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Many biodiversity research projects generate da-
tasets that are relevant for the wider scientific 
community, government natural resource man-
agers, policy makers, and the public. The data 
are needed to address outstanding issues such as 
global climate change, the disappearance of spe-
cies at the global level, and the 2010 target and 
indicators process.

The advantages of free and open data sharing 
have been documented (Arzberger et al. 2004a, 
2004b, see overleaf).  They include (but are not 
limited to): Fostering of new research, permit-
ting the creation of new data sets when data from 
multiple sources are combined, reinforcing open 
scientific inquiry, encouraging diversity of analy-
sis, and making possible the testing of new or al-
ternative hypotheses. 

Research data, in digital form, are increasingly 
being used in research endeavours beyond the 
original project for which they were gathered.  
This represents an unanticipated return on re-
search investments made in the past, and is good 
reason to make open access to research data a 
worldwide policy.

GBIF’s Open Access Policy

GBIF’s fundamental operating principle is free and 
open access to biodiversity data. To date, data 
providers in the GBIF network have mobilised over 
125 million biodiversity records, which are freely 
and openly available at www.gbif.org for the 
benefit of science and society.

On 16 January 2006, the GBIF Governing Board 
adopted recommendations on open access to en-
courage research councils, other funding agencies 
and private foundations to:

•	 Promote that proposals for funding for 
biodiversity research include a plan for 
the maintenance and sharing of the dig-
ital biodiversity data generated in pro-
posed projects; and

•	 Promote that species and specimen level 
data and associated metadata that are 
generated in funded projects are made 
publicly available through mechanisms 
cooperating with GBIF, within a specified 
period after completion of the supported 
research.

The rationale for the Governing Board’s decision 
was that modern technologies have made the 
costs of data sharing marginal compared to the 
full costs of the research that generates the data. 
It is therefore wise to allow for further shared use 
of these data to benefit the widest possible range 
of users.

Other open access initiatives

Many other organisations agree with GBIF that shar-
ing data is good scientific practice and is necessary 
for the advancement of science, public awareness 
and education.

Expanded access to data sources could impressively 
increase the value to taxpayers of the more than 
$650 billion spent annually by governments on all 
research disciplines (OECD 2004, see overleaf).

In December 2006, the OECD Council made a recom-
mendation that public funding agencies should focus 
on promoting access to research data via digital, 
computer-readable formats.  And, similarly to the 
GBIF Governing Board, the Council highlighted the 
need to consider data access and sharing regulations 
and practices in the formation of Member countries’ 
science policies and programmes.

The UN Convention on Biological Diversity has 
called for more data and information for the ef-
fective implementation of its goals and work pro-
grammes. CBD COP Decision VIII/11, para. 3 invited:

Parties and other Governments, as appropriate, to 
provide free and open access to all past, present and 
future public-good research, assessments, maps and 
databases on biodiversity, in accordance with nation-
al and international legislation.

A number of similar recommendations and state-
ments have been made by various governmental and 
intergovernmental bodies, as well as major conser-
vation organisations, from around the world in re-
cent years.  A few of these are listed overleaf.

Why is Open Access to biodiversity data important?


