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 Smithsonian Receives $1.5 Million for DNA Barcode Initiative



The Smithsonian Institution announced today that it has received a grant of $1.5 million from the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation of New York for continued support of the Consortium for the Barcode of Life, and for CBOL’s Secretariat Office which is hosted by the National Museum of Natural History. This is the second grant from the Sloan Foundation to support CBOL and its activities; CBOL’s first two years of activities were supported by an initial grant of $669,000 from the Sloan Foundation (April 2004). 


DNA barcoding is a new technique that uses a short gene sequence from a standardized part of the genome of plants, animals and microorganisms as a “biomarker” that is unique for each species on Earth. DNA barcodes are being used by taxonomists and others to identify the species to which an organism belongs, the way a supermarket bar code scanner can identify grocery products.  


“Natural history museums are treasure troves of information about the diversity of life on the planet,” said  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Cristián Samper, director of the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History. “DNA barcoding is a new tool that will help us unlock this biodiversity treasure, and it will accelerate our efforts to discover new forms of life. Improving our knowledge of biodiversity is the critical first step in preserving and managing the diversity of life on the planet. The museum is proud to be playing a leadership role in this international initiative.” 

“This second grant from the Sloan Foundation will allow CBOL to pursue an ambitious program of work over the next two years,” said Scott Miller, principal investigator on the Sloan Foundation grant and chair of CBOL’s Executive Committee. “DNA barcodes are rapidly gaining acceptance as a global standard for identifying specimens. We already have 50,000 barcode records that represent 10,000 species, and we plan to increase that to 500,000 samples representing 50,000 species. We will be holding four outreach meetings in developing regions of the world and we hope to double the participation of developing countries by 2008.” Miller is a curator of entomology at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History and was recently appointed senior program officer for science at the Smithsonian Institution. 

One of the most ambitious activities that will be supported by the new Sloan Foundation grant is the creation of a “demonstrator system” that will be able to identify any specimen in a taxonomic group of interest from anywhere in the world. “Barcoding is proving to be a valuable research tool for taxonomists such as those in the National Museum of Natural History, and it has the potential to solve some important real-world problems,” said David Schindel, CBOL’s executive secretary. “The demonstrator system we plan to launch in 2008 will be a global system for identifying agricultural pest groups, such as fruit flies, or a medically important group such as mosquitoes.”


The Museum’s Laboratory for Analytical Biology, part of the Museum Support Center in Suitland, Md., is an active CBOL member and is one of the global leaders in the Barcode Initiative. LAB has recently acquired advanced robotic equipment that will allow it to obtain DNA barcode data from 10,000 specimens per month.


The Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History, located at 10th Street and Constitution Avenue N.W., in Washington, D.C., is the most visited natural history museum in the world. Opened in 1910, the museum is dedicated to maintaining and preserving the world's most extensive collection of natural history specimens and human artifacts. It also fosters critical scientific research as well as educational programs and exhibitions that present the work of its scientists and curators to the public. The museum’s Web site is: www.mnh.si.edu.
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