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What 

The Australian Ecological Knowledge and Observation System (ÆKOS), a ‘one stop shop’ for Australia’s 

sophisticated ecological data comprising a data repository, web data portal and web services enables 

researchers to store, discover, access and understand the context of data in detail. Early in the project, we 

identified a critical need to establish a long term network of key data partners from government agencies 

and research organisations to ensure open access to datasets in ÆKOS for scientific reuse, and ensure 

that relations remain sustainable.  

 

The Challenge 

Forming partnerships are not as easy as one might think. Studies1 show that up to half of the partnerships 

formed do not survive the first year. Most vulnerable were those that were ‘forced’, such as those required 

by funders, which were perceived as ‘paper partnerships’. With this in mind, we focused on building 

partnerships with shared responsibilities and mutual benefits. Very few partnerships involve sharing the full 

richness of complex scientific data (see Fig. 1), so we had little practical information about how to form 

these kinds of partnerships. We adopted an experiential approach, learning as we went. 

 

Data Partnerships 

We are now at the stage where we maintain many partnerships with government agencies, research 

organisations and TERN facilities (Fig. 2). ÆKOS currently has 8 government data partnerships that have 

generated 10 open licences covering over 700 datasets with a coverage of more than 100,000 sites from 

across the nation that span more than 40 years (Fig. 3).  

 

Influential Factors affecting Partnership Formation 

• Acknowledgement of the complementary objectives between ÆKOS and the agency 

• Recognition that ÆKOS can enhance agency business 

• Sponsorship from the executive of the agency 

• Presentation of a well-defined process outlining the full spectrum of partnership management (Fig. 4) 

• Closure of the partnership with a MOU-style document such as Statement of Mutual Intent to record the 

expectations of partners, mutual objectives and on-going engagement plan 

 

ÆKOS Data Partnership Management Plan for Government Agencies  

• Aims to publish data in the ÆKOS data portal as well as deliver metadata to TERN Data Discovery 

Portal and  the  Australian National Data Service (RIF-CS metadata) which can be on-published by 

anyone, and deliver web services  

• Four engagement areas: agency data custodian, ÆKOS governance, ÆKOS data analysts, ÆKOS ICT 

• Three stages of partnership management: Stage 1 – formation (sponsorship and sign-off), Stage 2- 

implementation (data delivery to supervised data ingestion), Stage 3 – maintenance (data sensitivities, 

licensing, quality assurance, sign-off for publication)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TERN’s Eco-informatics Facility is building ÆKOS to make rich and complex ecological data discoverable and 

accessible in unprecedented detail. It enables researchers to store, search and understand data along with the 

knowledge about it. Integral to its success are functional data partnerships with government, educational and 

public science data custodians. Few previous partnerships exist for publishing the full complexity of data along 

with its context, as the data are so multi-faceted and interwoven that contemporary semantic approaches are 

needed to extract the most value. We describe a case study about partnership formation for these data with 

government agencies and comment on the influential factors affecting partnership formation. 

Stage 3 

Figure 1. The data niche of the Australian Ecological Knowledge and Observation 

System (ÆKOS) within Australia’s national environmental infrastructure landscape 
(1TERN Eco-informatics Facility, 2Atlas of Living Australia,3 Integrated Marine Observation System, 4 

TERN Australian Coastal Ecosystems Facility, 5TERN Soil and Landscape Grid, 6 TERN AusCover 

Facility, 7TERN OzFlux (Carbon, Water, Energy) Facility, 8 Australian Government Bureau of 

Meteorology, 9Australian National Data Service. Orange boxes represent TERN facilities) 

 

Figure 2.  Collaborative partnerships of the Australian Ecological Knowledge and 

Observation System (ÆKOS)  established, developing and planned. 

Figure 3.  Australian Ecological Knowledge and Observation System (ÆKOS)  

data partnerships  operating  between the Australian, state and territory 

governments and The University of Adelaide where the Eco-informatics Facility’ is 

based.  These partnerships have generated  8 partnerships,10 open licences  

covering more than 700 datasets twith a spatial coverage of over 100,000 sites 

spanning 40 years to date. 
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Figure 4.  Partnership management process for government agencies engaging with Eco-informatics  for data 

publication via the Australian Ecological Knowledge and Observation System (ÆKOS). 
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