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herbaria in numbers

3001 active herbaria worldwide

ca. 387 million herbarium specimens

681 herbaria in Europe

ca. 178 million herbarium specimens

10 herbaria in Belgium

ca. 5.2 million herbarium specimens

Source: Thiers, B. [continuously updated]. Index Herbariorum: A global directory of 
public herbaria and associated staff. New York Botanical Garden's Virtual Herbarium. 
http://sweetgum.nybg.org/science/ih/.



herbarium BR

13th largest herbarium

3.5 million herbarium 
specimens

worldwide coverage

reference collection for

- central Africa
- South-America
- Belgium

1724 - present



Importance of herbaria

The millenium project’s 
15 global challenges for 

humanity

http://www.millennium-project.org/



1. Climate change

COBECORE (talk Sofie Meeus)

Importance of herbaria



2. Protecting the world food 
supply

- Coffee researchImportance of herbaria

- Banana research



3. Conservation of 
biodiversity

LIFE Project (Sandrine Godefroid)

TrIAS (talk Sonia Vanderhoeven)

Importance of herbaria



4. Sustainable development

Edible mushrooms

Importance of herbaria



5. Education & learning

Importance of herbaria



Botanical research relies on 
herbaria as a core infrastructure of 
botany

Importance of herbaria



Problem

○ Information hidden in herbaria

○ Only accessible by an elite

○ Access is holding up science



Solution

Digitisation and opening up 
data for everyone

2015-2017 

Financed by the Flemish Government

1.65 million Euro



1. Optimize digitisation 
infrastructure

○ 4 installations
○ > 40,000 images so far
○ Freely available to others 

1.2 million specimens

2. Outsource the 
digitisation of the 

entire Belgian and 
African collection



Preparation of the 
collection

○ 1.2 million specimens

○ 15 technicians

○ Many volunteers

○ 1.5 years



Information 
Technology

○ IT infrastructure

○ automated quality control

○ 133 TB archived at VIAA

○ image back up



Imaging

○ 1.2 million specimens

○ 5000 images per day

○ finished in 1 year



In-house label data 
transcription 

○ 15 technicians

○ volunteers and 
students

○ > 400 000 specimens

○ 2 years and ongoing



Outsourced label data 
transcription 

○ by Alembo - Picturae

○ ± 30 000 taxon 
names

○ ± 585 000 specimens

○ 8 months



Label data through 
crowdsourcing

○ launched in November 2017

○ > 130 volunteers (and growing)

○ > 16 000 tasks transcribed so 
far



User requirement 
analysis

Vissers et al. 2017: Scientific user requirements for a 
herbarium data portal. (Phytokeys (78): 37-57) 
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our vision on the 
future

○ Digitisation of the entire collection

○ Adding other herbaria & 

collections

○ Available on GBIF & Europeana

- global reach
- new research
- new services to users
- monitoring use of our collections



Thank you!


