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Although there is an increased societal pressure for data to be made publicly available, data owner 
and collectors are often reticent to do so. This is particularly acute for data that is financially and 
logistically costly to collect or when results are innovative, and is often more apparent in the 
opinions of academic professionals than in NGOs or other research institutes. This reticence can 
impede the use of vital data in policy decisions and so the scientific, data collecting community 
should be worked with to tackle the causes of it rather than dictated about their obligation to share.  
 
In 2004 BirdLife International developed the Global Procellariiform Tracking Database, a database 
hosting satellite telemetry data on the at-sea movements of albatross and petrels. The database was 
developed for a number of reasons including BirdLife’s internal need to access data to better 
understand the distribution of these species for the conservation of these species. BirdLife 
developed and hosts the database but doesn’t own any of the data in it; it exists entirely thanks to 
the support of seabird researchers and research institutes. This data is generously submitted, but in 
most cases is not provided to be made freely available (i.e. as open source). This is because of 
several reasons, including worries of misinterpretation of the complex data, damage to the owners’ 
ability to publish the data and data owners being disenfranchised from it. BirdLife works closely with 
the providers to ensure none of these ownership rights are damaged and, to tackle these, 
implements a tiered approach to access. When provided to the database data may be publicly 
available, not available at all, or any one of 5 levels in between; the intermediate levels require a 
brief request to the data owner (templates of which are provided to requestors) which are 
approved, denied or amended (e.g. when changes are made to the level of data provided). This is a 
vitally important step in terms of data owners trust and involvement in the database and has been 
the cause of the databases continued expansion and has actually meant that we are able to host 
extremely sensitive data, including that of PhD students who are keen to input into conservation 



efforts but who risk a void viva should their data be used inappropriately. It should be noted also 
that even BirdLife must go through this process when using data. The process of request has also 
proved useful in developing collaboration between users and owners of the data.  
 
As with other databases BirdLife also works to permanently link data owners to products used from 
their data. OBIS works in a similar way but does this by attributing data with full citations, these can 
be long, cumbersome strings. BirdLife uses Dataset identifiers which can be traced through its 
website using a GET term (e.g. http://seabirdtracking.org/dataset.php?id=495 links directly to 
dataset ‘495’) where data owners and citations are listed. Movebank.org (a similar tracking 
database) is working to be able to provide Digital Object Identifiers (DOI) to datasets to provide 
similar lookups; this is a hugely useful tool and will be welcomed by data owners.  
 
Although the use of databases in policy may be new in other arenas, BirdLife already is well 
experienced in providing analytical outputs to a number of policy mechanisms. We are currently 
involved in analyses to identify marine Important Bird Areas (priority sites for conservation) across 
the world’s oceans and have provided input to three Regional Fishery Management Organisation 
meetings this year as well as a meeting of the Agreement on the Conservation of Albatrosses and 
Petrels. A number of others have requested access to the data and have used this in policy as well 
(e.g. the CCAMLR MPA discussions in Brest this year).  
 
The analytical inputs to these are often very complex and require a lot of work and understanding of 
the data as well as its limitations. In my view this is the most important part about using the 
database. We often receive requests for all the data we host, to do a “quick and dirty” analysis on 
the database. However, because we host a varied collection of data representing a variety of 
ecological processes, this not only comes up with answers that are not useful, it would mask caveats 
and cause false results.  
 
Many analysis of large scale databases try to degrade all data to the lowest common denominator so 
that a single method may be applied evenly, this has not been appropriate in BirdLife’s experience. 
Although the methods in analyses such as this may be common, due to differences in data, results 
are not. By analysing each separately, and taking account of any differences, it is possible to provide 
a more similar, and useful result. This may mean more work but databases such as BirdLife’s 
combine a vast amount of effort in the data collection and therefore final investment in the final 
product should not be shied away from.  
 
 
Huge amounts of data relevant to marine issues remain disparate and risk being overlooked or lost. 
Databases are important in collating this and converting it to a useable format. It is important, 
however, that we as databasers refrain from looking for an easy way to do this, and keep in mind the 
eventual application. Any analyses done on large scale datasets should not look to hide caveats or 
smooth over data paucity. 
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