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Citizen Science is Growing
Participation in citizen science is higher 
now than ever!

1 in 10 Americans have participated in a 
citizen science project in the last year 
(Thigpen, and Funk, 2020)

Citizen Science provides an unique 
opportunity to gather data in a rapidly 
changing natural environment, and 
engage local communities with the natural 
world



Citizen Science 
Happening Locally
Richland County

eBird: 37,000+ checklists, 3832 observers

iNaturalist: 83,000+ observations, 4,333 observers

SC Adopt-a-Stream: Dozens of sites across Richland

South Carolina

Litter Journal: 12,800+ observations; 3.25 million 
pieces of litter collected

Nature’s Notebook: 1,105 observations



At its core, iNat is 
1. An organism occurrence recording tool
2. A crowdsourced species identification system
3. An online social network of people sharing biodiversity 

information to help each other learn about nature

Started as the Master's final project of Ken-ichi Ueda, Nate Agrin, and Jessica Kline at UC 
Berkeley in 2008.

Now a formal 501(c)(3) Organization, the site hosts over 225 million biodiversity records! 



Submitting an observation: iNaturalist Website
Opportunistic/Incidental observations

An “observation” includes…



Submitting an observation: iNaturalist Green Upload Button 



Submitting an observation: iNaturalist
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Submitting an observation: iNaturalist
iNat has implemented 
computer-vision based ID 
suggestions since 2017!



Submitting an observation: iNaturalist
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Simpler Observation Upload: Smartphone Application

Most smartphones have GPS data 
embedded in images

No need to upload pictures to computer

Date/Time info is usually correct

Can be harder to get “great” photos



Simpler Observation Upload: Smartphone Application



iNaturalist Community Identification
Community Driven!

Individuals are encouraged 
to ID other users 
observations to the lowest 
taxonomic level supported



iNaturalist Community Identification
“Verifiable”

- Has a date
- Is Georeferenced
- Has Photo or Sound
- Is of a non-captive/cultivated 

organism
“Research-Grade”

- Verifiable
- Community taxon is at 

species level or lower, and has 
at least 2 IDs 



iNaturalist Community Identification

Dryobates pubescens Dryobates villosus
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iNaturalist Community Identification
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iNaturalist Community Identification



How well does this validation model work? 
Data Quality Assurance is Community-driven

iNat conducts regular Quality Control Studies



iNat Needs Identifiers like you!

Tips:

● Start with broad, correct labels you are confident about (i.e. 
plants, birds, fungi)

● Learn from the more specific identifications that follow (ask 
questions!)

● Don’t agree with other identifications without investigation
● Check out resources recommended (and created!) by people in 

the community 

CC BY



iNat vs iNot

Emphasizes Wild Organisms

Organisms that aren’t put there or 
taken care of by humans.

iNat? iNot?

iNat? iNot?
iNat? iNot?iNat? iNot?
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How is iNat data used? 



How is iNat data used? 

48% of all 
images on GBIF 
are from 
iNaturalist (72% 
this decade)

2nd largest 
sound 
contributor to 
GBIF

5,000 citations, more than 
any other GBIF publisher



What types of scientific questions is iNat particularly 
good at answering?

Monitoring 
invasive 
species 
spread…

Monitoring 
species 
life-history 
timing 
(phenology)...

Modeling 
Species’ 
Ranges…

…Things we 
might not 

expect!



Cool things being observed…

Potentially 
undescribed species 
recorded at Sesqui 
State Park! 
(01/03/2025)

Recording rare 
winter resident 
birds, like these 
painted buntings! 
(January 24’, 
December 24’)

Globally….

And Locally! Recording novel 
plant-pollinator 
associations 
(May 21’)

@hflamholtz

@grant226@slambert40

@jcoogler



Observation Fields & Projects



Open Licensing

Why it matters:

● Licenses tell how you want your data used (or not)
● The Global Biodiversity Information Facility only accepts data 

with specific open licenses
● More open data = more accessible for science 

CC BY



Types of Licenses

Creative Commons (CC) has many types

● CC 0 - Public Domain
● CC BY - Attribution
● CC BY-NC - Attribution Non-Commercial
● CC BY-SA - 



Citizen Science as a tool for engagement/empowerment

Increase Public Engagement

Empower local communities

Support Conservation



In 2024, 691 cities 
in 51 Countries
On track for ~730 
cities this year!

Started in 2016 for the first-ever 
Citizen Science day. 



Where to Participate



Check out www.colanaturechallenge.org for more!

Follow us on IG! @colanaturechallenge

Become an iNat ambassador
Attend one of the iNat ambassador training 
sessions (Pizza provided!)

○ Opt 1: April 15th, 12-1:30pm, Coker 403
○ Opt 2: April 17th, 5-6:30pm, Coker 403

● Commit to attending at least one partner 
event as an iNat Ambassador

● Make a few iNat observations while 
attending the event!

http://www.colanaturechallenge.org


Continue the Action!
Participate in the 1st Annual Columbia City Nature 
Challenge! 

- April 25th-28th, 2025
- Global competition to catalogue biodiversity in our 

urban areas; 680 cities participated in 2024
- Make observations, attend events!
- Become an iNaturalist Ambassador

Check out www.colanaturechallenge.org for more!

Follow us on IG! @colanaturechallenge

http://www.colanaturechallenge.org




Let’s make some observations!

Grant Foster
PhD Student,  USC biology fostergt@email.sc.edu

Zack Radford
PhD Student,  USC biology radfordz@email.sc.edu

www.ColaNatureChallenge.org
colanaturechallenge@gmail.com
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