
NBDC and lessons from the international context 
The notes in this document attempt to apply lessons from GBIF and other biodiversity initiatives at 

the international level to the future needs and direction for the NBDC.  

A cross-sectoral role 
Around the world, and in each participant country, platforms for biodiversity data management, 

such as NBDC and GBIF, occupy a place at the intersection between multiple sectors or domains. 

They serve the needs of natural history collections and associated taxonomic research. They 

aggregate data on behalf of ecological research and biogeography. They are important research 

infrastructures that contribute to open data standards and practices within the biological sciences 

and to innovations in management and analysis of huge volumes of data. They help to integrate 

citizen science efforts as part of a larger information asset. They are information bridges into wider 

environmental data management (e.g. through national environment agencies or under the 

umbrella of GEO, the Group on Earth Observations). They support biodiversity and environmental 

assessment processes and conservation planning at all scales. They also contribute valuable 

knowledge for agricultural improvement and biosecurity. 

The work of a national biodiversity data centre is to address whatever inefficiencies and frictions 

prevent any user community (research, government, NGO, industry, public) from being able 

efficiently to access all relevant information collected by any parties (research, citizen science, 

monitoring, biosecurity, remote sensing, etc.). Some data sources may be sensitive and need careful 

or restrictive handling. Over time, new technologies open new channels for collecting useful data. 

These centres provide the technical and human plumbing necessary to use these sources efficiently. 

National data centres or, in GBIF terms, national nodes are varied, reflecting the particular mix of 

stakeholders that have come together to establish each national initiative. Many national GBIF 

nodes are hosted by government agencies, particularly environment or agriculture departments. In 

some cases, as with SANBI in south Africa, they may have an official reporting role that has been 

defined in national legislation. Others are primarily led by natural history research institutions and 

remain primarily focused on academic outcomes. There may be involvement from national efforts to 

establish digital infrastructure for all research areas. There may be strong linkages with conservation 

assessment processes, national monitory schemes, citizen science initiatives, biomolecular 

researchers, etc. Few national nodes maintain all these connections. Nodes reflect each specific 

context and may be shaped positively or negatively by the presence of absence of relevant initiatives 

elsewhere in the country. 

For NBDC, this means that there is no rigid model to follow. Some roles will be determined by the 

priorities and needs of the core partners, but other elements may be added either because 

opportunities exist for fruitful partnerships or because no party currently assumes responsibility for 

the area. Where some other party already assumes responsibility for delivering an element, NBDC 

can focus instead on building relationships to ensure that relevant information connects freely with 

other parts of NBDC’s mission.  

Depending on the stakeholders involved, NBDC may need to consider what support it should give to 

managing different classes of data. The broad category of species occurrence data may encompass 

many different types of spatially explicit information about species, but additional databases or 

special stores may be required if the platform is to accommodate rich museum specimen data, 

citizen science projects, data from field ecology, monitoring programs, genomics initiatives, etc. 

Further complexity will arise if the centre also handles diverse species classifications, species trait 



data, bibliographic data, etc. It is important to scope the responsibilities clearly and to manage 

expectations.  

The importance of sustainability and trust 
When it was established at the end of 2007, the Atlas of Living Australia was better funded than any 

previous Australian initiative for managing biodiversity data at the national scale. In the first few 

years, it was able to organise and deliver more data from more sources than the systems that were 

in current use within state and federal agencies for the environment and agriculture. In many cases, 

it offered a free and open way to access data for which these agencies had previously paid licences 

(and been obliged to renegotiate licensing terms every few years). At the same time, the ALA 

integrated hundreds of relevant spatial data layers to provide richer context for the biodiversity data 

records and provided a range of tools for exploring and analysing these data. 

Representatives from government agencies freely acknowledged that the ALA was more capable and 

comprehensive than their own tools. However, for many years, none of them could or would make 

operational use of the ALA because it existed under relatively short-term (5-year periods) project 

funding. No agency could afford the risk of turning off its existing operational systems in favour of a 

better solution while there was uncertainty whether that solution would continue to exist in the 

longer term. Ultimately some of these barriers have softened, but the agencies continue to duplicate 

many of its services. 

This underlines the importance of clarity around the sustainability arrangements for an 

infrastructure like NBDC as the basis for potential stakeholders to trust the infrastructure as a secure 

home for data or as a reliable provider of data solutions and tools. Uncertainty on these points limits 

uptake and impact. 

Relationship between NBDC and GBIF 
Historically, there has been duplication of function at the levels of GBIF and national member 

platforms. Some functions can properly only be associated with a national capability. If the role 

includes responsibilities for statutory reporting, threatened species assessments, etc., this will 

clearly be at the national or regional scale. Similarly, integration of data to deliver transnational 

views is naturally part of a global role. 

As GBIF matures, there are however more opportunities to leverage its tools and services to avoid 

duplicating effort. Several models are viable or worth exploration: 

• The ALA is working with GBIF to standardise data processing pipelines, so that there is more 

predictability about the interpretation of data and so that record identifiers can be 

consistent between platforms. A goal for this activity is ultimately to unify data indexing so 

that both parties are contributing to a single shared data index. 

• GBIF now makes it simple for other sites to use its API and data services to access subsets of 

the global data pool. Unless there are data privacy or ownership issues that make this 

impossible, or special bespoke processing required, it would now be quite possible for a 

national platform to register all data sources with GBIF, allow GBIF to index the data, and 

then use the GBIF services to populate a national portal interface. Bespoke processing could 

involve use of a national species list or subnational divisions and national data layers, but 

there could still be efficiencies associated with using GBIF for the main data processing. 

Regardless of these possibilities, if national data are shared with GBIF, it is possible to rely on GBIF 

for wider dissemination and reuse of the data in the context of international initiatives and 



processes, such as IUCN red list assessment processes, cross-linkages to genomics databases, and 

engagement with CBD and IPBES around introduced and invasive species. 


