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What is the Australian Biological Resources Study?

The Australian Biological Resources Study (ABRS) is a programme of Environment Australia, part of the Australian Federal Government's Department of Environment and Heritage.

It was established in 1975 with the mandate to describe the plants and animals of Australia and where they occurred (ie to research and deliver information on the taxonomy and biogeography of Australia's biota).  It was to do this by coordinating the writing of a new Flora of Australia to replace Bentham's Flora Australiensis of over a century earlier, and to conduct equivalent research and descriptive work on Australia's fauna.  The resources that it had available were a body of full time scientist/editors, 
a grants programme to foster taxonomic research in areas that were poorly known, and the goodwill of the Australian and overseas taxonomic community.

For the first 20 years of its existence ABRS concentrated on a small number of core series: the Flora of Australia ('Flora' interpreted very broadly to include bryophytes and lichens as well as vascular plants), the Fauna of Australia and the Zoological Catalogue of Australia, all produced in book form.  In addition it published a number of supporting handbooks through the Australian Flora & Fauna Handbooks series, including the important baseline works Australian Plant Name Index (APNI - 
4 volumes) and the Census of Australian Vascular Plants.  To date 27 volumes of Flora of Australia, 
5 volumes of Fauna of Australia and 28 volumes of the Zoological Catalogue of Australia have been published.

In the 1990s ABRS began to broaden its range of products.  Fungi and algae were removed from the scope of the Flora of Australia project, with agreement to initiate 2 new series: Fungi of Australia 
(3 volumes published to date) and the Algae of Australia series (first volume to appear in 2003).  ABRS supported the development of new technologies for undertaking and delivering taxonomy, with grants and other support for development of the DELTA suite of descriptive software, the LucID interactive identification software, and the Platypus taxonomic knowledge databasing package.  
ABRS was at the forefront of interactive identification key developments, and has sponsored development of a number of interactive keys either directly or indirectly through its grants programme.  The last decade has also seen a major increase in publication by ABRS (alone or in partnerships) of handbooks and manuals on various groups of organisms, designed for a wide user base, from scientists to amateur naturalists.  Many of these were published through a new book series, the Flora of Australia Supplementary Series.

ABRS' baseline nomenclatural works have underpinned major advances in Australian taxonomy, with international spinoffs.  APNI and the Census of Australian Vascular Plants have been combined in a database to produce an internet version of APNI which is being continually updated.  This electronic version of APNI has been linked with the Gray Card Index and Index Kewensis to become the core of a global vascular flora nomenclator, the International Plant Name Index (IPNI).  Linked to the APNI activity is the project to provide on-line access to Australia's herbarium label data and associated information, the Australia's Virtual Herbarium (AVH) project.  This is a joint Federal/State Government and private enterprise project in which ABRS is a partner.  The Zoological Catalogue of Australia is being migrated from book form to electronic form and is the basis of ABRS' Australian Faunal Directory (AFD), an online source of nomenclatural data on Australia's animals (sens. lat.); the names list in the AFD is expected to form the Master Names List for OZCAM (Online Collections of Australian Museums).  The AFD, along with a database version of published Flora of Australia volumes (Flora of Australia Online), indices of fungal, lichen and algal names, a database of recent changes to vascular plant names in Australia (What's its Name?), and a number of glossaries, together form the Australian Biological Information Facility (ABIF), a rapidly developing online electronic window to ABRS' taxonomic data.  ABIF will eventually provide a major part of Australia's contribution to the Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF).

Support for the Global Taxonomy Initiative, the CBD and other conventions

Australian taxonomists, through ABRS and our associated programmes in Environment Australia (particularly the Biodiversity Convention and Strategy Section, BCSS) have taken a strong interest in the Convention on Biological Diversity ever since Rio.  

ABRS was an early enthusiastic supporter of the idea of a Global Taxonomy Initiative.  ABRS, in association with other organisations, published two of the earliest Information Papers on the GTI: 
The Darwin Declaration (1998) and The Global Taxonomy Initiative: Shortening the Distance Between Discovery and Delivery (1998).  ABRS officers subsequently contributed to SBSTTA discussions leading to the adoption of the Global Taxonomy Initiative, and one of our former staff members, Mr Ian Cresswell was inaugural GTI officer on the CBD Executive.  ABRS has been asked to formally publish the Programme of Work for the Global Taxonomy Initiative, and this is expected to appear very shortly.  The Director, ABRS, is GTI National Focal Point for Australia.

Support for global taxonomic projects

Species Plantarum Project

In the early 1990s discussions took place between a number of institutions with a view to producing a Flora of the World.  The first outcome of these discussions was a plan to produce a Global Plant Checklist, under the auspices of the newly formed International Organisation for Plant Information (IOPI).  This project continues, forging links with other like-minded organisations such as Species 2000.  In 1993 the idea of writing a traditional descriptive Flora of the World, to be disseminated both in printed and electronic forms, was again raised.  This initiative led to the establishment of the Species Plantarum Project (SPP), also under the umbrella of IOPI.  The Species Plantarum Project Steering Committee first met in 1995.  ABRS and Environment Australia have been strong supporters of SPP.  ABRS staff were foundation members of the Steering Committee, and BCSS provided seed funding for publication activities.  The ABRS representative on the Steering Committee was instrumental in developing Guidelines for Contributors and became Executive Editor of the project.  ABRS undertook publication and distribution of the books, of which 10 have been published since 1999.  To date the series has described and provided identification keys, maps, ecological and distributional information for over 500 species, globally, in 6 families.  Several other families, comprising another 600 species, are written and being edited currently, with many others in preparation.  A second ABRS staff member has recently joined the editing team as co-editor.  Species Plantarum has delivered Proof of Concept as a global project.  To date it has achieved its objectives with minimal funding, and is certainly capable of being scaled up under the GTI to deliver standardised, quality taxonomic treatments across national boundaries.

The Global Biodiversity Information Facility

The Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF) is an international project under the CBD to provide access to global biodiversity information and knowledge for scientific research, education and conservation and land management.  Australia is a signatory, a financial contributor and an active participant in all GBIF programmes.  As a participant in GBIF, Australia has an obligation to establish and run a National GBIF Node system, or clearing house and common access point to Australian biodiversity information.  Environment Australia, through ABRS, has established an ad hoc working group from Commonwealth and State government and university departments to develop potential models for an Australian GBIF node.  Australian taxonomic information developed by ABRS, particularly that incorporated in Australia's ABIF, will eventually provide Australian content to GBIF

Support for national and global taxonomic infrastructure

ABRS supports taxonomic research within Australia, coordinating national projects, offering financial support through a competitive grants scheme, and supporting training through graduate and postgraduate scholarships.

One of ABRS' tasks has been to monitor the status of taxonomic infrastructure and expertise 
in Australia.  To this end it has been involved in conducting a series of surveys, the first in 1975, to measure changes in the scientific workforce, work methods and physical resources in taxonomy 
in continental Australia.  The next in this series of surveys (and workshops) will be conducted later in 2003.  On an international scale, similar concerns about taxonomic resources drove ABRS' interest 
in development of the Global Taxonomy Initiative.

Nomenclature is an integral part of sound taxonomy, and ABRS staff serve on several national and international work groups and juries concerned with the practice of taxonomic nomenclature.  Staff regularly attend national and international conferences where these matters are debated and have contributed to published discussions on such subjects as the Phylocode, Registration of Names, Harmonisation of Codes of Nomenclature, and electronic publication of new names.

ABRS and the GTI Programme of Work

ABRS is a relatively small organisation, charged with coordinating national efforts to document a mega-diverse continental biota.  It seeks to do this by adopting best taxonomic practice, and by harnessing the interest and expertise of taxonomists across the country, and those abroad with an interest in the Australian (and Australasian) biota.  It supports taxonomic research through a grants scheme, publishes carefully quality-controlled taxonomic work in a range of media (print, Web, CD) for a range of audiences, and keeps a watchful eye on taxonomic capacity in Australia and abroad.

ABRS already contributes substantially to global taxonomy, through its involvement in GTI lobbying, GBIF, international nomenclatural forums and projects such as Species Plantarum.  It is the intention of ABRS and its parent organisation that this support should continue.  Perhaps one of the most valuable contributions that ABRS can make to the GTI is its experience, gained over a quarter of a century, in coordinating taxonomic projects on a continental scale.  Few national organisations have experience in managing data on this scale.  ABRS has developed work methods that facilitate delivery of large scale taxonomic projects, and will be happy to share this experience as the GTI Programme of Work gets underway.

