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Abstract

In  India,  biodiversity  data  and  information  are  gaining  significance  for  sustainable

development  and preparing  National Biodiversity Strategies  and Action Plans (NBSAPs).

Civil societies and individuals are seeking open access to data and information generated

with  public  funds,  whereas  sensitivity  requirements  often  demand  restrictions  on  the

availability of sensitive data. In India, the traditional classification of data for sharing was

based  on  the  "Open  Series  Data" model;  i.e.  data  not  specifically included  remains

inaccessible.  The  National  Data  Sharing  and  Accessibility  Policy  (NDSAP Anonymous

2012Suppl. material 1) published in 2012 produced a new data sharing framework more

focused on the declaration of data as closed. NDSAP is a clear statement that data that

are produced by the Government of India should be shared openly. Although much of the

verbiage  is  focused  on  sharing  within  the  Government  to  meet  national  goals,  the

document  does  include  clear  statements  about  sharing  with  the  public.  The  policy  is

intended to apply "to all data and information created, generated, collected and archived

using public funds provided by the Government of India". The policy is quite clear that it

should apply to all such data, and that such data should be categorized into open-access,

registered-access, or restricted-access.

NDSAP indicates that all Government of India-produced/funded data is to be opened to the

broader community,  but  provides three access categories (open,  registered,  restricted).
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Although NDSAP does not offer much guidance about what sorts of data should fall  in

each of the categories, it clearly focuses on data sensitive in terms of national security (i.e.,

data that must be restricted), such as high-resolution satellite imagery of disputed border

regions.  Institutions  collecting  biodiversity  data  usually  include  primary,  research-grade

data in the restricted-access category and secondary / derived data (e.g., vegetation maps,

species distribution maps) in the open or registered-access category.  The conservative

approach of not making bioidiversity data easily accessible, is not in accordance with the

NDSAP policy, which emphasizes the openness of data. It also counters the main currents

in science, which are shifting massively in the direction of opening access to data.

Though NDSAP was intended for full implementation by 2014, its uptake by the institutions

engaged in primary biodiversity data collection has been slow mainly because:

1. providing primary data in some cases can endanger elements of the natural world;

and

2. many researchers wish to keep the data that result from their research activities

shielded from full, open access out of a desire to retain control of those data for

future analysis or publication.

Biodiversity data collected as part of institutional activities belong, in some sense, to the

institution,  and the institution should value such data over the long term. If  institutions

curate their biodiversity data for posterity, they can reap the benefits. Imagine the returns if

biodiversity  data from current  ongoing projects were to be compared to data collected

50-100  years  later.  Thus,  organizations  should  emphasize  the  long-term  view  of

institutionalizing  data  resources through fair  data  restrictions  and emphasise  on public

access, rather than on individual rights and control. This approach may be debatable, but

we reckon that it will translate into massive science pay-offs.
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