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Introduction: The Encyclopedia of Life (EOL)1 is 

a collaborative project that indexes and caches infor-
mation about all known species, aggregates the infor-
mation onto web pages, and makes the information 
freely accessible to anyone, anywhere. In order to ac-
complish this goal, the EOL project is building the 
collaborative tools and infrastructure needed to unify 
and serve the information.  This infrastructure is then 
used to create a web page for every species, as well as 
to organize the data for scientists and others to study 
trends across all of life. Simultaneously, EOL partners 
with existing projects that hold information, and solic-
its information and input from citizen scientists, stu-
dents, biologists and taxonomists. Existing projects 
become “content partners” via an online registry sys-
tem and provide content through the EOL Transfer 
Schema2.  EOL is also building a curator network and 
toolkit to assist in validating information served by the 
EOL project.  

Collaborative Tools:  The EOL is developing the 
LifeDesk system3, a series of self-managed community 
websites for biodiversity.  They are built upon the 
Drupal4 content management system (CMS).  
LifeDesks are usually organized around a particular 
taxonomic group and captures images, text, references, 
classifications, and more – all of which can then flow 
into the main EOL website onto the appropriate spe-
cies pages. A LifeDesk can be created and is currently 
hosted by EOL at no cost.  

The EOL takes advantage of technologies such as 
application programming interfaces (APIs) 5, and exist-
ing systems, such as the Flickr photo-sharing website 
and Wikipedia, to facilitate contributions and to avoid 
duplication of effort.  By using existing tools and web-
sites when possible, EOL lowers costs and takes ad-
vantage of tools that potential contributors may already 
be familiar with.  This increases the rate of contribu-
tion, which has been demonstrated with the use of an 
EOL group on Flickr6.  Since launching approximately 
two years ago, this group has generated over 41,000 
images, most of extremely high quality, and created a 
vibrant online community.  EOL also benefits from the 
many existing third-party applications to facilitate 
transfer of images into Flickr and for viewing and edit-
ing of Wikipedia articles. 

Indexing and Aggregating Information: The ag-
gregated biological information is indexed to make it 
searchable and browseable. The EOL uses species 
names to index information taxonomically, but has had 

to introduce taxonomically intelligent solutions to 
solve problems such as species being known by more 
than one name or two species with the same or similar 
names. Taxonomic intelligence is used to disambiguate 
these naming problems and is also used to recognize 
namestrings as referring to taxa.  EOL and its partners 
are thus able to automatically index and integrate in-
formation from large bodies of literature, such as the 
Biodiversity Heritage Library7. The tools built by EOL 
are algorithmic in nature due to the scope of the effort, 
with manual intervention via crowdsourcing tech-
niques used to improve the results where possible. 
EOL is also developing online collaborative classifica-
tion editing tools to engage the community of taxono-
mists to ensure that the taxonomic management is 
comprehensive and of high quality. 

The MIT “Origin of Complex Life” Astrobiol-
ogy Team uses online tools such as LifeDesks to foster 
collaborations via the Team’s website8, which is built 
on the Drupal CMS platform.  The MIT team focuses 
its research on the advent of complex life, and a 
LifeDesk for the team is currently in development9 to 
provide catalogs of species descriptions, drawings, and 
a biological classification.  The use of the website and 
the LifeDesk allows team members to collaborate and 
collect information in a single location for their own 
purposes, but also to easily share it with the general 
public. 

Open Information: All source code developed at 
EOL is freely available via common open source li-
censes, and nearly all of the data served is available in 
creative commons or public domain licenses. 
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