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Advances in IPNI
Since its launch, IPNI has become one of the most popular sources of botanical information on the Internet, logging around 18,000 queries a week. In the past six months, we have made progress towards making IPNI more than just IK, APNI and Gray Cards on line. IPNI is now poised to become a fully distributed system that can accept updates safely and securely from all over the botanical community. This has been achieved by means of the Contributions mechanism, which we believe has applications beyond just IPNI, and is a model which could fruitfully be adopted by other projects in the Taxonomic world

Contributions Mechanism

The contributions mechanism works in IPNI by analogy with the CVS version control system which many developers will be familiar with. Certain objects in IPNI are declared to be versionable. 

[image: image1.wmf]Reference

Publication

Rank

Taxon

Citation

Distribution

Author 

team

Cited 

type

Author


Figure 1: versionable objects in IPNI

Editing a versionable object, or any of its dependent tables, generates a contribution, and several contribution items, which describe the difference between the last version and the new one. Depending on the status of the user who made the contribution, the change will either be immediately visible, or it will be hidden. Known users would usually see their changes appear immediately, whereas ad hoc contributors from the internet would not. Any record with a ‘pending’ contribution – whether it be a new record, or an existing record with changes – would be flagged up in the interface, for instance by means of an asterisk. 
The contribution would then be reviewed by the editors, and either accepted or rejected. Rejecting a contribution rolls back the database to the way it was before the contribution was made. Accepting a contribution would make it visible (in the case of an ad hoc user) or would simply remove the flagging (for trusted users). Even if a contribution is not accepted, it will still be on the database and would be visible in the contributions history that each versionable object has. This contributions history also has the benefit that every single edit made to a record is visible in the system, including who made it, so that full credit can be given to anyone who makes a contribution

We have now been running the contributions mechanism internally at IPNI for six months, so we are sure that it is a robust and practical solution to the problem of tracking changes to a database. The next step will be to roll out access to make contributions to selected external users.
Replication

The contributions mechanism has the further benefit that it allows us to implement peer-to-peer replication in a very straight forward way. Contribution objects, and decision objects can simply be exchanged between servers. In the event of one server being unavailable for any reason, when it comes back up, it can simply query the other servers for any outstanding contributions or decisions that it has missed, and apply them to its own database in the normal way. 

By the end of this year we will launch our updated website (at http://www.ipni.org) which will be a window onto the live IPNI. This will in fact be two replicated servers, the same ones which are being used by the editors at Harvard and Kew, rather than a periodically updated copy as is currently the case. 

New Data

With the new website you will also see two significant improvements to the data. The first is the addition of the Fern names from Index Filicum. This is due particularly to the heroic efforts of Peter Bostock of the Queensland Herbarium who took on the relatively unstructured mass of data from the original volumes and managed to parse them into some sort of order. Thanks are also due to Peter Edwards and many other fern people who put the finishing touches on the data

The second is a subtler change. You will no longer see so many duplicates when you search IPNI. Thanks to the efforts of family specialists around the world who are too numerous to mention,  duplicates across the three original data sets have been identified and linked and from this version, the less informative records (usually the IK ones) have been suppressed, although they will not be gone for ever. We will continue to deduplicate and continue with our other standardisation work. For instance, authors in IK records are being standardised, and publications will also be tackled. 

Next steps

Since IPNI was first conceived, the expectations users have of Internet accessible databases have risen. Simply putting IPNI up, standardised, and up to date is no longer enough. Our most frequent request (apart from to spell somebody’s name correctly) is for the ability to check a list of names to see which ones are not in IPNI. We are working on batch processes that will do this simply now, and hope to move that functionality onto the website in due course. The ability to output data from the internet site into XML as well as delimited formats will also be included soon. Loading annotated lists which have been downloaded and cleaned up by the experts in a particular taxon will also be possible, automatically generating contributions as it loads. Web services will also allow users to automate some of the functions of the IPNI site. These can be easily called from Office XP applications such as Access or Excel – or even Word. We have often likened IPNI to a spell checker. Now it is possible to actually make it into one. 
Other possibilities for IPNI include annual CDs, a published API and moving IPNI into a truly open source development mode.
