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Identify plants using your handheld computer or phone! Plant collectors dry
plants and mount them on paper sheets that are stored in plant collections called
herbaria. This plant specimen was collected in Panama nearly 100 years ago by
Henri Pittier. The Global Plants Initiative puts high resolution scans of the
specimens used by botanists to name plants on the internet. Representatives from
36 countries are meeting at the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute from
Jan. 11‑13. Credit: STRI Archives

For centuries, jungle explorers from Europe and North America have
created art of the plants they discover—pressing bright flowers and
green tendrils onto herbarium sheets for prestigious museums and plant
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collections. But scientists in the most biodiverse countries lack easy
access to this basic information needed to identify plants. The Global
Plants Initiative, meeting Jan. 11-13 at the Smithsonian Tropical
Research Institute in Panama, catapults biodiversity research to a new
level, sharing plant collections in a massive online database of high-
resolution scans.

"In the past, when we wanted to confirm the identity of a plant collected
in the field, we shipped samples to experts or travelled to herbaria—both
extremely costly and impractical," said Mireya Correa, staff scientist at
STRI and professor of botany at the University of Panama. "New
technological advances have put this information right at our fingertips
on JSTOR—an online database of academic information."

Turning a digital scanner upside down, a photographer at the Royal
Botanic Gardens at Kew, U.K., revolutionized digitalization of centuries-
old plant specimens glued to brittle paper by suspending the scanner
above them. By offering free scanners and training to major herbaria,
the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation sponsored a project to make
collections of African plants readily accessible even to botanists in the
world's most remote regions.

STRI is now a regional digitalization center for a Latin American Plants
Initiative that coordinates scanning of specimens from herbaria that did
not have collections large enough to qualify for their own scanner.
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The goal of the Global Plants Initiative, meeting at the Smithsonian in Panama
from Jan 11‑13, is to make plant specimens, currently stored in herbarium
cabinets like this one in Panama, available around the world on the Internet. The
GPI online data base currently holds more than 1.5 million images. Credit: STRI
Archives

The Global Plants Initiative currently partners with 175 museums,
universities and herbaria from 60 countries and is actively working to
further extend participation. Its database holds almost 1.5 million
images, among them 151,000 images of botanical artwork, photographs
and reference materials. Nearly 7,500 new scanned objects arrive each
week. Representatives from 36 countries will be present for the meeting
at STRI.

"The Global Plants Initiative is a very big deal for anyone concerned
with big questions that require going beyond analyses of individual
sites," said Helene Muller-Landau, an ecologist working with the 40
forest sites in 21 countries that form the Smithsonian's Global Earth
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Observatory system. "One of the major problems with comparing data
from different places is that the same species may be given one name in
Brazil and another in Ecuador. Now, online plant specimens give all
botanists access to the same references and should greatly increase the
consistency and accuracy of species identifications."

"This year we celebrate 100 years since Smithsonian scientists first
surveyed the flora and fauna of Panama," said Eldredge Bermingham,
director of STRI. "Canopy cranes carry researchers into the treetops
where the world's insect biodiversity is found. Scientists who once
studied animal behavior with binoculars now have satellite data on
animal movement. The Global Plants Initiative, in conjunction with
other new tools like genetic barcoding, will revolutionize plant
biology—sharing information with countries where it was collected long
ago."
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