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An electronic processing system for the rapid storage and retrieval of data on natural history collections
has been initiated at the Smithsonian Oceanographic
Sorting Center (SOSC) during the past year. The
development and operation of the records system
was implemented by the Smithsonian Institution's
acquisition, late in 1967, of a computer having a
large storage capacity. Systems analysts, programmers,
and computer operators, as well as individual consultants in the Institution's Information Systems Division
provide advice, devise complex programs, and manage the storage and retrieval of computer records. In
the basic inventory of plant and animal specimens,
we can enter records on any of approximately 3,200
biological taxa, ranging in level from kingdom to
genera, depending on the degree of identification.
Records on these taxa can be sorted and stored in the
hierarchical structure of the taxonomic groups. Essential data on sampling locations and dates, identifying
data, and the present location of specimens are included. Programs are being developed to permit entry
of any bionomial into a separate, compatible inventory
file. Collation of the two inventories will enable reconstitution of samples for which the original constituents have been identified to various taxonomic
levels and distributed to many institutions throughout
the world. Records can be retrieved to obtain infor-
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High-speed automatic typewriters, used for label preparation, simultaneously produce a punched paper tape containing data for computer entry.
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mation on specific types of specimens having common
parameters or to provide bulk listings of all data on
given collections.
Presently, records on USNS Eltanin samples which
were sorted at SOSC before this year are being entered concurrently with recent sorting records. This
backlog includes records of plankton and benthic
collections of invertebrates, vertebrates, and algae.
Data on benthic invertebrate collections made in
antarctic waters by investigators aboard R/V Vema
will be entered in the near future. The Vema collections are being sorted and distributed from the
American Museum of Natural History to approximately 50 specialists. As the centralized records at
SOSC grow in volume in the months to come, they
will become increasingly valuable to biologists engaged in research in the Antarctic.
Considerable advancement in the acquisition and
compilation of records on geological collections has
occurred since the expansion of SOSC's geology
section, which is under the direction of Dr. Thomas
Simkin. The major emphasis has been placed on
locating and ascertaining the nature and extent of
previously collected materials. Geologists at 20 universities and government agencies were contacted for
information on antarctic geologic collections. Summaries of about 25 collections and leads to other
sources were obtained. These records will be included in a catalog, being prepared this summer,
which will list the kinds, quantities, and locations of
known petrographic collections.
The requirements for processing data on geologic
specimens are very similar to those for biological
specimens; therefore, the records system for electronic
data processing as developed is adaptable to the processing of geologic data with a minimum of modification of existing programs. With the existing programs,
the geologic records can be included in the near future; if modifications are found to be necessary later,
the data can be readily manipulated, reducing transcription errors and expenditures of human effort.
The reduced number of bottom photographs received from Eltanin, which was in dry dock part of
the year, allowed the staff to concentrate on completion of descriptions of material on hand and to plot
all of the camera stations onto a single bathymetric
chart. Also, revision of the data-recording system for
the bottom photographs was begun, both to permit
more rapid retrieval and to include information on
previously undescribed ocean-bottom characteristics,
eliminating items proven to have little retrieval value.
In addition, a brochure is being prepared for users of
the photographs; it will describe shipboard and SOSC
processing procedures and photographic-scale interpretation and present a selected bibliography on
ocean-bottom photography.
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