
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Harnessing citizens to capture insect biodiversity data: 
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ABSTRACT 

Insects are the most numerous group of visible organisms in the world with the highest taxonomic diversity (27 Orders). 

This group however does not receive enough attention due to the large number of species that have not been formally 

described. Many species are impossible to identify to species level - referred to as the insect taxonomic problem. There 

are simply not enough entomologists to cope with this incredible diversity and the problem it creates for understanding 

biodiversity. Citizen science is a potential solution to this dilemma. Everywhere there are people with smart phones, 

therefore there is a potential army of observers that can make insect observations. iNaturalist is the best platform to record 

biodiversity data generated by citizenry and vetted in a self-maintaining system. The rich insect diversity here is an 

advantage because people are in friendly competition to record the most species and there are multiple groups to become 

a self-taught expert. This does not replace the traditional or virtual taxonomist (i.e., curator in iNaturalist) as identifications 

need to be verified and data quality control maintained. On the other hand, citizen scientist can be used for specific projects, 

for example tracking an invasive social wasp that no one likes. We will create an application to record the invasive European 

paper wasp in the Western Cape of South Africa, to generate hopefully more than 40,000 records a year. This information 

will be valuable to map the current distribution of this invasive species, record any jump dispersal and raise awareness of 

biological invasions in South Africa. Further we aim to transfer the majority of this data to iNaturalist. This talk is about these 

initiatives to promote the general appreciation of insect species data. 
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