Notes/Minutes from the first General Meeting of ENHSIN held at The Natural History Museum, London, 7/8 January 2000.





E N H S I N


European Natural History Specimen Information Network


 


FIRST GENERAL MEETING


NATURAL HISTORY MUSEUM, LONDON 7/8 JANUARY 2000





MINUTES & REVIEW OF TASK-GROUPS





Brief minutes of the meeting are presented below. The main components of this report have been prepared as two Appendixes to provide an integrated summary of the work of the various task-groups, which cut across various agenda points. A further appendix is added on potential future opportunities and support for the ENSHIN network.





The purpose of ENHSIN is to develop a shared, interoperable European network of specimen databases. Several tasks are necessary to achieve this end. Suitable software is needed to allow the required interoperability across European specimen databases. Existing data are not standard, and standards need to be agreed, as far as is possible, across the network. It is essential that these standards are driven with user needs in mind: European institutions with collections will be encouraged to adopt minimum standards for data input. Since placing specimen data on the Internet enables wide access, intellectual property issues arise, and these need to be addressed. Failure to protect institutions and nations from unwelcome use of their data will impede the flow of information. Finally, an effective management model is required to deliver and maintain the network.





MINUTES


Friday 7 January


Present: Henrik Enghoff, Nikolaj Scharff (Copenhagen); Marian Ramos, Carmen Dieguez (Madrid); Walter Berendsohn (Berlin); Nicolas Bailly, Régine Vignes (Paris); Herman de Jong (Amsterdam); Simon Owens, Alyson Prior (London: Kew); Charles Hussey, Neil Thomson, Tony Weir, Ray Lester, Vanessa Pike, David Gee, John Jackson, Malcolm Scoble (Chair) (London: NHM).





Welcome


Partners were welcomed by Paul Henderson: Director of Science at the Natural History Museum, London.





Apologies for absence


Wouter Los (Amsterdam); Simon Tillier (Paris); Montse Gomendio (Madrid).


			


Report of Network Co-ordinator


Model contracts for ENHSIN partners have arrived from the Commission. These were handed to partners during the meeting.





Beneficial pre-project meetings had taken placed in Copenhagen, Madrid and Berlin. The October meeting of CETAF in Copenhagen (kindly organized by the Danish partners) provided an opportunity for all ENHSIN partners to meet well before the start of the project. The aims of the project were reconsidered and plans made for the execution of the work. Problems included the issue of just what ENHSIN could deliver with the resources available (notably money, time, databases, software).





Review of task-groups


	See Appendix I





Round Table on Access to Infrastructures (Large Scale Facilities)


The ENHSIN meeting allowed reports to be presented by partners holding awards for Access to Major Research Infrastructures: Paris, Copenhagen, Amsterdam, London (NHM). Progress was noted and the success of the initiative emphasized. It remains uncertain as to whether Amsterdam and Paris will make new proposals and Vanessa Pike would value clarification of these plans. 





Vanessa Pike (London: NHM) reported that she would be attending, as a panel member, a meeting organized by the Commission, and scheduled for 18-20 September in Strasbourg, on Infrastructure Networking. The purpose of this meeting is to discuss the future of infrastructures. She made a plea for all partners to supply, urgently, and not later than 7 February 2000, suggestions she could take forward to this panel. Documentation is currently being prepared for the meeting and will be completed shortly after this date.





Action


Vanessa Pike to contact partners giving more detail of the kind of suggestions what she would like.








Dissemination of ENHSIN developments and information to other institutions


The importance of ensuring that ENHSIN does not become a closed club was emphasized. Greater breadth is, anyway, provided by CETAF.





An important means of communication between the partners and associated institutions and, eventually, access to databases on a pan-European basis, will be an ENHSIN web-site.





Action


NHM to prepare ENHSIN web-site as a priority


NHM to establish an e-mailing list of the partners [action already being taken]





Proposed RTD application: organization and procedures


See Appendix II





Task-group meetings


Partners were associated into three groups, each group meeting in a separate room for detailed discussion (summarized in Appendix I).


Madrid & Copenhagen


Berlin & London (NHM)


Paris, Amsterdam, London (Kew)





Saturday 8 January





Task-group meetings (continued). See Appendix I.





It was agreed that at this stage a round table discussion in the presence of all delegates would be preferred to having separate working groups. 





Review of Finance & Resources


Draft ‘model’ Contracts sent to the Co-ordinator were distributed to partners for signing. [The Commission has written since the meeting to confirm that these documents should be treated as final versions.] The protocol for claiming conference expenses was explained. The official start date for the project is stated in the Contract as being 1 January 2000.





Action	


Tony Weir emphasized the need for all partners to obtain the appropriate signatures from their institutions and return the two copies of the model contracts to him as a matter of great urgency to comply with Commission requirements.





Discussion. See Appendix II.


Discussion ensued on suitable areas for future development of collections databases, in particular the opportunities presented by RTD projects. 








Summary review (Network Co-ordinator)


The project was resolving itself broadly into five key elements: technical (interoperability across databases); data standards and quality and data-selection; legal (issues of copyright and intellectual property, which threaten to impede common access to specimen data); users (the depth and breadth of the community across Europe); and management (development of a system to deliver and maintain the ENHSIN initiative).





Any other business


Several partners made use of extra time before leaving to communicate related technical and logistical developments.





Date and place of next meeting


The next general meeting of the ENHSIN partners is scheduled for early October 2001 in Berlin.














�
APPENDIX I: REVIEW OF TASK-GROUPS





Task-group 1: Legal & Intellectual Property (London: Kew). An unpublished, discussion document from Australia relating to GBIF and circulated to certain ENHSIN partners by Wouter Los (Amsterdam), was found to be a useful basis for considering issues of ENHSIN IPR. It was agreed that other initiatives (e.g., ‘Species 2000’) likely to be facing similar issues should be contacted to avoid duplicating effort. The key legal issue to be faced by ENHSIN concern exactly what data should be made available in the public domain. Questions of copyright and intellectual property will be considered against the spirit of facilitating access to data. Given the cost of professional legal advice and the limited resources available to ENHSIN, achievements in this task will be limited. The approach will be to deal with as much of the task as is possible in house and retain professional legal expertise for advice on less tractable questions. (Kew uses a particular firm of solicitors on IPR matters, so working relationships are already established.) Gaining a practical resolution to IPR issues will affect several other key project tasks, particularly the question of just what data should be accessible through the ‘final’ ENHSIN network. Creating different levels of access for different user categories will be considered, as will the CBD’s position on the openness of national biodiversity data.





 Action


Report to be drafted by task-group partner and circulated to all partners by end of February 2000


All partners to respond to task-group partner on this draft about key issues and any particular problems by end of April 2000





Task-groups 2, 6 & 7: Technical Advisory (2: London, NHM); Technical Implementation (6: Berlin); Evaluation (7: Berlin). Pre ENHSIN meetings in Copenhagen (10 October 1999) and Berlin (17 December 1999) were very useful in helping to address the complex technical issues at the heart of delivering the network. The partners responsible for this component of the project also co-operate closely with task-group 5 (Scientific Advisory: Paris), which is responsible for the nature and quality of data and the capacity to interoperate across databases.





The high degree of complementarity between ENHSIN and the BioCISE was reiterated. The distinction between the two initiatives lies in BioCISE being concentrated primarily on metadata (a top-down approach) while the focus of ENHSIN is on specimen (i.e. unit-level) data. BioCISE includes the need to deal not only with databases, but also other electronic data and non-computerised data sets. It excludes cross-connection between specimen data. An example of complementarity between ENHSIN and the BioCISE is exemplified by related IPR issues.





The following approach was proposed for delivering ENHSIN. First, the network/system should be constructed by linking as many databases to it as possible. Second, the task of delivering a pilot should be addressed by selecting a small subset of these databases for that exercise. This approach is a conceptual development from pre-ENHSIN meetings, in which the process was perceived more as treating the pilot as a core and building outwards. The revised proposal has the advantage of potentially demonstrating the network/system more broadly and treating the pilot as a technical focus. Technical iterations between the pilot and the broader network could then occur to best effect.





After discussion it was agreed that databases of observations were not equivalent to specimen databases and should not be included within ENHSIN.





It was agreed that, given budgetary and time constraints, a pre-existing technical solution should be adopted, and that the Z39.50 protocol would be adopted for passing and receiving information to and from databases. It was also agreed that information to clients would be supplied in XML. Databases for the network would need to be made available on an NT platform.





The task-groups proposed to the ENHSIN partners that ‘Species Analyst’ (which is interoperability software developed by colleagues at the University of Kansas) should be used in the network. The software has been subjected already to some testing. Furthermore, it is available at no cost and has minimal license requirements.





Actions


Task-group partners plus Paris to liaise over technical criteria that affect the selection of databases for the general network and the pilot


Fields to be searched and returned to be defined and Z-Profile written (Paris)


DTD (document-type definition) to be defined (by task-groups)


Berlin to investigate possibility of convening CODATA task-group to set exchange standards for specimen data.


Partners from Berlin, London (NHM) and Paris to meet in Paris 11/12 May 2000 to finalize draft document on data source selection, content, access criteria, quality assessment and keeping data updated. Review Z-Profile


All partners to comment on draft document from task-group within one week of receipt to permit milestone to be achieved by end of May 2000


Suitable databases to be identified and tested within ENHSIN partnership by end of August 2000


Task-groups to test operational prototype system involving partners and donors external to ENHSIN partnership by end of October 2000





Task-group 5: Scientific Advisory Group (Paris) (and see under previous task-group). Lists of many specimen databases in European institutions are available from the BioCISE. For the pilot, discussion included consideration of the potential of selecting databases based on habitat (e.g., marine, freshwater), or geographical regions rather than by taxon. A limitation of selecting geographical databases was the desirability of having co-ordinate (point) data for the production of maps.





Actions


Task-group partner to prepare draft documentation on the several tasks listed in the Contract. Specimen database fields will be discussed at the proposed meeting in Paris 11/12 May 2000 as will the selection of databases for the pilot


Final selection of databases to take place by the end of July 2000


All partners to consider as a potential RTD project issues of data quality and selection of criteria for curation of specimens and handling of associated information. Ideas to be communicated to other partners and the Project Co-ordinator.





Task-groups 3 & 4: Specialist Scientific User Requirements (3: Copenhagen); Sectoral User Requirements (4: Madrid). A report was presented on a pre ENHSIN meeting in Madrid (November 1999) of the ‘users’ task-groups comprising the Copenhagen and Madrid partners. Discussions enabled a second draft of a questionnaire to be presented at the first general ENHSIN meeting. It was noted that the quality of the questionnaire had been assessed favourably by a marketing company in Spain. The presentation of this draft to the ENHSIN meeting was highly valued both for its content and timely presentation. The draft was discussed and some suggested amendments were made. All partners will supply the task-group with names and associated information of potential users. It was suggested that complementary initiatives would be worth investigating as a source of potential users (e.g., TAXACOM (note archives on web), BIOLINK, Species 2000, UK Systematics Forum, BIOTICA, CONABIO).





Action


Task-groups to e-mail revised draft questionnaire and send to partners [document now e-mailed to partners 12/1/2000]


Partners to send final amendments to questionnaire to task-groups (Copenhagen and Madrid) by 26 January 2000


All partners to email Copenhagen and Madrid by 15 February the names, addresses, home page web sites and, if at all possible, personal contacts of institutions and businesses users to whom questionnaires should be sent 


Questionnaires to be sent to potential users during March 2000 with a request that responses are received by the end of April 2000. (Follow up to encourage users to complete questionnaire is anticipated.) This action will be preceded by task-group partners sending questionnaires to a small sample of potential users as a pilot exercise


Provisional trends from analysis of completed questionnaires to be conveyed to partners, particularly to inform task of identifying basic data to be made accessible through the ENHSIN infrastructure


Report to be drafted by task-group partners by end of August 2000


Cost of mailing the questionnaire and the appropriate budget head and partner from which it should come to be discussed by task-group partners and co-ordinator


Languages: in the hope of increasing the response rate by users, the following partners agreed to translate the final version of the questionnaire into languages other than English -  


Nicolas Bailly: French


Walter Berendsohn: German


Marian Ramos & Carmen Dieguez: Spanish


Carmen Dieguez: Italian


Malcolm Scoble to make linguistic changes to the English version








Task-group 8: Infrastructure collaboration policy and management (Amsterdam). The importance of this task to the very future of ENHSIN was noted. It was explained that staff in Amsterdam had not yet been formally assigned to this task, but that action would be taken shortly to deal with this matter. Herman de Jong will brief Wouter Los on the London meeting and the action to be taken by Amsterdam.





Action


Task-group partner to assign staff to tasks


Task-group partner to draft assessment of ENHSIN and complementary initiatives within 6 months


�
Appendix II: Possibilities for taking ENHSIN further: RTD





Gavin Thomson, consultant to some CETAF partners, made a short presentation on the protocol and basis for Research Infrastructure RTD projects, Marie Curie Fellowships and Training Networks. Under IHP, selection of RTD projects by the Commission for support would depend on several key criteria, which were listed in supporting documentation from Gavin Thomson. It is essential to appreciate that the existence of a substantial research component must be demonstrated in such applications.





From discussion following the presentation, and in a separate round table debate among the ENHSIN partners, three possibilities for taking ENHSIN further arose:





1. A potential area for an RTD project was proposed on digitising images of specimens and using images to provide access to databases. This would require complex IT research of a kind considered appropriate to meet RTD requirements. Model taxa suggested as posing a contrasting range of IT and other logistical problems included: trees (notably, how to deal with herbarium specimens of trees); Lepidoptera (adult stages in collections, which can typically be treated effectively as two-dimensional objects with strong patterns); and mollusc shells (which pose three-dimensional problems on strongly patterned organisms).





Complementary work in the USA on salticid spiders (Piel) and in Brazil on bees were noted, as were studies on the automatic identification of parasitic Hymenoptera (I.G. Gauld et al.).





2. There was enthusiasm for expanding ENHSIN further into the complex field of data quality management as applied to specimens in collections - perhaps as an RTD.





3. Legal issues affecting the free flow of collections-information in the biodiversity arena might form the basis of a Marie Curie Fellowship.





Action


All partners to consider possible ways of developing opportunities arising from RTDs, Marie Curie Fellowships, and Training Networks. (Deadlines for applications for the next two rounds of the Marie Curie Fellowships are 15 March 2000 and 13 September 2000.)








Malcolm Scoble


Network Co-ordinator 						14 January 2000








