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Creating and Capturing 
Opportunities

Robert Gropp, Ph.D.

Executive Director, AIBS & NSC Alliance



Global Issues 
Not Just Problems, Opportunities



Organizations Must Change

•Resilient

•Responsive

• Forward Looking & Strategic

• Innovative

•Business-minded

•Governance & Leadership



Community Practice Changes

• Convergence

• Inter- and multi-disciplinary

• Collaboration

• New tools

• Support community infrastructure, organizations (e.g. scientific 
associations)





Policy

•Unified

•Bold 

•Responsive

•Compelling

•Coordinated

•Connection to other priorities



Resources

https://www.aibs.org/position-statements/

http://nscalliance.org/governmentpolicy/

https://www.aibs.org/position-statements/
http://nscalliance.org/governmentpolicy/
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NSF-BIO: COVID-19 Response & Collections
Roland P. Roberts

Program Officer; BIO-DBI
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Fundamental Research Aiding in COVID-19 Response

2

The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) 
Act



NSF RAPID Mechanism: Rapid Response Research

• Severe urgency regarding availability of, or access to 
data, facilities or specialized equipment

• Previously used to respond to Hurricane Katrina, 
Superstorm Sandy, Ebola, Zika

12

Credit: South Carolina National Guard
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COVID-19-Related Awards

Award Type No. of Awards Total Awarded

RAPID 519 $79,513,103

EAGER 29 $6,327,315

SBIR/STTR 11 $2,777,368

ALL 562 $104,707,878

4
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COVID-19 Related Awards – Collections

RAPID: Rapid Creation of a Data Product for the World’s 
Specimens of Horseshoe Bats and Relatives, a Known Reservoir 
for Coronaviruses. Mast & Paul

Goal: Development of georeferenced, vetted, and versioned 
data products of the world’s specimens of horseshoe bats and 
their relatives for use by researchers studying the origins and 
spread of SARS-like coronaviruses, including the causative 
agent of COVID-19.
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COVID-19 Related Awards – Collections

Infrastructure for Predicting, Understanding, and Mitigating 
Zoonotic Disease Outbreaks. Soltis & Paul

Goals: Stage a series of workshops that will catalyze 
collaborations around suites of data housed in natural history 
collections. Identify gaps in biodiversity and infectious disease 
data to address basic research and broader social issues 
pertinent to zoonotic diseases. Develop a strategy for framing an 
integrated agenda for transdisciplinary training and research. 

Co-funded by RUE to facilitate student involvement.



Supporting 
NSF 
Grantees 
During 
COVID-19
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https://www.nsf.gov/news/special_reports/coronavirus/ 

7

https://www.nsf.gov/news/special_reports/coronavirus/
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Recent Studies/Publications – Collections
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Scott Miller, Smithsonian

17 September 2020

Two updates:

Interagency Working Group on Scientific 
Collections 

REALM: REopening archives, libraries 
and museums: testing SARS-CoV-2 
persistence 



⚫ Law and policy in the USA recognize scientific collections as distributed 
infrastructure
⚫ America Competes Act 2010 (42 USC 6624.104)

⚫ White House Office of Management and Budget memos

⚫ White House Office of Science and Technology Policy memos (especially 20 March 2014)

⚫ “Scientific collections … an essential base for developing scientific evidence 
and … resource for scientific research, education, and resource 
management.”

⚫ USG goal is “systematic improvement of the development, management, 
accessibility, and preservation of scientific collections …”

Scientific Collections as Infrastructure



▪ IWGSC Study Group, 2018-2020
▪~60 page report, pending open access publication 
by Smithsonian Institution Scholarly Press
▪Six services provided by collections and their cost 
centers
▪Five methods for documenting benefits generated
▪ Implications for evidence-based management and 
policies

Economic Analyses of Collections
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1. Accessioning material into collection
2. Preserving and maintaining contents
3. Documenting holdings and disseminating 

information
4. Providing access to qualified users
5. Data curation (error correction, adding metadata, 

linkage to publications and online data)
6. Increasing public understanding through 

education and outreach

Six Services Provided
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1. Technology/Knowledge transfer (“Value 
chains”)

2. Success Stories (“Winning lottery tickets”)
3. Option Value (“Insurance policies”)
4. Value added by users (“Co-investment”)
5. Counter-factual Scenarios (“It’s a 

Wonderful Life”)

Five Methods for Estimating Benefits
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⚫ Workshop with National 
Defense University, April 2019

⚫ “First look” assessment of how 
next generation sequencing 
and digitization is transforming 
our understanding biodefense 
and biosecurity threats, and the 
role that scientific collections 
can play in identifying, 
understanding and mitigating 
these risks.  

Biospecimens and the Information 
Landscape for Biodefense
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Web: oc.lc/realm-project
Social: #REALMproject



• Extensive literature search online
• Total of 50 tests in groups of 5 materials, prioritized 

iteratively
• High concentration of COVID-19 virus applied to 

materials in artificial saliva
• Samples evaluated for presence of virus after 0, 1, 3, 

4 and 6 days (or other combinations)
• Virus grown in mammal cells
• Ambient conditions e.g. 72 degrees F. and 40% R.H.

Laboratory testing of SARS-CoV-2 
persistence



Test set 1: Public library materials



Test set 2: More library material



Test set 3: storage materials



Tests 1 & 4: Impact of stacking



The context
What we do not know about this virus
⚫ What is the infectious dose?
⚫ How much virus is shed by people?
⚫ How important is contact transfer?

Operational issues
⚫ Setting, e.g., public library versus research library
⚫ How long can you quarantine material?
⚫ Risk context in the region?
⚫ PPE, amount of contact, etc.?
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Pamela S. Soltis

University of Florida & iDigBio

COVID-19: 
New Collaborations & New Opportunities
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Thanks to all Task Force Members: 
Inspiration, 
Creativity, 
Dedication

Ana Casino

Dimitris 
Koureas

Wouter 
Addink
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Immediate Motivation
•How can the natural history community contribute?

•Questions:
• What is the natural host of SARS-CoV-2?
• Where did SARS-CoV-2 originate?
• What is the pattern of transmission?

•Resources:
• Natural history collections – baseline information on potential hosts
• Genetic resources – information on viruses
• Literature 

•How to mobilize?
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1. Post-COVID prioritization of research foci on animal virus 
carriers

2. Develop guidelines for the preservation of viral evidence in 
deposited biological specimens and samples

3. Develop a biodiversity-related knowledge hub on COVID-19

4. Improve metadata registering practices on genetic material 
deposition 

Task Force 
Activities
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What information do we need?

Rhinolophus
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Gaps!

Rhinolophus



42

Greater Roles for Natural History Collections 

Building Biorepository Capacity 
Internationally Would Stimulate More 
Effective Pathogen Surveillance and 
Mitigation: A Response to Watsa et al. 2020

•Jocelyn P. Colella, Assistant Professor and 
Curator of Mammals,Biodiversity Institute, 
University of Kansas

•+ 16 other authors

mailto:colella@ku.edu
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Greater Roles for Natural History Collections 



44

COVID-19 is just one societal problem...

Nature and its vital contributions to people, which together 
embody biodiversity and ecosystem functions and services, are 
deteriorating worldwide.

Direct and indirect drivers of change have accelerated during 
the past 50 years.

• changes in land and sea use 
• direct exploitation of organisms
• climate change
• pollution
• invasion of alien species
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Solution:  Robust, interconnected infrastructure 
– linking data across repositories
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Innovations & Implementation
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New Opportunities
• New conversations and collaborations:  new science, new messages

• RDA and NCBI (via FDA)
• Workshop series

• Global connections
• Strengthening community – professional organizations
• Conferences:  Digital Data Conference, SPNHC, Botany

• Expanded use of collections data in teaching:  BLUE, BCEENET
• Training workshops & webinars
• Diversity and inclusion

� New opportunities to engage more people, train more people, increase 
diversity and participation, and learn from more people
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Summary
• Natural history collections and associated data are important 

resources for the study of COVID-19 and for prediction, mitigation, 
and prevention of future pandemics

• Natural history collections have important roles in addressing many 
other 21st-century societal problems

• Gaps:  Better data integration and cyberinfrastructure

• Innovation and implementation

• New opportunities through virtual events:  
– broader participation & engagement, increase diversity, expanded training



www.idigbio.or
g

facebook.com/iDigBio

twitter.com/iDigBio

vimeo.com/idigbio

idigbio.org/rss-feed.xml

webcal://www.idigbio.org/events-calendar/export.ics
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 Thank you!

Taxonomy!

http://www.facebook.com/iDigBio
https://twitter.com/iDigBio
http://vimeo.com/idigbio
https://www.idigbio.org/rss-feed.xml
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Q&A panel discussion
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Please help by providing feedback about this webinar series!

Survey link:
https://ufl.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_aVL7wEfLYUXcbFb

https://ufl.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_aVL7wEfLYUXcbFb
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Join us for our next virtual planning webinar and the other 
“Adapting to COVID: Resources for Natural History Collections in 
a New Virtual World” webinars
Upcoming webinars include:

October 27: Virtual Project Management, Tips and Tools
Speakers: Diego Barroso; Project Manager TORCH TCN, BRIT, Jen Zaspel; Terrestrial 
Parasite Tracker Lead PI & David Jennings, Project Manager, iDigBio

November 18: Engaging Public Participation in Collections Digitization
Speakers: Austin Mast; iDigBio, Florida State University & Katie Pearson, Project Manager 
California Phenology TCN


