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Host: Flanders Marine Institute (VLIZ)

• Established in 1999,  ~80 FTE

• Autonomous institute - non-profit organisation under Belgian law, largely funder by 
Flemish government

• Originally established to support all Belgian/Flemish reasearchers working in different 
universities: virtual hub

– Ship
– Data centre
– Marine library
– Communication
– Science-policy

• Since 2017: dedicated research department
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World Register of Marine Species (WoRMS)

• History
– 2004: MarBEF EU project => creation of online ERMS
– 2007: further development to World Register

WoRMS aims to provide the most authoritative list of names of all marine 
species globally, ever published

2007 2008 2010 2015 2017 

http://www.marbef.org/data/aphia.php?p=search
http://www.marbef.org/data/aphia.php?p=search
http://www.marinespecies.org/


• Not just a name index, but expert-based taxonomic database

o Almost 400 editors (taxonomic and thematic)

o Elected Steering Committee (SC) (12+1 members)

o Data Management Team (DMT)

• Permanent host-institute: VLIZ

• Web-based system, including web-services

• International standards

• Aphia = data system behind WoRMS

WoRMS: in a nutshell



WoRMS statistics & content



Data management team (DMT) @ VLIZ

Francisco Hernandez Leen Vandepitte Bart Vanhoorne Wim Decock Stefanie Dekeyzer

Short-term contracts, interships, summer students …Thomas Lanssens Kevin Verfaille

?

World Register of Marine Species (WoRMS)



Almost 400 editors (both taxonomic and thematic), worldwide, 45 countries

World Register of Marine Species (WoRMS)



WoRMS: powered by Aphia



Website sub-portals



WoRMS: content/modules



Lifewatch: Taxonomic
backbone

1. Setting up a central taxonomic backbone
• Integrate existing databases: no new infra
• Standardise species data
• Build access services, APIs

2. Completing and updating taxonomic and related data
• Central data management task force: 2 FTE

3. Organize and mobilize taxonomic experts
• Support taxonomic societies
• Logistic and financial support for workshops & meetings



Taxonomic backbone architecture



standard list of marine georeferenced 
place names and areas

Contains:
- Hierarchy between places
- Synonymy between place

names
- MRGIDs (GUIDs)

Offers:
- OGC web services
- Gazetteer services

Taxonomic backbone



WoRMS: Taxon Match

Taxonomic backbone



WoRMS users

• As standard taxonomic reference for organizations and programmes
=> 110 organizations requested acces to monthly download, via user agreements

• Quality control purposes
=> through web services & taxon match tool

• Extensive use of the different web services
=> >75 institutions/data systems use web services or provide deep links

Website
± 4k visitors per day
± 3M hits per month
> 2k citations of WoRMS and
related registers through
Google Scholar



Relationships – flows with other systems & projects

Current exchange: 
• 61 GSD’s
• = 151,635 extant species + > 9,000 fossil species
• = 10% of CoL species = from WoRMS/Aphia



• Ocean Biogeographic Information System (OBIS)
– WoRMS = taxonomic backbone for OBIS
– Two ways of collaboration:

• Provide type localities from WoRMS to OBIS
• Clean up of non-matching OBIS names

Relationships – flows with other systems & projects



• Traits
– Ecological information, e.g. body size, feeding methods, host-parasite

relationship …
– In collaboration with EMODnet Biology
– Several traits already documented:

• Environment: marine – brackish – fresh – terrestrial
• Benthic versus pelagic (in progress)
• Species importance to society

Introduced, IUCN Red List, HABs, CITES, MSFD, OSPAR, FAO, …
• Skeleton, containing calcareous elements
• Body size (quantitative/qualitative) (in progress)
• Feeding type (in progress)

• Fossil information
– Add and label fossil taxa 
– Add stratigraphic time-ranges, following international standards

WoRMS: related initiatives



• IRMNG – Interim Register of Marine & Non-Marine Genera
– Hosted at VLIZ since end 2014
– Transferred to Aphia structure

– Advantages:
• Stronger link between IRMNG & WoRMS (cfr. taxonomic QC)
• Filling gaps in both systems & thereby avoiding duplication of effort
• WoRMS technology easily implemented onto IRMNG data
• Homonym-list (cfr. IRMNG ± 98% complete on genus-level)

– VLIZ will:
• Provide ongoing hosting of IRMNG data content, using Aphia

infrastructure
• Support existing IRMNG web interface
• Continue the delivery of IRMNG data dumps (GBIF, EoL, OBIS, ALA …)

WoRMS: related initiatives



WoRMS: priorities
Decided by WoRMS Steering Committee (June 2015)

1. Have at least 1 active editor per taxonomic group (cfr. Bacteria, 
Protozoa)

2. Mark (accepted) species as “checked by editor”
3. Document basionym (original name)

• Forward-looking: make this information mandatory
• Backward-looking: priority to make this complete

4. Complete missing authorships
5. Document original description of each (accepted) species
6. Complete the environment flags

• Forward-looking: make this information mandatory (implemented)
• Backward-looking: priority to make this complete (98% complete for acc. species)

7. Document higher classification according to:
• Internationally accepted standards (editor input)
• Management classification for CoL (Ruggiero et al. 2015), where there is no 

editor available
8. Document type localities
9. Document type species



Thank you!
Questions?

info@marinespecies.org

mailto:info@marinespecies.org
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