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Abstract

Biodiversity is a relatively recent term, becoming prominent starting in the mid-1980’s as a
descriptor for the study of the “diversity of life-forms” on Earth. This charismatic label served
to focus concerns on recent alarming trends in the global loss of Biodiversity-- including
populations, species, communities, and ecosystems.

While coining of the term Biodiversity grew out of concerns over the accelerating
disappearance of natural habitats and corresponding extinction of species — more recently its
connotations have been much broader, encompassing a number of disciplines dedicated to
characterizing, quantifying, conserving and understanding the remarkable variation in Earth’s
life forms at various scales, ranging from the molecular to the global. Fundamental to these
investigations is the discipline of "Modern Systematics" that focuses specifically on the naming
and categorizing of biological, often organismal “types”, according to codes and rules
established and maintained by the research community. The resulting “names" provide a
unifying, though not entirely uncontested, reference terminology used by researchers in fields
such as phylogenetics, evolutionary biology, paleontology, ecology, and conservation
biology— to effectively clarify what types of biological entities were studied.

There is clearly an opportunity for these names (that can change over time as our understanding
changes)— whether of clades, species, other taxonomic ranks, vegetation associations, habitat
types, etc.; and the rules governing them — to be expressed in modern semantic languages and
frameworks, in order to enable more effective discovery, interpretation, re-use, and exchange
of biodiversity resources over the Web. In addition semantic technologies provide
opportunities to de-silo and interoperate biodiversity terminologies more effectively with
resources from disparate fields, ranging from ecological field data, to taxonomic descriptions,
to conservation policy decisions.

In this talk I will provide some perspectives on current exciting work building biodiversity-
relevant vocabularies, ontologies, and knowledge graphs, that collectively are helping to
realize the goal of an interoperable “Biodiversity Semantics”. I will also attempt to identify
some opportunities and challenges that remain.
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