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Information providers, resources, tools and databases

The ECVAM Scientific Information Service (SIS)
Annett Janusch Roi and Andrew Burke
ECVAM, Institute for Health & Consumer Protection, European Commission Joint Research Centre, Ispra
(VA), Italy
Summary — This article provides a general view about the main Scientific Information Service (SIS) projects and their current status. The SIS was established in 1996, to best achieve one of the four main obligations of the European Centre for the Validation of Alternative Methods (ECVAM), as required by the
European Commission and Parliament, to establish and maintain a database on alternative procedures to
animal experimentation. Two projects have been carried out: the SIS databases providing factual information on various aspects of animal alternatives and the ECVAM Thesaurus. The first online version of selected
SIS databases was published on the Internet in 2001. The ECVAM Thesaurus will be made available for practical applications in 2004, and the general website of the whole ECVAM unit has been available since
autumn 2002.
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Rationale
The Scientific Information Service (SIS) was established in 1996, to achieve one of the main obligations of the European Centre for the Validation of
Alternative Methods (ECVAM), as required by the
European Commission and Parliament, “to establish and maintain a database on alternative procedures to animal experimentation” (1).
Following various considerations on the type of
information system to be set up, the chosen option
resulted in the establishment of a database service
providing evaluated and factual (ready-for-use)
information. The SIS should provide scientific
knowledge on the use of alternatives in biomedical
sciences and serve Commission Services and
national policymakers, as well as scientists and the
animal welfare movement.

SIS Projects
During the development of the concept for the
establishment of the SIS, the ready availability of
the information to be included was one of the major
concerns. The user profiles turned out to be very
heterogeneous. Policymakers, researchers, and
information scientists are the main users.
Therefore, both the information to be offered by
ECVAM and the data retrieval approaches needed
to be developed accordingly. To best achieve these
objectives, two complementary projects have been
undertaken by ECVAM: the SIS databases and,
later on, the ECVAM Thesaurus.

The SIS produces databases (Figure 1) that provide
information on various aspects of alternatives. It also
coordinates the ECVAM Task Force on Alternatives
Databases, whose main project is the creation of a
Thesaurus on Advanced Alternative Methods.
Finally, the SIS is responsible for the establishment
and maintenance of the ECVAM website.
The SIS has its own Advisory Board, which includes
Bas Blaauboer (Utrecht University, The Netherlands), Krys Bottrill (Fund for the Replacement of
Animals in Medical Experiments [FRAME], UK),
Barbara Grune (Centre for Documentation and
Evaluation of Alternative Methods to Animal
Experiments [ZEBET], Germany) and Helmut
Tritthart (University of Graz, Austria).
SIS databases
ECVAM decided on the establishment of a data
retrieval system containing factual and evaluated
information with different levels of information
content, such as method summary descriptions
and/or detailed step-by-step descriptions for the
method’s performance. The classification system
has been chosen to be transparent and easily comprehensible to the end-user, in order to ensure easy
storage and management of the information and
ready availability during data retrieval.
The SIS databases provide full method descriptions based on extensive literature reviews and
internal ECVAM information. Wherever possible,
detailed protocols are made available for their use,
including the In Vitro Techniques in Toxicology
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(INVITTOX) protocol collection, which is an integral part of the SIS activities. Test results are provided, as well as information on laboratories and
details on validation studies. All major ECVAM
reports, including the workshop and task force
reports, are included.
Priority topics for data collection for the SIS are, at
present, in vitro hepatotoxicity, metabolism-mediated
toxicity, percutaneous absorption and neurotoxicity.
The ECVAM Thesaurus on Advanced
Alternative Methods
The ECVAM Thesaurus on Advanced Alternative
Methods (TAAM) aims to define a systematically
ordered collection of harmonised terms for the alternatives topic area, which could be used for the indexing of articles and for their retrieval in databases.
The first version of TAAM was finalised in 2001,
as a project of the ECVAM Task Force on
Alternatives Databases in collaboration with the
Head of the Thesaurus Section of the US National
Library of Medicine (NLM). TAAM has been generated in a semi-automatic manner, by selecting
actual phrases that occur in documents, and should

Figure 1: SIS website
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therefore reflect the preferred terminology used by
the authors of the articles. This first version of
TAAM focuses on toxicity testing and the first 11
main sectors identified. TAAM will be made available throughout the new Internet version of the SIS
for practical application by the end-users.
The ECVAM website
To support ECVAM’s duty to provide a complete
information service, a special website on all
ECVAM activities has been set up, which became
available at the end of 2002 (Figure 2).

Working Procedure
The proper running of the SIS projects relies on two
main pillars: compilation of data sheets (creation
and updating of the database contents) and on
informatics (software and hardware requirements
for the data management and access).
The SIS coordinates collaborations with external experts engaged throughout study contracts
and by bilateral contacts between the SIS staff and
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Figure 2: ECVAM website

scientists (particularly for the definition and
updating of the INVITTOX protocols). It also
incorporates the information provided by formal
validation studies.
The priority topics for the SIS are defined by the
ECVAM Head of Unit on the basis of a proposal put
forward by the coordinator of the SIS at the beginning of each year. The progress of the SIS is monitored by the ECVAM Scientific Advisory Committee
(ESAC).

Status
So far, the concept for the SIS has been defined and
the system has been established. A first version of
the SIS has been released on the Internet and has
been judged to be sufficiently worthwhile by the
European Union (EU) Research Commissioner, Mr
Philippe Busquin, to be included as a JRC Highlight
in its second edition (June 2002), of the JRC newsletter, JRC in Action, for external distribution.
An overall view about the current SIS information content is shown in Table 1. It summarises
both the information already available with the cur-

rent SIS Internet version, as well as that still
hosted locally at ECVAM. In total, the SIS databases cover 21 different topics, referring to mainly
in vitro toxicity testing of chemicals.
A first version of the TAAM has been finalised and
will be made available for practical applications by the
end-user throughout the new SIS Internet version,
before any new implementation will be undertaken.
The ECVAM website was published on the
Internet in autumn 2002.

Table 1: SIS information content, October
2002
Data sector
Method summaries
INVITTOX protocols
Evaluation/validation studies
Test compounds
Test results
Bibliographic references

Data sheet number
39
130
13
1104
1585
2474
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Access
Selected SIS databases have been made available on
the Internet at the address http://ecvam-sis.jrc.it.
A user questionnaire is included. The ECVAM website is available on the Internet at the address
http://ecvam.jrc.it.

Collaborations
The SIS maintains numerous formal and informal
contacts such as with FRAME and ZEBET that have
contributed significantly to the present achievements so far. Particular emphasis is put on positive
collaborations with institutes contracted for the definition of information sheets for the SIS databases,
such as with the TNO Nutrition and Food Research,
Department of Explanatory Toxicology, The Netherlands, with the Consejo Superior de Investigaciones
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Cientificas, Department de Neuroquímica, Spain,
and with the Akademie für Tierschutz, Germany
(which merits particular recognition for sponsoring
the SIS project with an additional six months unpaid
data collection).

The Future
Provisions have already been taken to begin the
development of an integrated SIS Internet version
that will allow access to the whole SIS information
content and to the current version of the ECVAM
Thesaurus which is expected for 2004.
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