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Earlier this year we looked at AGROVOC, a multilingual thesaurus produced by the 
Food and Agriculture Organizations (FAO) of the United Nations.  FAO has been 
continually selecting documents related to agriculture and related technologies and 
including them in a database know as AGRIS since 1975.   The collection has grown to 
over 2.3 million records.   
 
The Main Page of the FAO, www.fao.org, is jammed with information and AGRIS is not 
really found very easily.  To access it, enter in www.fao.org/agris/ to pull up the initial 
page with a simple text box.  Click on the link at the bottom entitled “Go to the New 
AGRIS Search Engine.”  We will look at the “Documentation Tools” link on the right 
side later.     
 

 
 
 
 To carry on our example we started with the AGROVOC piece, the search term “avian 
influenzavirus” has 420 results. 

http://www.fao.org/
http://www.fao.org/agris/


 
 

 
A Google Search button has been integrated into these screens.  However, testing of this 
feature does not seem to return a great deal of full-text.  Try it, your experience may be 
different.  Results may be saved in three file formats: XML, TEXT and HTML.   
 
The “search tips” link on the top right provides several pages of instruction on how to 
create a better search in AGRIS.  Along with standard methods such as use of the 
Boolean operators AND, +, OR, NOT and -, AGRIS allows you to “Boost a Term,” 
which makes the term more relevant the higher the number.  Fuzzy searches with the tilde 
(~) are possible.  The example given is roam~ returns records with roam, foam, roams, 
etc.  More common proximity searches finding words within a set number of words are 
also allowed.  This is accomplished by using the tilde at the end of a phrase.  For example, 
“agricultural extension”~5 would return the phrase “agricultural extension,” with 3977 
records, and instances of those two words within 5 words of one another, 7720 records.  
Another way to refine a search is to use modifiers like wildcards to broaden a search.    In 
AGRIS, the question mark (?) is the term for a single character and the asterisk (*) is 
used for multiple characters.  For example, “journalis?” would include both “journalist” 
and “journalism” whereas the search “journalis*” would include “journalist,” 
“journalism,” and also “journalists” and “journalistic.”  A quick check shows 137 records 
for “journalis?” and 181 for “journalis*.” 
 
The next screenshot shows the metadata which is included in each AGRIS record.  This 
particular record is a Spanish journal article written in March 2004.  As you can see, 
AGROVOC terms are included.   
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
This includes material not always found in traditional publications like books, magazines, 
and newspapers.  These materials are often referred to as grey literature, and include such 
things as reports, extension materials, manuals, conference proceedings etc.  The 
following screenshot shows many of these and more.  This preference page allows a very 
precise search for document type and also by 12 different languages, much like is 
possible on Google’s search interface, worldwide.  Now we will examine some of the 
features available through this interface.   
 
Advanced searching in possible through the “Search Assistant” page, with multiple field 
searching and date and resource centre limiting possible.  There are over 100 AGRIS 
Resource Centres worldwide.  Here in the United States, the National Agricultural 
Library serves as one.   

 



 
 

 
 
As mentioned earlier, FAO provides numerous documentation tools to assist you.  There 
is documentation about the previous focus, AGROVOC.  In addition, a language code list 
gives you 42 different languages.  Another helpful searching mechanism is the 
classification scheme used by AGRIS.  FAO uses 17 letters as main categories and 
further subdivides them as needed.   
 
   

 
 



 
 

 

 
 
The FAO Web site is quite rich in data and documentation.  The focus of the last two 
features from the ACDC, AGROVOC and AGRIS, are products which often complement 
other Web sites and databases.  While not a substitute for broader searches, they could 
well get you that hard-to-find document you cannot seem to find anywhere else.   
 
If you have any questions about using some of the tools featured here, feel free to email 
Joe Zumalt, Agricultural Communications Documentation Center, at jzumalt@uiuc.edu.   
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