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Introduction 

The Terrestrial Ecosystem Research Network (TERN) is an overarching network designed to serve ecosystem 
research in Australia. TERN enables the collection, sharing and integration of information and knowledge 
through a number of Facilities established to meet the strategic objectives of a range of ecological and bio-
geophysical ecosystem science communities. This network of ground and satellite instrumentation, field data 
collection activities, software, web portals and researchers is designed to deliver information that will improve 
public understanding of ecosystems. If supported in the longer term, this approach will benefit Australian 
science, policy and management decision making at the national scale over multiple decades. 
 
In the second half of 2011, TERN commenced a project to develop and implement a data licensing policy. The 
motivation was to allow ecosystem research data to be easily shared and re-used whilst supporting the rights 
of the data creators. The four main stages, from review to implementation of the TERN Data Licensing Policy 
and the key policy principles are described within this paper. 

Stage 1 - Review of data licensing requirements and priorities 

To establish a baseline understanding of the context in which TERN and its Facilities were operating, a review 
was undertaken by the project team. A range of issues were assessed based on discussion with the TERN 
community, including: 

● The types of data collected and the subsistence of copyright; 
● The provenance and ownership of existing data; 
● Compliance and enforcement; 
● Data confidentiality/sensitivity/privacy; 
● Acknowledgement (citation) of data sources; & 
● Methods for sharing data (e.g. web-based portals). 

Once compiled, these issues were analysed, to address possible barriers for the open access provision of TERN 
data. The resulting “Licensing Requirements and Priorities” paper was released to the TERN community at the 
start of 2012 for critical assessment to build the basis for the final licences. 

Stage 2 - Review of existing data licence options 

Following the review of data licensing issues and priorities within TERN, a set of existing data licence 
frameworks were examined. AusGOAL and Creative Commons Australia (CCA) were the primary focus for this 
investigation as their goals were complementary to those of TERN. The CCA licences were determined as 
generally a good fit for TERN and likely to meet the needs of the majority of TERN Facilities. However, TERN 
needed to develop a framework that specifically dealt with ecosystem data in all its complexity whilst 
providing a streamlined process for both data providers and custodians.  As the CCA licences are only 
applicable to data in which copyright subsists,  it was determined that the TERN Data Licensing Policy, whilst 
incorporating CCA, would require an additional suite of TERN licences for those data in which copyright did 
not clearly subsist.  
 
In addition to this primary focus on AusGOAL and CCA, the licence frameworks utilised by organisations 
similar to TERN were also reviewed. These included: Atlas of Living Australia; the former Department of 
Environment and Resource Management (Queensland); Open Data Commons; Centre for Ecology and 
Hydrology (UK); and the Integrated Marine Observing System. 

Stage 3 - TERN Data Licensing Policy 

Drawing together the aforementioned reviews, a consultation draft TERN Data Licensing Policy was 
developed in early 2012 and circulated for review and comment by TERN Facilities and key stakeholders 
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(including the Australian National Data Service). After this review period, a licensing workshop for TERN 
Facilities and key stakeholders was held in March, 2012 to consultatively finalise the TERN Data Licensing 
Policy and to address areas of concern for its implementation. The final Policy was presented to the TERN 
Advisory Board for approval in late March 2012. 
 
The final TERN Data Licensing Policy presents a set of ten principles to guide the implementation of data 
licensing within TERN1: 

1. The least-restrictive licence/terms possible are to be applied to all data made available through TERN. 
2. Data generated through TERN funding (“TERN data”) will be made freely and openly available by the 

relevant Facility. 
3. Third party/existing data (“non-TERN data”) provided to/through TERN will be made freely and 

openly accessible through the relevant Facility. 
4. TERN recommends a range of preferred data end user licences to achieve TERN’s data access goals 
5. The rights and obligations for use of data will be made explicit to the data user at the time of data 

access. 
6. TERN, its Facilities and the data custodians will not be required to make any warranty regarding the 

quality, accuracy, completeness, currency, relevance or suitability for any particular purpose of the 
data made available via the TERN initiative. 

7. TERN will encourage the capacity for collaboration between data users and data custodians. 
8. TERN Facilities will release metadata to be freely and openly accessible with, at maximum, the only 

requirement being attribution. 
9. TERN supports the responsible use of data, and will work with Facilities and partners to promote 

compliance with the TERN Data Licensing Policy. 
10. TERN and its Facilities will, wherever possible, champion the value and benefits of greater data access 

for ecosystem science and management. 
 
As mentioned in Principle 4, the Policy provides a flexible set of preferred licences to be used by Facilities. For 
data in which copyright does not subsist, the TERN suite of licences has been developed. Based on a modified 
form of CCA v3.0, the TERN suite includes: TERN Attribution only; TERN Attribution-Share Alike; and TERN 
Attribution-No Derivatives. For data covered by copyright, the CCA suite of licences (as promoted by 
AusGOAL) may be selected.  

Stage 4 - Implementation framework 

To support the implementation of the Policy, an implementation framework (set of procedures) was developed 
for use by the TERN Facilities. This framework provides Facilities with a number of considerations, based on 
the following licensing process:  

1. the data rights holder and the TERN Facility will liaise regarding data to be shared; 
2. the relevant data and any restrictions/conditions will be identified; 
3. agreement will be reached on any transformation of data or creation of any derivative products from 

such data; 
4. an appropriate user licence will be identified or determined through the data access mechanism to the 

data and/or derived data product; and 
5. the data and/or the derived product and metadata will be published through the identified portal(s) 

with appropriate links/connections to the identified user licence. 

Implementing the policy and future work 

The TERN Data Delivery Portal (TDDP) project has developed a set of sample user interfaces related to TERN 
data licensing. These provide exemplars for the development of data submission and access via TERN 
Facilities. 
 
It is expected that the TERN Data Licensing Policy will require periodic review to ensure that it meets the 
needs of the TERN community and the evolving best practices for data licensing. 
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