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combined three modern technologies: the GPS unit, the
digital camera and broadband access to the lnternet. All
three technologies emerged at the end of the 20th century and
have become widespread in the first decade of the 21st.
The choice of the word 'museum' is deliberate, but it does
cause confusion because it conjures up an image of halls filled
with stuffed animals: one lion, one elephant, one tiger... Every
museum has a door marked 'Private: Staff Only'. Pass through
that door and you will find cabinets of skins and shelves of
bottles, none of which is ever likely to be on display. What gives

the specimens their immeasurable value to science

is

that each

to its species, locality, date and collector. This information forms the raw material for researchers working on many
aspects of the science of biodiversity: taxonomy, biogeography,
is labelled as

macro-ecology, climate change. The striking difference between

the public and private areas of a museum is that on the public
side only one or two examples of each species are on display,
whereas on the private side the researchers seem happiest when
they can show you a cabinet full of creatures of the same species. This is how the ADU's Virtual Museums work - we are best
pleased when we have lots of replicates.
The Virtual Museum attached to the butterfly atlas, SABCA
(http://sabca.adu.org.za), contains more than 13 000 digital
images of butterflies, each of which is labelled as to its species,
locality, date and collector. This database has proved enormously
valuable in filling gaps in the known distributions. ln the 'dial-up'
era of the lnternet, the images and associated information were
submitted by e-mail and processed manually into the database.
These days the ADU's new Virtual Museum software utilises the
opportunities presented by the increasing availability of broadband, and images are now uploaded directly and automatically
into the database.
This means that our capacity to handle Virtual Museums has
expanded dramatically and the ADU and its partners are in the
process of opening new groups (http://vmus.adu.org.za). First to
be launched is PHOWN (the acronym of PHOtos of Weaver Nests,
and pronounced to rhyme with 'own', not 'frown'). Dr Dieter
Oschadleus, the head of SAFRING, has the family of weavers as
his primary research interest. Weavers are an amazingly diverse
bird family, ranging from granivores to insectivores, colonial
breeders to solitary nesters, and have species that vary in their

plumage from brightly coloured to camouflage brown. The most
abundant land-bird in the world, the Red-billed Quelea, is a
weaver but, at the opposite end of the scale, 13 weaver species
are classified as Endangered or Vulnerable. Oschadleus has developed th e'Weaver Watch' website (http / lweavers. a d u. o rg. za),
and all the instructions for participating in PHOWN appear there.
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A male Lesser Masked-Weaver putting the final touches to his
untidy nest. This species is colonial and polygynous. Often the
colonies consist of nests touching each other or attached to
one anothe4 making it difficult (but still possible!) to count
the number of nests for PHOWN.
What we are aiming to do through PHOWN is to monitor
weaver breeding. While the bird atlas reflects where the different
species occur, PHOWN will help determine their exact breeding
distributions. Single photographs are used to examine nest site
choice and the extent of mixed species' colonies, while repeated
photographs of a colony can indicate changes within a breeding
season and how these vary through the years.
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