
WHY AND HOW TO SCORE TAXONOMIC 

DATA IN AN INTERNATIONALLY 

RECOGNIZED FORMAT ?

The ABCD Schema of the TDWG as an example
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taxonomic data

Entire history of a collected specimen :

• Collecting data

• Identification data

• Extra information (details)



Collecting data

• Who : collector’s name

• Where : locality description (field number, station number, 

…) When recording data in the field, whether from a map or when using a 

GPS, it is important to record locality information as well as the geo-

references, so that later validation can take place if necessary 

• When : collecting data / period (start date, end date)

• How : collecting method



Identification data

Who ; Where ; When ; How +

What :

• (Scientific) name (taxonomy data)

• Authority => name and date of descriptor(s)



Some scientists assume that they are the only people able 

fully to understand the data that they have collected !

But what will happen if those 

scientists would be kidnapped 

by aliens ?
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In the field : field notes / logbook

Field notes contains scientific observations : locations, date 

and time, physical characteristics, various observations 

(weather, water temperature, …) sketches, ethology, …

• It’s a draft of the future labels

• Minimum quantity : who, where, when, how

• Field notes is a back up of your observations

• Minimum quality :  

Legible, durable

• Never underestimate it



Example : field book



In the lab

Transposition of the data to labels

• It depends on your field book

• Minimum quantity = who, where, when, how

• Minimum quality = Primary labels : some specimens 

could stay hundred years before being identified

Durable labels

Good quality of paper, good ink (pencil), correct 

information

Capital letters



In the permanent voucher collection

• Transposition of the data on a durable label : 

• It depends on the primary label

• Minimum quantity : the same as above

• Minimum quality : durable means good quality of paper, 

ink…

Sometimes it’s like a police investigation

Especially when the scientist who had

participated on the expedition is not there

anymore



Minimum quantity / quality ?



Labeling in practice
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Labeling in practice



In a local database

Each database are home-made and different : 

a simple excel-sheet -> sophisticated database

Transposition of data from the labels to computers :

Minimum quantity : 

who, where, when, how 

+ what, where (location inside the collection)

Minimum quality : 

usable in time



Darwin : database of RBINS/RMCA



Importance of the minimum quality/quantity data ?

Most expeditions are extremely expensive

Sometimes specimens can no longer be found anymore 

(loss of habitat, extinction of the species…)

Each voucher specimen optimally becomes a permanent 

occurrence record
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Why ?

• The scientific impact of the inventory clearly depends on 

the cooperation between participants and the sharing of 

the data collected

• Every day probably more than 100,000 scientific 

biological records (observations, collected specimens) are 

recorded (cf Abc Taxa vol 8)

• Today, there is no single global inventory or directory 

of just all known species available (even in protected 

areas)

• Making available a vast amount of crossed information



How ?

One standard to allow inter-compatibility and ease of data 

consultation: 

ABCD (& ABCD-DNA & ABCDEFG) Schema



ABCD

Access to Biological Collection Data

• accessibility of existing biological collection data

banks at the international level by developing and 

maintaining a comprehensive and commented schema

for biological collection records (ABCD Schema). 

• ABCD Schema is a standard for the access to and 

exchange of data.

• In the process, it promotes standardization of the 

terminology used to model biological collection 

information and provides a general format for data 

exchange and retrieval for biological collections.



• ABCD is a common data specification for biological 

collection units, including living and preserved specimens

• The design goal of the data specification is to be both 

comprehensive and general

• ABCD has been developed by TDWG and is supported by 

GBIF



TDWG

Taxonomic Databases Working Group (1995)

=> Biodiversity Information Standards

www.tdwg.org

• a non profit scientific and educational association.

• The organization was formed to establish an international 

collaboration to promote the wider and more effective 

dissemination of information about the world's heritage of 

biological organisms 

• It aims to provide an international forum for biological data projects

• It should facilitate data exchange

http://www.tdwg.org/


GBIF

Global Biological Information Facility 

is a mega-science project with the aim to make the world’s 

primary data on biodiversity freely and universally available 

via the Internet = network

Free and Open Access to Biodiversity Data

It should sharing biodiversity data

It might provide evidence for research 

and decisions

www.gbif.org

http://www.gbif.org/


ABCD Schema in practice

• comprehensive and highly structured, supporting data 

from a wide variety of databases.

• compatible with several existing data standards. 

• in use with the GBIF

• XML data



ABCD Schema

ABCD Biological collection 

ABCD DNA

ABCDEFG Extended For Geosciences

700 elements for the Biological collection

76   elements for the DNA section

504 elements for the EFG section

——

1280 elements

RBINS/RMCA use a simplified ABCD with 160 elements
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Conclusions

• Having data in a spreadsheet is fine but can quickly 

become useless (new format, crash disk, …)

• Having data in a local database is better

• Having data in a share-database exposed to the world by 

international standards validates the taxonomic data 

optimally and frames science in a data-richer 

environment.

• Multiple taxa in a joint and standardized database brings 

additional value in terms of conservation and for 

understanding biodiversity



Conclusions

• The structure of a database with taxonomic content is 

very important to ensure compatibility with other 

database systems. 

• For the exchange of taxonomic information it is 

necessary to have standards and protocols to permit the 

presentation, e.g. on a web system like GBIF, of species 

data from different database sources. 



Thank you for your attention…


