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I remember, as a kid, scouring our family encyclopedia for
the pages that included plastic overlays of information. I
could progress through the detailed anatomy of some creature
— first its skeleton, then its musculature, then its nervous
system, etc. — or the characteristics of a foreign country — first
its demographics, then its natural resources, then its political
boundaries, etc. The bound plastic sheets were well registered,
so they could be overlaid with repeated accuracy. This was my
introduction to the concept of a geographic information
system. Granted, the utility and relevance of this system was
limited to my production of school reports. But even then, I
wondered how one might be able to take this concept and
make it more useful: what if the sheets could be overlaid in
any order? . . . how could I add supplemental overlays with
information only of interest to me? . . . could I change just one
bit of information on one overlay without having to redo the
whole sheet? I was fascinated, but I was also limited by the
technology of the pre-digital age. Geographic information
systems have since adapted to the leading edge capabilities of
random data access, high-volume storage and light-speed
searching. This issue of Oceanography brings those concepts
directly into the field of marine biology. At issue is the
question of how one might build a geographic information
system for the biology of the world’s oceans — a daunting task,
to say the least. Readers of this issue will quickly learn that the
limitations are as much technical as they are “cultural.”
Simply finding and enumerating the biota of the ocean is
extremely difficult (cf. Oceanography Special Issue on the Census
of Marine Life: Volume 12 Number 3). Also, as opposed to
physical parameters which are reasonably constrained in their
definition (Centigrade degrees, or cubic meters are universal-
ly understood quantities), biological descriptors of organisms,
as in taxonomic classifications, may vary from one observer to
another, or may differ by quite subtle degrees. Yet the need for
such an information system is dire. Among other things, the
biota of the ocean represent a major renewable food resource,
they are indicators and maintainers of the health of the
oceans, they are sources of biomedical materials and prod-
ucts, and they can help to sustain a balance of greenhouse
gases. We need a system to know where the ocean’s biomass
lives. We need a geographic information system. Is it realistic
to believe we could build such a system? Read on and find
out about the Ocean Biogeographic Information System
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