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PLANT INFO: A Component of FAO’s Global Plant and Pest
Information System

P. Griffee, T. Putter, M. Marsella, H. Pfeiffer, and P. Diemer

In co-operation with a range of government and non-government institutions, FAO has established an
international shared knowledge resource on technical information about plants and pests.  This Global Plant &
Pest Information System (GPPIS), is an Internet-based service for information access but also a process for
harnessing global knowledge within a framework of standard procedures and protocols for data collection,
verification, validation, and distribution, that are endorsed by participants.  Implemented under the auspices
of FAO, the GPPIS forum creates a dynamic framework for continuous collective knowledge processing within
the sharing community.  The Internet makes this possible because it distributes the task required to create a
global resource, while concentrating and multiplying the benefits of collaboration.  GPPIS can be implemented
in a variety of cross-platform environments on the Internet, in local Intranets, but also as a complete Internet-
equivalent system that runs on CD-ROM.

Plant Info, as integrated part of GPPIS, aims at developing and maintaining a platform (interactive com-
pendium) for access to reliable information on crop production, designed to guide technical decisions within
different agroecozones and production systems, for increased food security and sustainable agricultural devel-
opment.  Following the usual pattern of compendia, wherein a few scientists with expertise in a discrete set of
specialized fields voluntarily devote their time to writing and illustrating crop data sheets or profiles, GPPIS is
an Internet adapted dynamic, interactive, digital implementation of the same traditional approach.  Specifi-
cally, individuals are invited and encouraged to participate in the GPPIS community by “adopting” a crop
species, a discrete “layer” (topic) of information about plants, e.g. the “medicinal uses” layer of information
associated with separate plant records, or simply by serving as public referees or scrutineers of information in
the GPPIS knowledge commons.  The main difference it is not a single, one-time, printed product that requires
regular reprinting of new editions, but a permanently updated set of data managed by a set of methods and
protocols for data collection and maintenance under password-protection.

Data quality in GPPIS is further managed in a variety of ways.  Each record has a single primary editor:
this editor receives a password which is required to edit or add data.  Each record makes provision for a few
“topic editors” to function as a small editorial committee to support and advice the primary editor.  The infor-
mation in GPPIS is displayed under the name and logo of the contributing author or institution, resulting in a
public, transparent display of assumption of responsibility through volunteering expertise.  Coupled to the
continuous public scrutiny that characterizes the Internet, as well to GPPIS’ procedures for immediate feed-
back by public viewers and users, data quality in GPPIS is controlled dynamically and in real-time.  Finally,
partnership program with key institutions who have a recognized role of knowledgeable authority in a particu-
lar group of records which are then “clustered” and presented under the banner and logo of that institution.

GPPIS data are in the public domain and not copy righted because its content is created and maintained
by the community of individuals who choose to participate in the building of GPPIS.  Data contribution by
sponsors and supporters is voluntary and motivated by the realization that individuals sharing their individual
expertise enables all participants to have access to the sum of their collective knowledge.  Information is
considered not as product but as advertising the expertise which the institution hopes to sell through service
provision, in order to sustain its continued financial viability.

Apart from their individual significance, the main elements of GPPIS also produce interaction effects
especially when considering supporting or ancillary information in GPPIS such as glossary of terms, biblio-
graphic references, the picture databank and GPPIS-related methodologies.  This leads to a quantitative syn-
ergy between separate data elements—an interaction that produces knowledge that is more than the sum of its
individual information elements.  GPPIS proposes unique and original procedures whereby users at the pe-
riphery of the GPPIS network and community can control the process of establishing hypertext links between
discrete units of information that convey a message or “memes.”  Each editor controls the hypertext linking
process explicitly and thus GPPIS is a knowledge creation system as opposed to an information broadcasting
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system.  This original GPPIS’ procedures that allow users to create “reverse” hypertext links led to participa-
tory methods of knowledge building whereby users update and own the data.

FAO is fundamentally concerned about developing countries where Internet access is currently unavail-
able.  Therefore, GPPIS was designed to be packaged also on CD-ROM (periodical snapshot) for independent
local stand-alone or Intranet use.  GPPIS will be distributed as regular, free CD-ROMS, and user connected to
the Internet can, at any time, “switch” from local CD-ROM to current, real-time information on the Internet.
Procedures are being developed to enable individuals to submit personal interest profiles that would filter and
dispatch by E-mail information according to their specific needs.  GPPIS is also a meeting point where spe-
cific subjects could be discussed among resource person groups (discussion forum), a location where special-
ized resource persons could be identified and where rapid information circulation and specialised advice on
specific alert situations could be sourced.

The descriptions above provide the framework and values that inspire and sustain GPPIS.  However, a
summary like this cannot anticipate and address all the questions and misgivings that this example will stimu-
late.  However, GPPIS exists and does answer them and readers are invited to visit the website at
http://pppis.fao.org.  A manual for GPPIS is available at this URL (Fig 1.).  You are invited to join the GPPIS
community by contributing information that makes you an individual expert—no matter how modest the con-
tribution, because a snowstorm is made of many small flakes and we are changing the world of plant produc-
tion and protection information, one person at a time.

Fig. 1.  GPPIS homepage.
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