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Defining a scope for the MEDIN portal
1. The problem
1.1 Essentially there is a decision to made as MEDIN emerges around how functionally rich the web interface / search capability needs to be. There are two extremes:
· Provide a basic discovery level interface – in this scenario the cost and complexity of the MEDIN portal are kept to a minimum. Maximum use is made of other facilities and repositories across the network.

· Creating a much richer interface to meet the needs of particular use cases – in this scenario the functionality of the portal is made significantly richer to allow the needs of particular use cases to be delivered through the portal itself. As these use cases are met potentially other facilities would be switched off as they would no longer be needed.

1.2 In reality of course the decision is not necessarily as stark as this. It is possible to imagine the functionality of the MEDIN portal gradually evolving to meet requirements where there is no other means of delivery and no obvious organisation prepared to take on the role. However, such developments need to be taken on with care as they will add both complexity and on-going cost to the MEDIN portal.
2. The proposed approach

2.1 The one element that can definitely be identified at the moment is that there is demand for, but no means of delivering, an ability to search across the facilities that are available (includes on-line portals as well as the emerging DACs). The approach proposed is for MEDIN to aim, at least initially, for the first scenario described above creating a very light portal that makes maximal use of other facilities already available. Once this is established and running, the requirement needs to be reviewed against the emerging use cases and a debate held both with the users of those cases and with the MEDIN Steering Group as a whole to identify the most cost effective forward strategy. 
2.2 The model below suggests how MEDIN could add value to a range of sources that already exist without the need for significant investment or developing beyond a basic discovery service.

2.3 Imagine a scenario where a user wants to look at the relationship between habitats and species within their patch and how this could be being impacted by fishing pressure. They are unaware of the other portals in existence but none of them actually do the job anyway. 

· The user searches the MEDIN portal and finds a range of relevant sources (MESH for habitats, NBN for species and some form of off-line repository containing fishing information for the area of interest – perhaps a mini-DAC).
· The links within the MEDIN metadata allow them to get further metadata for each of the resources either from one of the portals or the DAC. This additional metadata can be visually inspected by the user to help decide what they want to use.

· After this the user needs to decide what sort of a mechanism is appropriate to consume the actual data. If it is intended for a bit of local analysis then the most likely approach will be downloading all the relevant data and integrating within a GIS. If they wish to publish more broadly then it is possible they will create some form of on-line interface (which would ideally become indexed within the MEDIN portal itself).
Points to note:
· The MEDIN portal holds a portion of the metadata fields within the individual portals. It is anticipated that the subject specific portals will have a range of metadata fields that are specific to their domain (so called evaluation level metadata).
· The user has the option to easily link off to the original sources to view this evaluation level metadata (and potentially even the data themselves).

· It could be argued that extending the MEDIN portal to hold a much broader range of evaluation level metadata fields allows a more coherent presentation to the user (rather than having to link off to each of individual the resources). However, countering this, there is the argument that by the time someone is looking at this level of detail they are probably not looking at that many resources so the penalty is not that high. Again, this is not to preclude MEDIN extending the fields held in the future but a more logical point to do this is when more of the standards are published and it is possible to look across there to look for similarities in the evaluation level metadata fields.

· Developing the functionality to support accessing and using the data itself would be expensive and is only worth doing centrally if it is a generic requirement across a large number of users. Even then developing to a broad range of requirements through a single portal is likely to extremely difficult.
Overall the recommendation is for MEDIN to carry on with the strategy to build a light central discovery metadata function for data relating to the marine environment and encourage other portals to continue to provide domain specific services while indexing.
Annex A: Applying this to planning and delivering access to multibeam data by the MCA

The MCA have an action to “ensure that a web page which enables the participants to upload and view each other’s annual survey programmes (for the forthcoming two years) is funded and developed. The web page will be based on an internet mapping server (WMS).” The question that arises is how does this fit within the scope of the MEDIN portal?
In this instance there are three separate functions:
· Maintaining a register of past and planned survey work
· Providing access to this register
· Providing access to the multibeam data collected on a survey. 
Taking each of these in turn:

Maintaining a register of past and planned survey work

One of the questions the current MCA proposal raises is the scope of the register they will maintain. In theory if the goal was to make survey effort more co-ordinated and efficient then the scope of the survey would not be too limited. The cost is primarily getting the survey vessel and staff out to the area to be surveyed and it is imagined that once there a variety of different types of survey could potentially be initiated. Thus is establishing such a register it is important not to make it too targeted (e.g. to a particular methodology or group of partners). A bit more work is needed to explore the best mechanism for delivering this but one possibility would be for MEDIN to establish a direct link with each of the major survey contractors operating in UK waters and see if they would be prepared to regularly expose some basic level of metadata on their bookings. This would not necessarily even have to expose all information (for example some aspects could be commercially sensitive) but there is a real potential advantage to their customers who, for example, might benefit from sharing the cost of the survey. In the event that such a mechanism is not possible then the fall back would be some sort of mechanism such as that proposed by MCA but would require some level of commitment and the scope of what is included would need to be thought through. 
Providing access to the survey register

This function is something that would ideally be fulfilled by the MEDIN portal. In fact, it could be argued that if the MEDIN portal is not meeting the requirement of helping to plan future survey effort (through a combination of knowing what has already taken place and what is planned) then it will have missed on of the main use cases to justify its existence. Whether or not it is fulfilled solely by MEDIN or duplicated by the MCA depends largely on:
· How quickly the MEDIN portal can be up and running and capable of delivering the function

· Whether a suitable population mechanism can be established (especially around future survey work)

· Whether MCA need to develop similar functionality for its own user base. For example, the MCA portal would presumably need to stand on its own to allow navigation to the multibeam data – which may give much of  the functionality required.
The bottom line is, the cost of providing the function is probably relatively low so we probably don’t need to be too concerned about duplication. Critical thing from MEDINs perspective is to ensure that there are not resources appearing on MCA that are not in MEDIN – as that effectively begins to undermine the MEDIN case for having a portal.

Providing on-line access to the multibeam data

This function is something that would not be carried out by MEDIN but rather MEDIN would contain pointers to the WMS (or other service) hosted elsewhere – in this case by the MCA. So, for example, a user would come to the MEDIN portal, be able to specify an area of search, see a list of what survey either has occurred or is planned there and if the survey has occurred and is available as a WMS (e.g. through the MCA site - but could be anywhere) then there would be the relevant link in the metadata directly to the relevant part of the MCA system. 
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