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Taxonomy
Taxonomist E.O.Wilson bemoaned the shortage of taxonomists 
worldwide (~6,000)3 back in 2004. Attempts to address that problem 
in the UK resulted in a review, summarised by the following:

“On-line identification facilities are in demand by users of taxonomy. New 
approaches, such as scratchpads, have been developed that provide user-
friendly technology enabling taxonomists to get their work onto the web 
with minimum expense and maximum functionality. The rate limiting step is 
finding experts able and willing to generate web-based identification systems. 
This is exactly the same situation as for hardcopy keys, guides and handbooks 
- successful handbook/identification key series, such as those published by 
the Linnean Society and the Royal Entomological Society, are unable to find 
authors, as noted by the House of Lords Inquiry. This is not a technology 
problem: it is a shortage of available expertise problem.”

1. Boxshall, P. G., & Self, D. (2011). UK Taxonomy & Systematics Review - 2010. 
The Natural History Museum, 1–37.

Scratchpads
Developed with the aid of a European Union FP7 funded project 
starting in December 2010 and completed in November 2013 by the 
Natural History Museum, Dipterists Bulletin readers will no doubt 
by now be familiar with Scratchpad implementations by Stuart Ball 
of the Scathophagidae and Iain MacGowan’s Lonchaeidae and 
there’s another on Sarcophagidae at http://sarcophagidae.myspecies.info/.
The big Scratchpad for dipterists of course is The new Diptera Site 
(http://diptera.myspecies.info/ ) which is connected to the Systema Diptero-
rum initiative by Chris Thompson, Neal Evenhuis & Tom Pape.
Scratchpads provide a range of very useful facilities, there’s a 
brochure to be had about them at https://tinyurl.com/ltmjp4c and Lau-
rence Livermore of NHM wrote a piece about them in the NFBR 
Newsletter back in 2014 (https://tinyurl.com/ya35yfxv) A handful of other 
Recording Schemes have had a stab at it and maybe not progressed 
far, it can be quite frustrating. 
By the time I’d organised enough material from my recording 
scheme the NHM had closed it down for new applicants. I located 
Ben Scott there who told me they had been working on various 
issues to improve the system and finally, in December it was up 
and running again and after a few teething problems I succeeded in 
making progress despite the frequent and continuing performance 
problems with their servers. First impressions are that the system 
is extremely focussed on taxonomy and not so much on identifi-
cation. Many aspects of biogeography2, phenology and recording 
are under-represented in the design of its template. 
That maximum functionality desired by Boxshall1 will require 
tools and expertise from many disciplines and Wilson’s global 
biodiversity maps3 won’t appear by magic, we naturalists are 
doing that.
FSC Identikit
In the meantime I recalled a couple of presentations that Rich Burk-
mar had made regarding identification systems. He’d demonstrated 
one at a Leicestershire Recorders meeting a couple of years back. I 
recollect asking him if such a key could be incorporated into one’s 
own websites, it seems that was the plan all along.
This has now become a Field Studies Centre Biodiversity Project, 
called the FSC Identikit (https://tinyurl.com/y7k3mu9w), a nice example of 
it in use for Harvestmen, incorporated into its own little website, 
is at https://harvestmen.fscbiodiversity.uk/
Anyone can do their own now, just download the files, change the 
objects of study from biscuits to a group of flies and build one that 
works on your own desktop. Though the end-product is very differ-
ent there are elements in common with Scratchpads. The Identikit 
methodology is a lot easier, if you can manage Excel files, simple 
text editors and can get the Google Chrome Web Server up and 
running then you’ve got it. A real server uses the internet and files 
that have been uploaded there, this one runs on your desktop from 
files on your computer. It’s really easy once you’ve done it once 

and the beauty is that there’s no need to worry about perfecting 
it so that it can be uploaded to the internet, just use the system 
to assemble fact files on a group of flies which interest you and 
sprinkle in the best photographs & diagrams you can find. Add the 
characters that turn it into a key afterwards - if you wish. 
Once perfected you could, of course, upload your project to the 
internet for all to access, FSC can help with that. In the meantime 
you’ve got a very useful identification system on your own com-
puter and on your colleagues’ if you share.
The following Diptera projects have been started:
Identikit project 1. Tetanocera

Prompted by a discussion (https://tinyurl.com/y9wyzulc) regarding the 
possibility of identifying Tetanocera species (Sciomyzidae) from 
photographs, I had a crack at it. Just for this one genus and just 
using typical field photographs from a wide range of sources 
such as Diptera.info, Malcolm Storey’s Bioimages and Steve 
Falk’s Flickr.
Although there’s potential in this pictorial system for using the 
colour of live specimens as a character, lighting and cameras 
produce a lot of variation so colour just helps a little: 

T. elata T. ferruginea T. punctifrons

The majority of live specimens conform to one of the above colour patterns. 
Generally beige, but surely “ferruginea” means “rusty”. Steve Falk calls them 
all “buff”.

Contact me if you want the files for this project. Bear in mind that 
it is experimental.
Identikit projects 2. Micropezidae & 3. Psilidae
Using what I had learned from the Tetanocera project I began work 
on groups from my Recording Scheme. With so many different 
keys in so many languages (mainly Russian, German & French) 
and a number of useful images posted on various sites, I began 
by just assembling summaries:

The upper part of a summary page from an FSC Identikit as it would appear in your 
browser. It begins with key features discernable from photographs. 

There’s a good deal of interest in making identifications from 
photographs (e.g. iRecord, iSpot). Some groups can be readily 
identified this way whilst others require critical microscopic work. 
The system of verification through iRecord relies upon knowing 
which species can and which cannot be identified this way. The 
FSC Identikit works very well on photographs as it is not a bino-
mial system. By simply selecting the feature which can be seen, 
the list of possibilities begins to narrow:
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It has even got a built-in probability factoring for each character 
you choose. Once narrowed down, identification characters on 
the summary page help to confirm the identification. If it can’t be 
done from photographs, you’ll need the specimen and the usual 
schematic illustrations of terminalia etc., plenty of work here for 
illustrators.
So far my efforts on groups in my Recording Scheme have 
proved very effective for photographs of Micropezidae, Chyliza 
& Loxocerini. 
To set about building one of your own, begin to gather together all 
the images you can of identified material, don’t forget to add the 
author’s name and the url source to the metadata of photographs, 
you will need it at some point. 
Many thanks to Michael Woods, Geoff Foale, Nigel Gilligan 
and Malcolm Storey for their help with the Tetanocera Identikit 
project.
Impressions
The Scratchpads are of considerable value, almost a vade mecum of 
all the species in a Recording Scheme complete with as many facts 
as you care to add.  Kaj Winquist tells me that the Scathophagidae 
one was invaluable when the Finnish Diptera checklist was be-
ing developed. You’ll need to be fairly well organised with your 
material before you begin, start with a few images, spreadsheet 
of all the species names (complete with authors and vernacular 
names) and a well organised literature list that you can easily export 
to BibTex format (use Mendeley.) After that it’s just a matter of 
adding pictures, descriptions and downloadable files such as your 
keys, atlases & newsletters.
An FSC Identikit project however, can be developed at your 
leisure and shared with colleagues until you have a fair key. You 
can also use this to organise other information (later to be fed into 
a Scratchpad site perhaps), things like descriptions, images and, 
of course, keys. 
The two systems aren’t integrated, though it would be nice to be 
able to put FSC Identikit keys onto an identification page on a 
Scratchpad. Though Scratchpad’s image handling leaves much to 
be desired, both systems are well worth pursuing. Both are col-
laborative systems so if you’ve something to contribute then 
contact their organisers.
In response to Martin & Malcolm’s question about “stumbling 
blocks” in the next article, the ones I’ve encountered in work-
ing on the above have been those associated with translation, 
illustration & copyright, material and time. The same issues as 
experienced by those working towards print publications but with 
these online tools, useful elements of your work are available 
before it’s perfected.
2. Franklin, J. (2009). Mapping species distributions: spatial inference and predic-

tion. Landscape Ecology Journal of Vegetation Science, 336.
3. Wilson, E. O. (2004). Taxonomy as a fundamental discipline. Phil. Trans. R. 

Soc. Lond., B(359), 739. http://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2003.1440
Darwyn Sumner

Keys to the British Diptera 
in preparation
Malcolm Smart and I put a request in Bulletin 85 for information 
on work being done on new keys to our fauna. This was part of the 
action needed to take forward Dipterists Forum’s initiative to make 
more keys available, as Rob Wolton mentioned in his Chairman’s 
Round-up in Bulletin 84, p8. We had several responses, although 
fewer than match the work we know has been going on.
Keys that are well under way and whose authors intend to publish 
are Duncan Sivell and Alan Stubbs on Heleomyzidae (and Ian 
Andrews - see his new scheme - Ed) and a few related families, and 
Olga Sivell on Calliphoridae. I am working on Dolichopodidae 
but after three years am about only half-way through the task. Mike 
Hackston’s keys to several groups are available on-line but Mike 
does not intend going into print with these (https://sites.google.
com/site/mikesinsectkeys/). There are several on-line picture 
galleries which don’t really fall within the scope of our inquiry, 
but Malcolm Storey tells us that he is working on a photographic 
guide to Tephritidae as well as contributing Diptera images on 
www.bioImages.org.uk. He says that the tephritid ‘atlas’ is going 
rather slowly and would welcome live or nearly live (!) specimens 
to photograph. We also know through the grapevine that James 
McGill is making good progress on Muscidae, John Ismay has 
more to come on Chloropidae, and Alan Stubbs’s craneflies are 
in the pipeline.
We were particularly interested in what the stumbling blocks were 
to getting into press. While no-one mentioned anything in particu-
lar, the subtext is lack of time, or conversely, that producing good 
well illustrated keys takes a lot of time. A better understanding of 
the issues people face may be helpful. A big step towards help in 
writing and structuring keys will be covered by the forthcoming 
workshop on key-writing by Tony Irwin and Martin Ebejer.
Our next step is a resumé of what is available versus what is 
desirable. This will build on Alan Stubbs’s (2003) Starter Pack. 
The gaps in what is available may prompt someone to take up 
the challenge.

 Martin Drake & Malcolm Smart

Stomoxys calcitrans - the stable fly [Ian Andrews]


