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THE LAUNCH OF AQUARING, THE PROJECT FOR THE LARGEST ONLINE PORTAL DEDICATED TO THE AQUATIC ENVIRONMENT AND TO ITS RESOURCES

A project co-funded by the European Commission within the eContentplus program

Genoa, October 19th, 2006 - Today the Genoa Aquarium hosted the launch of Aquaring, the project for the creation of the largest online European multilingual portal, dedicated to the aquatic environment and to its resources. 

The project officially started on October 1st, 2006, and belongs to eContentplus, the European Union project which aims to make digital contents in Europe more accessible and useful for all citizens. The project lasts 30 months and will end in March 2009.
Aquaring - the acronym for Accessible and Qualified Use of Available digital Resources about the aquatic world In National Gatherings – has an overall cost of 3.6 million Euro, 1.8 of which are funded by the European Commission. Aquaring is one of the 19 projects selected among the 240 ones presented in 2006 at the eContentplus program and it obtained a very high score, receiving one of the major funds.
The project initially involves 6 countries – Italy, Belgium, France, Lithuania, Spain and Netherlands – and different structures which have developed, during the years, high level know-how and scientific dissemination and technical expertise: the Genoa Aquarium, as coordinator of the project, scientific expert and content supplier, the Museum of Natural Sciences of Bruxelles, the Nausicaa National Sea Centre of Boulogne-sur-Mer, the Rotterdam Zoo, the Lithuanian Museum of the Sea, all scientific experts and content suppliers, ECSITE – European Network of museums and scientific centres, reaching a potential public of 30 million visitors - in charge of dissemination and raising of awareness, SOFTECO Sismat SPA of Genoa, creator and manager of the infrastructure which manages and distributes the digital contents, Robotiker Foundation, a Spanish research institution in charge for the definition of the semantic fields necessary for the creation of the search software’s structure, the Department for Anthropological Sciences of the Genoa University, in charge assessing the project's effectiveness and its educational value.
The project has two main objectives: 
· creating a common access portal, on a European level, for information and discovery about the aquatic environments and their resources, with particular reference to preservation and sustainable environmental management, allowing to make contents more available and exploitable, by means of digital supports available in the different structures;

· defining the main characteristics of the public and their information needs, and identifying a method for assessing the effectiveness of the content exploitation, as well as the educational effectiveness of the project.
The project will start from the identification of potential users, of information needs and contents.

In order to define an offer which satisfies these demands, the structures supplying contents will examine their digital resources to spot texts, audio files, images, videos and all other digital documents contributing to an interdisciplinary vision, as complete as possible, of the aquatic world. A first estimate shows that more than 200,000 files will be considered. 
Common criteria will be defined, concerning selection, classification and sharing of the contents, both in terms of type of digital files and of semantic description of the domain. At the same time, a computer infrastructure will be created, allowing distributed access to the contents, surfing and research, with personalized analysis and self-learning paths for the different users’ profiles, in order to make them available for different publics.
The Aquaring portal will allow complex cultural paths, concerning the various aspects the aquatic environment issues, integrating contents from different sources. It will also allow the planning of direct visits to the structures, personalized researches on the different aquatic world issues, as well as the downloading of files of interest and the contacting of the structures which provide the contents. 
The portal will feature different accesses for different user profiles – general public, schools and universities, teachers, scientists and researchers, tour operators, museums, aquariums and other scientific centres, journalists -, and will have a multilingual interface, a keyword translator for thematic researches, and other services making surfing and consultation easier.

The final stage of the project, assessing its effectiveness, will be able to supply useful suggestions and tools for the individuation of possible effectiveness rates, in terms of scientific dissemination and of awareness of the general public, also applicable to the individual structures involved in the project,

From a perspective of European integration, Aquaring will allow to share the many data and information which otherwise would remain in just one sector, a resource for the individual structures only.

1 or 2 partners will join the initial ones during the third year, as well as 2 - 4 structures. Some organizations (such as FIPSAS – Italian Federation for Sport Fishing and Scuba Diving Activities) have already shown their willingness to collaborate, even in the first stage.
The Genoa Aquarium has promoted and coordinated this innovative project, since it meets its mission to make the general public aware of the importance of preserving, managing and using in a responsible way all aquatic environments, through the deep knowledge of the animal species and their habitats.
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