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Interoperability is connecting people, data and

diverse systems.
—WIKIPEDIA, June 2007

Background »

Over the past few years, the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations (FAQ) has been
working on the development of semantic standards in
metadata and controlled vocabularies in the-agricul-
tural domain. At present, there are a number of parallel
and dispersed developments in standards, tools and
systems for managing agricultural information. The
First Consultation on Agricultural Information Man-
agement (COAIM), held in 2000, recommended that
FAQ assume a leading role as a clearinghouse for inter-
nationally used information management standards in
the agricultural sector. The Consultation further
recommended that FAO coordinate and facilitate the
promeotion and adoption of these standards in collabo-
ration with Member Nations and other stakeholders in
the agricultural sector. A recent workshop report pub-
lished by the Department for International Develop-
ment {DFID) recommended that a website be estab-
lished for Information Exchange Standards in the Field
of Agriculture and Natural Resources (Besemer,
Addison, and Ferguson, 2004). This effort, aimed at
providing improved access, lies within the strategic
framework of FAO to eradicate hunger through infor-
mation.

FAQ, in its role as an international body, is in an ideal
position to bring together and disseminate authoritative
guidelines on the management of agricultural informa-
tion. The tasks involved to facilitate this were:

= establishing a network of partners who adhere and
agree to the primary goal of the initiative (see The
Network, below);

= facilitating discussions between different partners to
agree on comumon standards; and
= creating a web-based service to disseminate standards

and tools under a single access point (see The AIMS
website, below).
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The initiative is also motivated by the desire to
minimize the duplication of effort in the creation of
information management standards and tools, and to
foster cooperative sharing of outputs within the agricul-
tural information management community. The clear-
inghouse, as a mechanism, will assist the coerdination,
dissemination and/or exchange of various types of
resources. The role of the clearinghouse is to:

= provide a one-stop reference to different implementa-
tion methods and methodologies,

= facilitate discussions among the community of
participants,

= provide access to training materials and other impor-
tant information management resources, and

» provide a registry to search and browse promoted
standards and tools.

The AIMS Website

The Agricultural Information Management Standards
(AIMS) website (www.fao.org/aims/) is the medium
through which the different players can interact and
share information. The aim of the website is to dissemi-
nate different standards and other information to
support these standards. It provides, among others,
resources related to standards and vocabularies in
different formats, guidelines and documentation to
facilitate understanding and reuse of the standards,
training materials, tools and more.

KEY URL: http://wwifav.orglaims

An example of this is the list of tools made available
to facilitate interoperability between agricultural
datasets, and methods for creating new systems that use
consistent and commonly accepted standards in the
description of agriculture-related information and that
of similar fields. The site also offers a page that brings
together a summary of known tools used for creating
metadata for various types of resources. It includes tools
for entering and editing, and utilities for processing,
extracting, validating and viewing metadata. Ontology
tools are also available on the AIMS website for helping
with acquiring, editing, visualizing and maintaining
domain knowledge as well as aiding in the building of
ontologies.

Extensive information about metadata schemas,
instructions on how to create an application profile
along with the possibility to browse classification
schemes and the AGROVOC Thesaurus are other key
characteristics of the AIMS website. Furthermore, the
possibility to suggest classification schemes and new
terms to enrich the AGROVOC Thesaurus makes this
site very interactive. The website also provides access to
the AGROVOC Thesaurus via web services, which can
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Sunapshot of multilingual AIMS pages
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be called from any client application. With web services,  available Knowledge Organization Systems (KOS) in

updates to the Thesaurus are immediately available, the domain of agriculture and updated news and

reducing the time and effort necessary to regularly information about upcoming agriculture-related events.

download and incorporate the latest version of the In summary, the site should serve as a one-stop first

Thesaurus into applications. access point for anyone who is interested in agricultural
For those interested in an indepth explanation of the information management and wants to manage their

site, the most recent publications on topics covering information in a standardized manner, and to be

agricultural information management using metadata interoperable with others in the domain.

standards, ontologies and classification schemes are

available for download, and links to discussion lists on The Network

agricultural metadata standards, application profiles Constructing and maintaining standards and vocabu-

and thesauri are also provided. laries for the management of agricultural information is a
The set of services is completed by a list of freely huge effort that can be facilitated by collaboration between

the main stakeholders in a specific domain. Agricultural

AgInfo Dispatches.
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(in fts broadest sense) information services can partici-
pate as stakeholders in this initiative if they are willing to
commit themselves to contribute staff time to support
the activities of the project. The first step to become an
active member consists of sending a letter of intent with
a statement of endorsement of the Coherence initiative.

All partner organizations in this network are
expected to:

= make joint efforts to cooperate in the development of
multilingual knowledge organization systems and
semantic standards for information exchange;

= come to an agreement about common standards and
try to apply the agreed upon standards in their own
organizations, to the extent possible;

= seek effective approaches for capacity building and for
strengthening and improving information and knowl-
edge management capacities at various levels; and

= promote information and resource sharing via the
AIMS website,

For more information on becoming part of this
community, e-mail FAOQ- Agris-Caris@fao.org, or go to:
http://www.fao.org/aims/partners_join.jsp

Intellectual Property Rights

The intellectual property rights (IPR), in particular
copyright, of material such as terminological data,
glossaries, information, software and designs, made
available to the network, remain with the originating
party, who are indicated as the source partner if the
information is reproduced or disseminated through the
AIMS website or elsewhere. Copyright of the informa-
tion, as well as rights to any other intellectual property,
developed jointly within the network, is jointly vested
in all parties involved. Each party has full rights to
exploit such jointly owned works after informing the
other parties, without the need of approval of the
others. All partners of the network have free access to
all information developed pursuant to activities
mutually undertaken for their internal use.
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Future Steps

The Agriculture Information Management Standards
website will progressively act as a dynamic meeting
place for researchers and practitioners who are working
on agricultural knowledge production, organization,
and exchange with the aim of establishing common
standards and guidelines. The management and main-
tenance of its content has been an ongoing activity.

Notes

1. For more information on the Consultations on Agricultural
Information Management, visit the COAIM website:
http://www.fao.org/gi/gil/consultations/coaim_en.asp

2. For more information on the Coherence initiative, read
Improving Coherence in Agricultural Information Sysfems: A
proposal to improve coherence through information shaving and
community building (FAQ, 2004), ftp://fip-fac.org/gi/gil/gilws/
aims/references/coherence_in_ag_proposal.doc
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