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Desirable Features for an Online 
Collection Database

Free and open source 

Reliable data security / backup 

Flexible data security (user permissions) 

Web browser used for data entry and information 
delivery

Specimen records compliant with Darwin Core 

Storage for images, bibliographic data, informal 
notes, etc.

Data shared via GBIF



LifeDesks and Scratchpads

LifeDesks is part of the Encyclopedia of Life Project.

ScratchPads is a project managed by the Natural 
History Museum, London.

Both are Drupal templates hosted for free.

My evaluation sites are at:
http://micronesianinsects.lifedesks.org/
http://guaminsects.myspecies.info/

http://micronesianinsects.lifedesks.org/
http://guaminsects.myspecies.info/


Scratchpads
Virtual Research Environments 

for taxonomic and biodiversity related data



so…
what are 
the

Scratchpads?



Scratchpads introductory presentation. Dimitrios Koureas, 

Laurence Livermore. figshare. 2013. 

doi:10.6084/m9.figshare.640101

Where to find and how to cite this presentation



What are Scratchpads?

• Hosted websites for biodiversity data

• Virtual research & publication platform

• Completely open access & open source

• Modular & flexible



What are Scratchpads?

development of online research communities

facilitate

standardized environment of entering and curating data

through

sharing and interlinking

that allow

dissemination of research products 

and



A Scratchpad is a website that holds data for you and your community

The Scratchpads concept

Your data External data & services



Taxa
(Classifications, taxon profiles, specimens, literature, images, maps, phenotypic, genotypic 

& morphometric datasets, keys, phylogenies)

ProjectsConservation Regions Societies

Examples of use:



the main 

features



Classification term 
oriented system

Biological
classifications

Non-biological
classifications

Taxonomies Hierarchical controlled 
vocabularies

The main features



Dynamic Biological Classifications

Manually entered or imported

Auto generated 

The main features



Taxon pages

Overview of data related to taxon

Generated from tagged content 

The main features



Bibliography management

Faceted browsing

An inbuilt Bibliography manager

Taxon tagging and free keywords

Import from and export to all major formats

The main features



Specimen/Observation data

Linked to images and georeferenced

Annotated full specimen/observation records

The main features



Distribution maps

Google maps based

Data layers

Occurrence data

Distribution data
TDWG regions

GBIF data

The main features



Character matrices – Key construction

Quantitative or qualitative characters

Auto generation of keys

Taxon based matrices 
[Specimens based character matrices]

The main features



Media handling

Bulk upload 

Metadata (incl. EXIF)

Media galleries

The main features



Generation of custom pages

Tagged or not

External RSS

Twitter feeds

Media files

The main features



Working groups

Forums

Blog entries

Webforms

Newsletters

RSS syndication

Inbuilt comments

Enhanced communication tools

The main features



data 

mobilisation

more on the way…

External services Integration



The 

Publication 
module

Open-access
journal

The main features



Likes & Dislikes
The Scratchpad template was not specifically 

designed as a collections database management 
system (DBMS)

Missing features: label printer, loans forms, etc.

Useful features not commonly found in collections 
DBMS:
Blogs and forums (for incidental observations, special 

projects)

Group pages with restricted access (bed bug reports, 
rare butterfly sightings)



Likes
Free hosting, backups, development

No installation: all interaction via web browser

Open source will allow me the option of "rolling 
my own" site if I choose to

Display of images at variable resolutions is good

Darwin Core data standards used  for specimens 
and locations

Automatic discovery of associated data on the web 
via "Taxon Pages"



Dislikes

Batch import of data is extremely slow

Having problems merging imported data with 
existing data when importing taxonomic 
hierarchies

No direct access to underlying MySQL database for 
ad hoc queries using SQL
Note: the Drupal Views Module can be used to do 

almost anything with the data, if you know how to 
use it

 



Dislikes

Scrachpads: the name is lame
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Links to More Info

Scratchpads: a data-publishing framework to build, 
share and manage information on the diversity of 
life. BMC BioInformatics 2009 10(Suppl. 14). PDF

Streamlining taxonomic publication: a working 
example with Scratchpads and ZooKeys. ZooKeys 
2010 (50) 17-28. PDF 

Scratchpads Sand Box

http://www.biomedcentral.com/content/pdf/1471-2105-10-S14-S6.pdf
http://sandbox.scratchpads.eu/
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