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On Using Other People’s Data

Why Use Other People’s Data?

Having received several encouraging
letters following a previous essay on the
fact that "Fisheries scientists must write"”
(see NAGA April 1986, p. 8-9), I shall try
in the following paragraphs to deal with
another aspect of a (fisheries) scientist’s
work that is rarely addressed explicitly:
when and how to use other people’s data.

What are the issues here? In order of
importance, I would rank them as
follows:

i Further progress in ficlds such as
fisheries biology, particularly in
the tropics, will only occur if
ways are found to turn the accu-
mulated knowledge ("the litera-
ture”) into an active body of
information, rather than a reposi-
tory of old bones.

2, Use of data genecrated by others
is a compliment to, not a theft
from, the persons who generated
the data.

3, For (2) to be true, explicit rules
should be made for students and
young scientists on how data
produced by others can legiti-
mately be used.

Point (1) is rather straightforward:
fisheries biology is (a) historical and (b)
messy, and hence it is necessary to use
lots of data -- often more than a scientist
can collect during a research project of
limited duration -- for interesting patterns
to emerge. For example, assembling time-
series data to test whether sunspots (indi-
rectly) affect fish recruitment (Fig. 1)
necessarily implies reliance upon other
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people’s data, since the working life of a
rescarch scientist, say, 30 years, could not
cover more than 3 sunspot cycles: too few
for any serious time-series analysis.

Fig. 2 shows how biological data are
messy: it illustrates the thesis, developed
further in some of my own technical
papers, that the growth rate of [ish is,
other things being equal, a function of
their respiratory (i.e., gill) area. Now this
is a reasonable proposition which would
be easy to test if biological dala were not
messy. However, they are, both because
people often make awful mistakes, such
as when estimating the gill area, and
because "things" are not equal. Fish, be-
sides breathing and growing, also feed
and reproduce in various ways, resulting
in a large scatter of data. The result of
this in our example (Fig. 2) is that a stub-
born scientist using only his or her data,
painstakingly obtained from fish of the
family Scombridae, would find no signifi-
cant relationship between gill size and
growth performance, while the more
imaginative scientist, working on several
fish families, would do so.

I stated above (in point 2) that using
people’s data is a compliment to their
work, knowing very well that many feel
very differently about this and, in fact,
often become annoyed when it turns out
that their data contained more informa-
tion than they were able to extract in their
(first) analysis. To these individuals, one
can only respond that how much informa-
tion is ecmbedded in a given data set is a
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: Fig. 1. Time series of sunspot numbers and of the Portuguese catch of Sardina pilchardus. Adapted from O.
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function of history; claiming ownership
to all (future) information that can be
extracted from a data set is like claiming
owncrship of cae’s children: once re-
lcased, they have a life of their own, and
all one can claim, in a sense, is to have set
them free.

Morcover, one must remember that the
overwhelming majority of scientific
papers never get cited (ever!), so the data
they contain help nobody -- not even to
make their authors better known.

Thus, for many of us, becoming a foot-
nole in a much thumbed book, or a table
entry in somebody’s citation classic is
likely to be the essence of our claim to
fame and posterity.

Some Rules

For any of the preceding to be true, and
for the use of someone else’s data to be
legitimate, a number of rules must be res-
pected. I have perceived these rules
through professional interactions with
many colleagues, but never have I seen
them written before (or maybe I have, but
forgotten where). So share with me the
effect they have when they are first
stated:

Published material

e  Use any numerical data as long
as you cite the source.

. For parts of a text, put the mate-
rial in quotation marks and cite
source.

e If using a complete, published
graph or table, cite the source
and state that permission to re-
produce the item has been ob-
tained from the original pub-
lisher and/or author -- after you
have obtained such permission.

e If using part of a published
graph or table which is then in-
corporated into a new graph or
table, or turning a table into a
graph or vice versa, only a
citation is needed.

Technically unpublished material

° Treat these the same way as the
first group of items, except that
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Bibliographic Coverage of the
Growing Fisheries Literature in ASFA

Quantifying the size and growth of
the fisheries literature is difficult because
there is no comprehensive bibliographic
service to use as a resource. Readers will
understand that it grieves me to admit as
much because attaining such coverage
has been a longstanding goal of Aquatic
Sciences and Fisheries Abstracts (ASFA)
and of earlier FAO efforts. In the absence
of a comprehensive service we are re-
duced to the information scientist’s equi-
valent of trawl surveys and other stock
assessment methods in trying to discover
how much there is and where it is located.

An abstracting service primarily serves
a field of science, but it operates like a
production industry -- and so it is to a
degree subject to the economics of both.
In pursuing the goal of comprehensive
coverage it must contend with sharply
rising marginal costs of monitoring and
acquiring documents once the readily
available journals and books have been
covered.

Since fisheries science is highly diver-
sified and decentralized around the world,
a useful approach to the resource problem
is to seek voluntary cooperation in iden-
tifying and abstracting the literature from
countries where the literature is produced.
Since fisheries science is closely linked to
other aspects of marine and freshwater
science and to a broadening range of eco-
nomic, legal and social studies, another
useful approach is to seek cooperation
from organizations that are primarily
interested in those fields. These two
factors led FAO in the 1970s to create the
Aquatic Sciences and Fisheries Informa-
tion System (ASFIS) in conjunction with
the United Nations, Unesco and agencies
in eleven countries. A private company,
Cambridge Scientific Abstracts, publishes
ASFA in printed and electronic forms
under an agreement and contract.

Table 1. Average annual numbers of abstracts in ASFA for 3-Year
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This cooperative network of organiza-
tions has steadily increased the total
number of papers covered, as shown in
Table 1.

These figures conceal serious ups and
downs that reflect the realities of trying to
achieve comprehensive coverage of the
fisheries literature. Among the points to
note are:

* the subject scope and the number of
abstracts were increased substantially
beginning in 1978;

* the level of coverage varies from year
to year at any given input center
owing to shifting resources, even to
the extent of a center discontinuing
input for a significant period;

* a change of publisher (company and
country) in 1981 caused the buildup
and subsequent reduction of a back-
log;

* a change of technical system specifi-
cations necessitated retraining with
some slowing of input;

* gome of the "growth" in the ASFA
publications since 1982 reflects
abstracts that appear in both ASFA-1
and ASFA-2;

* financial crisis within the UN system
is causing a backlog of completed but
unpublished abstracts to accumulate.
In terms of coverage of the growing

fisheries literature, the last-cited point is

probably the most serious in impact. Col-
lectively the network of ASFA input cen-

ters produced 32,750 abstracts in 1986,

but only 23,000 were actually published

in ASFA, including approximately 18,000

in ASFA-1, which contains all of the fish-

eries literature abstracts.

This shortfall was brought

periods. : about by the coincidence
Period ASFA-1 ASFA-2 ASFA Database of rising production costs
Unique records* with sharply reduced re-

: sources within the FAO,

}g;g-;; }i,g;g which subsidizes the dif-
1978-80 16,996 9,537 24253 fence be‘“'eeg B o
1981-1983 17,915 10,369 24,885 ot gl L
1984-86 22.866 10,200 20,052 from sale of subscriptions

and online computer re-

*Accordiﬁg to subject relevance some abstracts are included in
both ASFA-1 (living resources) and ASFA-2 (nonliving resources)
publications but only once in the computer database.
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trieval services. Attempts
to resolve this problem are
still being worked out.

Meanwhile the aquatic sciences and
fisheries literature continues to grow.
Over 30,000 papers have been monitored
annually in the last several years, but the
lack of coverage of some languages,
papers not abstracted by input centers for
lack of resources, and (most serious) the
lack of capability for capturing the pub-
lications of many developing countries
lead us to be confident that the total is
likely to be at least 40,000.

Some attempts have been initiated to
improve coverage of developing country
publications. The ASFA center at the
National University of Mexico seeks to
locate and abstract literature from Latin
America, the center in Portugal monitors
publications from African countries
where the Portuguese language is used,
and the center in China now provides
coverage of Chinese publications.

As Naga readers will already know,
donor agencies, especially IDRC, have
begun to sponsor the creation of fisheries
information centers in other regions. First
priority must necessarily go toward build-
ing capabilities that meet national and
regional needs. Eventually the benefits of
inclusion of literature from these coun-
tries in the global ASFA database should
become evident and coverage from these
areas will grow.

If the system for producing the major
fisheries abstracting service appears to
resemble a rickety house in constant need
of propping up, one might well ask "why
not do it another way?" The basic reason
is that fisheries science and related
aquatic sciences are not well-endowed
and have no strong and wealthy industry
behind them that is willing to provide
resources for a more straightforward,
centralized service. Even in countries
with market economies, funding of fish-
eries science tends to be the province of
governments and, therefore, subject to
political competition for resources. The
resource constraint combined with the
international  character of fisheries
science makes the cooperative inter-
national network the continuing choice
for organizing an information service,
despite the pitfalls described above.

Meanwhile the efforts made by Naga
to improve understanding by the fisheries
community of the size, distribution and
nature of its literature and the problems of
access to it are a solid contribution to the
growth of the field. ®
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