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>$46 million investment

Partners – founding & beyond

National Research infrastructure

Open source & open access

A world-leading 

collaborative e-infrastructure 

integral to growing 

biodiversity knowledge

>57 million records

>750 data sets

>410 spatial layers

>3.7 billion records downloaded

>3.5 thousand users/day

Data
• specimens

• occurrence 

• images, sounds

• literature

• sequences

• more coming……

System
• data capture & aggregation

• data management

• data discovery

• data visualisation

• data analysis & reporting

ALA – sharing biodiversity knowledge

• $8.2M  NCRIS (2007-2011)

• $30M SS EIF (2010-2012)

• $2.8 M CRIS (2013-2015)

• $5.7M  NCRIS2013 (2013-2015)

• founding partners and contributors 

primarily biological collections and 

museums

• increased contribution &  use by 

citizen science, government, industry

• NCRIS established  by Howard Gov

• Currently within Education Dept (perhaps better fit 

in Industry & Science?)

• Related environmental infrastructures TERN 

(terrestrial ecological info/data capture) & IMOS 

(marine) 

• ALA driving cultural shift regarding open access to data

• ALA at forefront of accessibility to public sector information



Started as an initiative of the Australian biological collections community.

Founding partners included museums, herbaria and their representatives.

Focus on unlocking information in collections and making it widely 

available.

ALA – some perspective
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We are specifically not a digitisation initiative –

Although we want to help people to digitise.

We want to reinvigorate our relationship with the biological 

collections and systematic community

ALA – some perspective



Atlas Homepage



























































ALA October 2012



















Ecosystems Services

Assuming 1997 
area and 1997 

unit values

Assuming 2011 
area and 2011 

unit values
Costanza et al 2012 1997 2011 Total Value 

per ha
Total Value 

per haArea Area

(e6 ha) (e6 ha) 2007$/ha/yr 2007$/ha/yr Ratios e12$/yr

1997 2011 1997 2011 2011/1997 1997 2011

Open Ocean 33,200 33,200 348 660 1.89 11.6 21.9

Coastal 3,102 3,102 5,592 8,944 1.60 17.3 27.7

Estuaries 180 180 31,509 28,916 1 5.7 5.2

Seagrass/Algae Beds 200 234 26,226 28,916 1 5.2 6.8

Coral Reefs 62 28 8,384 352,257 42 0.5 9.9

Shelf 2,660 2,660 2,222 2,222 1 5.9 5.9

Marine TOTAL 36,302 36,302 796 1,368 1.72 28.9 49.7

Forest 4,855 4,261 1,338 3,800 2.84 6.5 16.2

Tropical 1,900 1,258 2,769 5,382 1.94 5.3 6.8

Temperate/Boreal 2,955 3,003 417 3,137 7.52 1.2 9.4

Grass/Rangelands 3,898 4,418 321 4,166 12.99 1.2 18.4

Wetlands 330 188 20,404 140,174 6.87 6.7 26.4

Tidal Marsh/Mangroves 165 128 13,786 193,843 14.06 2.3 24.8

Swamps/Floodplains 165 60 27,021 25,681 0.95 4.5 1.5

Lakes/Rivers 200 200 11,727 12,512 1.07 2.3 2.5

Desert 1,925 2,159 

Tundra 743 433 

Ice/Rock 1,640 1,640 

Cropland 1,400 1,672 126 5,567 44.04 0.2 9.3

Urban 332 352 6,661 2.3

Terrestrial TOTAL 15,323 15,323 1,109 4,901 4.42 17.0 75.1

TOTAL 51,625 51,625 1,906 6,269 98.4 323.6

Costanza (2014)



100+ New Environmental Layers



Phylogenetic Diversity













MERIT

• Screen shot and url



Monitoring - State of the Environment

P
re

-e
u

ro
p

e
a

n
 s

ta
te

Landuse & management - Undocumented

P
re

s
e

n
t s

ta
te

 (fu
tu

re
)

B
as

el
in
e 

si
te

 c
on

di
tio

n 
as

se
ss

m
en

t

N
at

ur
al
 e

ve
nt

 - 
Flo

od

M
on

ito
rin

g 
si
te

 c
on

di
tio

n 
as

se
ss

m
en

t

   
 W

or
ks

 a
ct
iv
ity

 –
 T

re
e 

pl
an

tin
g

M
on

ito
rin

g 
si
te

 c
on

di
tio

n 
as

se
ss

m
en

t

   
 W

or
ks

 a
ct
iv
ity

 –
 W

ee
d 

co
nt

ro
l

M
on

ito
rin

g 
si
te

 c
on

di
tio

n 
as

se
ss

m
en

t

N
at

ur
al
 e

ve
nt

 - 
Fire

C
ha

ng
e 

of
 p

ro
pe

rty
 o

w
ne

rs
hi
p

Time 

t0

Time 

t4

Time 

t5

Time 

t3

Time 

t2

Time 

t1

M
on

ito
rin

g 
si
te

 c
on

di
tio

n 
as

se
ss

m
en

t

   
 W

or
ks

 a
ct
iv
ity

 –
 W

ee
d 

co
nt

ro
l

M
on

ito
rin

g 
si
te

 c
on

di
tio

n 
as

se
ss

m
en

t

   
 W

or
ks

 a
ct
iv
ity

 –
 W

ee
d 

co
nt

ro
l

Time 

t8

Time 

t7

Time 

t6

Landuse & management - Documented

P
re

s
e

n
t s

ta
te

Example Timeline for Interpretation of 

Relationships between Site condition, Intervention activities, & Landuse.
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MERIT

• Screen shot and url

• “Home” Project page
• public view
• own news



MERIT

• Screen shot and url

• Admin only view
• Activities 
overview and 
status



MERIT

• Screen shot and url



• Screen shot and url

• Sites
• adding new sites 
for activities

• consolidated view



• Screen shot and url

• Site view
• what projects 
happening on 
this site



MERIT

• Screen shot and url

• Dashboard
• progress to 
targets



MERIT

• Screen shot and url

• Filter projects
• different “views” 
by organisation, 
program, region 
etc



MERIT

• Screen shot and url

• Filter
• narrow selection



MERIT

• Screen shot and url

• Dashboard view



MERIT

• Screen shot and url

• Dashboard
• graphical representation & 
summary

• can be on any filtered 
selections



MERIT

• Screen shot and url



1. Launched in December 2013

2. ~1400 registered users 

3. 1322 projects (expect will hit nearly 2000 by end of 2015)

4. 6033 works sites

5. 800-1500 hits per week

6. 40000 + hits in first year

Imagine what we don't know about past investments

Stats



Efficiency gains

PRODUCTIVITY IMPROVEMENTS

1. Reduction in the time and effort required to produce project and programme summaries - MERIT 
can provide reports in minutes where previously they took weeks to compile

2. Reduction in grant managers running personal shadow systems to track and manage their 
project portfolios 

3. “One-stop-shop” tool for grant managers and recipients to document the full implementation 
history of projects

4. Pre-loading of project MERI plans and customised reporting templates provides significant 
efficiency gains

5. Utilising MERIT as a primary negotiation tool for over $250 million of investment.

6. Real time feedback and updates

The MERIT reporting format is simple, consistent, tailored to individual projects and only 
requires reporting on achievements. For some programmes the system allows for real time 
reporting through use of tablet based field apps linked to MERIT.



OUR CORE

Collaborative Infrastructure
understanding & accessing biodiversity

Citizen Science
people engaging with their 

natural environment
Outreach

the next generation

Indigenous
indigenous knowledge & 

engagement

Environmental 
information

tools, analysis, prediction, 
synthesis

Industry
biosecurity & land-use, 

monitoring & understanding 
impacts

Ecological science
knowledge, interactions, 

planning, protection

Individuals & 
Communities
citizen engagement

Interest groups
NGOs, advocacy and data sources

Private sector
investment & risk management

Research organisations
innovation, data & knowledge

Collections
custodians & curators of data

Government
Commonwealth & State - data 

custodians, legislative responsibilities

International
global perspective & challenges

NRM & local/regional
local managers, protected area 

managers
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EmbedEnableEngage

Globalisation
international reach & impact

Managing biodiversity
Conservation policy, planning 

& implementation

Impact on biodiversity
Sustainable resource use

Reporting on 
biodiversity

State of the environment

Collections based 
research

accelerating species discovery

EN
A

B
LI

N
G

…

Research
the next innovation

Policy
the next outcome

EN
G

A
G

EM
EN

T

SUPPORTED BY…

FOR…

THROUGH…

DATA
mobilisation & management 

DESIGN
user interface

ARCHITECTURE
system & tools

TEAM
strategy & capability 

& governance

APPROACH
culture & 

principles

Sharing biodiversity knowledge
VISION: A world-leading collaborative e-infrastructure integral to growing biodiversity knowledge

PURPOSE: Enabling high quality research and innovation outcomes to address national and global challenges in understanding, engaging with, managing and 
reporting on biodiversity.

ALA – Strategic Framework



• Names / NSL

• Identification support

• Virtual taxonomy

• eFlora

• Trait bank

• Species interactions

• digivol

• Phylogeny

• Digitisation / Images

• Fossils

• Indigenous

• Biosecurity / Ag

• TERN/AEKOS

• Plot / Survey

• Tracking

• MERIT

• Citizen Science

• DOI's, annotations, citations

Where to now



Atlas / TERN / ANDS 

collaboration



• eFlora screen shot
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Final thoughts

• We have created open, innovative infrastructure – freely 
available and free for anyone to use and build upon..

– One infrastructure – many systems – specific interfaces for 
defined communities

• We have shown how one infrastructure can serve the needs of 
Science/researchers but also strongly connect Science with 
communities and promote Citizen Science. 

– This infrastructure is very well placed to serve additional 
communities (Water, Ag, Biosecurity) as well as serve as a 
new platform to respect Indigenous Knowledge – particularly 
with new interfaces that reach out (be relevant) to 
Indigenous communities

• We don’t digitise data – but we are where you come when you 
have digitised data.



The Atlas of Living Australia Team – or some of it…

Thank you

www.ala.org.au

http://www.ala.org.au/

