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Preface 

Against the backdrop of the ongoing COVID pandemic, the International Conference on 
Biomedical Ontologies (ICBO) 2021 was held as a hybrid in-person and virtual event, hosted 
by the Free University of Bozen-Bolzano, Italy and co-located with other Bolzano Summer of 
Knowledge (BoSK) 2021 events including Formal Ontologies in Information Systems (FOIS), 
with which ICBO shared a joint keynote. Due to ongoing travel restrictions and health-
related concerns among the community, the direct in-person attendance of each individual 
BoSK event was relatively small, but taken together there were a good crowd of persons 
interested in diverse aspects of ontologies and knowledge representation technologies, 
which was very welcome after the disruption of community-building activities over the 
previous 18 months. Furthermore, the event was supplemented by extensive online 
participation via the Zoom platform, with a significant portion of the presentations being 
delivered remotely and 75% of the attendees attending remotely. At the same time, a 
parallel discussion server was held using the Discord platform, which enabled the 
presentations in the main session to stick to time while additional questions could be 
answered asynchronously on Discord. It is likely that the hybrid format for conferences will 
be with us for a long time into the future, and as such it is an opportunity for optimism that 
this has proven to work for the ICBO community.  

Contributions were accepted to three tracks: main research papers, early career abstracts, 
and flash presentation abstracts (short papers). Each submission to ICBO 2021 was assessed 
by three reviewers selected from the program committee for the event. Among the topics of 
contributions to this year’s ICBO were ontologies for coronavirus description and semantic 
data integration in support of health research, clinical ontologies, ontologies for 
environmental exposures and accompanying health risks, phenotype ontologies, gender, 
food-related ontologies and ontologies for the behavioral domain. Furthermore, some 
technical advances in tooling were presented, such as the introduction of the Horned-OWL 
scalable OWL programmatic access library, and utilities such as LinkML for representing 
mappings between ontologies. The two keynotes focused on complementary and topically 
highly relevant themes: Stefan Schulz spoke about mapping between the medical world of 
clinical vocabularies and the bio-ontology world by aligning the widely used clinical 
vocabulary SNOMED with the Basic Formal Ontology, while Chris Mungall gave a whirlwind 
tour of the history of and recent developments in the OBO Foundry.  
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