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Biological Specimens
Estimated to be > 1 billion 
biological specimens in 
natural history collections 
around the world

Information about these 
specimens is very useful 

for zoologists, botanists, 
environmental scientists, land 
managers, etc. 

But most specimen 
information is on paper labels

Recent efforts to digitize 
specimen information and 
make it available online  
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Australian Herbaria

Australia s herbaria have been 
proactive in digitizing and sharing 
specimen information

Specimen databases from the 1970s

Standard data format 
Herbarium Information Standards and 
Protocols for Interchange of Data 
(HISPID) in 1989

Became international standard

Web interfaces to some individual 
herbarium databases (late 90s)

WA FloraBase, Electronic Flora of SA, 
ANHISIR, etc

Prototype federated database 

Developed 1999 by Uni Adelaide, herbaria (esp SA), KE Software
Based on development of Electronic Flora of South Australia

Simple Web query interface (perl CGI) at each site, interfacing to 
local herbarium database

Simple config file mapping a few basic query and output fields to Oracle (ANH)
and Texpress (Adelaide and KE Software) database fields

Web interface to distributed query of all herbarium databases

Separate components for web query/display and 
database query made federation easy 

Results as text or displayed as dots overlayed on a 
simple image map

Get specimen info by clicking on dots on the map
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Australia s Virtual Herbarium

Australia s Virtual Herbarium (AVH) project started in 2001
~ $10M from National Heritage Trust and private donations

Most of the funds for digitizing specimen information
< 40% of vascular plant specimens databased in 2001 

> 80% in 2006 and almost 100% now 

Over 4 million specimen records

Improved federation and mapping
More complex queries, caching of query 
results, HISPID format data, 

Done by KE Software

One of the first national federated 
specimen information systems in the 
world

Example of Federated Query on AVH
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AVH Federated Query Interface
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