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1) Why seaweed? 
2) Capturing the data 
3) Putting it online: Scratchpads 
 



Seaweeds represent an important component of UK biodiversity 

with over 650 species (c. 7% of the world’s seaweed flora)  



Seaweeds remain an under-recorded group, yet there is an 

urgent and increasing need for good quality, verifiable data 

on past and present species occurrence to inform on e.g. 

environmental change, potential pressures from harvesting, 

loss of habitats, increases in non-native species.  



At the NHM we have been using herbarium specimen data to 
investigate seaweed biodiversity and conservation in the UK 



Sargassum muticum Grateloupia turuturu 

Example herbarium sheets of UK non-native species 





Seaweed Collections Online Project 

 

This project came about because we wanted to 

expand our dataset beyond the NHM’s collections to 

gain a broader view of herbarium data held for UK 

seaweeds.   

 

The project data would feed into our existing research 

projects as well as being made widely available. 

 

 We were successful with a bid to the Esmée      

 Fairbairn Collections Fund for a 1 year project 

 



 

Aims 
 

 

To capture specimen data from UK museums in 

order to provide data on the changing distribution of 

species around the UK.   

  

To make these data widely available via a purpose 

built website.      

  



PARTICIPATING INSTITUTIONS 
 
Booth Museum of Natural History 
Manchester Museum 
National Museum Wales 
National Museums Liverpool 
Norwich Museum 
Oxford University Herbaria 
Plymouth City Museum  
Plymouth Marine Biological 
Association 
Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh 
Royal Collections Trust  
Shetland Museum and Archives 
Somerset Heritage Service 
Stromness Museum 
The Essex Field Club  
Natural History Museum, London 





A target list of seaweeds 

To be feasible, we were only capturing data against a 

target list of species.  

 

These were species we recognised as important in terms 

of indicators of  

• environmental change 

• impact on ecosystem functionality and  

• level of conservation concern. 

 

= Approximately 15% (c. 100 species) of the total UK 

seaweed flora.   

 

 



Methods 
 

1) Identify target species 

 

2) Data capture 

 

either 

• Visit museum collection to locate and  

photograph specimens, then database 

from images back at NHM 

or 

• Pay museums to database their own 

collections 

or 

• Request data already available 

 

3) Build the scratchpad website and 

    upload data 
 



Institution Records Dates  

Marine Biological Association 4000 1850 to 1993 

Royal Botanic Gardens Edinburgh 1435 1778 to 2004 

National Museum of Wales 608 1865 to 2013 

World Museum Liverpool 550 1821 to 2012 

Manchester Museum 391 1833 to 1964 

Stromness Museum 380 1839 to 1910 

Norwich Museum 280 1801-1973 

Essex Field Club 219 1839 to 1910 

Oxford University Herbaria 200 18th C -? 

Booth Museum of Natural History 69 1858 to 1964 

Royal Collections Trust Windsor  66 1840 to 1857 

Plymouth City 54 c. 1850-?  

Shetland Museum and Archives 51 1949 to 1973 

Somerset Heritage Service 31 1840 to 1874 

4136 records directly generated from the project 

Probably c. 5% of UK seaweed collections digitised  



Getting seaweeds online 

Our requirements for a website platform 

 

• Ability to import a navigable taxonomy (checklist) of 
UK seaweeds (= c. 650 species in 3 unrelated groups) 

 

• Display specimen data & images of specimens, with 
distribution maps generated from collection data 

 

• Summary information for UK seaweed herbaria         
(= ‘Museum Profiles’)  



http://scratchpads.eu/ 





Taxonomy hierarchy 



Specimen data 



Mapped specimen data 



Museum Profiles 



Challenges 

• Locating target species in collections which are filed under older 
names 
 

• Specimens mis-identified in the collections – not enough time to 
fully check identifications unfortunately  
 

• Unique numbers not always assigned to specimens, though 
needed for the digitisation process 
 

• Data importing / re-formating to add specimen data to the 
Scratchpad posed some unanticipated challenges 
 

• Fiddling about with data always takes longer than expected and 
hindsight is a wonderful thing! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Early observations: the impact of Victorian collectors! 

Codium bursa Padina pavonica 



Project future 

• Finalise the scratchpad website with content from      
the project  

 

• Analysis of data – particularly in relation to ongoing 
NHM seaweed research projects 

 

• Explore shared administration of the website with 
interested partners from the project 

 

• Enhancement of the Museum Profiles section of the 
website – please get in touch if you have UK seaweeds 
in your collection! 
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Questions? 


