objectives.

W P2, led by H enrik  Enghoff (Natural H istory 
M useum  of D enm ark , U niversity  of 
C openhagen), will produce an online service 
providing inform ation on available taxonom ic 
expertise w ith in  Europe, and a sim ilar service 
providing inform ation on ongoing taxonom ic 
research  th a t w ill help  to establish  
collaborative  netw orks, an d  w ill iden tify  
g ro u p s for w h ich  expertise  is lacking; 
hopefu lly  it w ill be used  by E uropean  
institu tions as a guide to recruitm ent.

W P3, led  by W outer Los (U niversity  of 
A m sterdam ), will address issues relating to the 
infrastructural base of European systematics 
w ith a view to im proving integration. A central 
co m p o n en t o f th is effort w ill be  the 
developm ent of standards to facilitate data 
sharing, particularly in the burgeoning area of 
DNA barcoding, and the developm ent of a 
Bioinformatics Toolbox to m ake use of these 
data.

W P4, led by M arian Ramos (Museo Nacional 
de Ciencias Naturales, M adrid), will address 
th e  q u estion  of co o rd in a tin g  taxonom ic 
research  w ith in  E urope, specifically  by 
prom oting  synergy betw een research teams 
around  the needs of end-users of taxonom y 
and by exploring prospective areas for future 
collaborative efforts.

As m em bers of MarBEF are well aware, a 
N etw ork  of Excellence funds little  actual 
research, b u t can provide travel funds for 
w ork sh o p s and  to facilitate collaboration . 
EDIT does su p p o rt som e research posts that 
are devoted to infrastructure developm ent, 
specifically relating to the cyber-platform  and 
web publication.

How does all this relate  
to MarBEF?
The w hole question of biodiversity, no m atter 
how you define it, is intim ately linked to 
taxonomy. At a practical level, EDIT will make 
the p roduction  of taxonom ic revisions and 
identification keys easier, so hopefully more 
m odern  taxonom ic treatm ents will becom e 
available, especially for the  less intensively 
s tudied  groups of organisms. EDIT will also 
facilitate the publication  of new taxonom ic 
descriptions that can be incorporated  into 
existing  revisions on dem and . At a 
fundam ental level, though, EDIT will change 
our approach to taxonom y and lead us away 
from the Ione taxonom ist beavering away on a 
particular group and into an in tegrated w hole 
that can b id  successfully for funding to address 
large-scale problem s of bo th  taxonom y and 
system atics. The MarBEF objectives of 
im prov ing  tra in ing , enab ling  b iod iversity  
surveys and  m onito ring , an d  access to 
resources, have clear interactions w ith EDIT 
program m es 8, 7 and 6.

The com m on challenge for bo th  netw orks is in 
w ork ing  together to co n stru c t a research 
in frastructure  th a t includes taxonom y and 
ecology. EDIT is ju s t  starting up and will be 
recruiting its supported  researchers in March 
w ith a program m e-start m eeting in June. There 
is m uch goodwill betw een the two netw orks 
and hopefully we can achieve synergy betw een 
netw orks as well as institu tions and, best of all, 
betw een people.

G e o f f  B o x s h a l l
N atural H istory M useum  
D epartm ent of Zoology 
London
Email: gab@ nhm .ac.uk
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