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MAY 1993 

NAMES IN CURRENT USE 

Edited by Werner Greuter1 

Tokyo ante portas 

For the proponents of the NCU idea, the time has come for a retrospect on what 
has been achieved and for an outlook on what is to come. When viewing the rear of 
this issue's cover you will find announcements of the first two NCU books about to 
be published, and of a third item, on Linnaean generic types, that is intimately related 
to the NCU venture. The major, fourth item of our pre-Tokyo programme, the list of 
generic names, is still in the making but will hopefully be published by the end of 

July. 
Much but not all of what we had proposed to achieve will hopefully be ready by 

the time of the Congress. There are two exceptions: the Eriocaulaceae list could not 
be sufficiently improved as yet to warrant publication, and the generic names of 
fossil plants have presented unsurmountable difficulties so that they will be excluded 
from the generic list. Many competent plant taxonomists have spent considerable 
time and effort on checking the original drafts, and I can promise that you will find 
the published lists enormously improved as to coverage, reliability and consistency 
when compared with their forerunners. 

Will this be enough to make it appropriate for Congress to approve them, granting 
protected status to the listed names? And what kind of protection is appropriate for 
the individual lists: of the names themselves, of their listed types, or perhaps only of 
their spelling, authorship, or place and date of valid publication? Who is to advise, 
given the short time available for a proper assessment? These are anxious questions 
that many will ask who fear that a positive decision might have unforeseen and 
unwanted side-effects. 

Such worries must be taken seriously. The future only can tell whether the deci- 
sions that will eventually be taken will have been rash and ill-advised, or unduly 
coward, or well considered and far-sighted. We will have to do our best, however, to 
reach the right conclusion. I intend to propose that the Nomenclature Section appoint 
an ad hoc committee to study the matter during the sessions, bearing in mind what 
will have been said during the initial discussions, and to make detailed recommenda- 
tions to be acted upon at the final nomenclature session. Even though I have myself 
spent considerable time and effort in editing the NCU lists, I am not prepared to 
support their approval beyond what can be confidently recommended as accurate and 
safe. 

What does matter much more is the NCU principle. Once this has been approved, 
it will fulfil much of its purpose even though many or perhaps all individual lists may 

1 Botanischer Garten und Botanisches Museum Berlin-Dahlem, Kinigin-Luise-Str. 6-8, W-1000 Berlin 33, 
Germany 
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have to be returned to a Special Committee for further improvement and resub- 
mission at the following Congress. This principle is, I feel, sound and mature; more, 
it is essential. It is the one major chance of botanical nomenclature to solve its 
problems for the future. It has the support of our counterparts in zoology, and is 
asked for by the biological community. Once adopted, it may be able to restore much 
of the unjustly lost credit of the taxonomic disciplines among our fellow-scientists. 

Support for the new ideas has been steadily increasing over the last two or three 
years. Opposition still exists, and must be taken as seriously as are its arguments. 
Much of what has been said and written in terms of criticism relates not to the 
principle but to the actual lists (which were available, however, only as crude and 
faulty drafts). Much rests on misunderstandings of what is being proposed, on com- 
pletely unfounded fears that the new principle might hamper taxonomic progress, or 
the freedom to change or to dissent (just remember that unlisted names will not be 
banned but remain available for use). Some arguments are basely polemic, such as 
the assertion (by a nomenclature committee secretary in a letter to me with copy to 
others) that those supporting the NCU idea are "career nomenclaturalists who are 
uncapable or unwilling to produce high-quality taxonomic and nomenclatural re- 
search". What a pity that Art Cronquist is no longer among us to respond to that 
charge! 

Indeed, if there is one thing to be said against the NCU proposals from a general 
point of view, it is that they were designed, not by the nomenclatural hardliners who 
like the technical argument, nor by the non-taxonomic users of names who just want 
stable names once and forever. They are put forward by working taxonomists who 
are concerned at the shortage of positions and brainpower in their field, and worried 
by the time and energy they must waste on nomenclatural verifications that many 
have done before, perhaps with equal skill, and many will have to redo thereafter, in 
an endless Sisyphus labour mandated by our self-set procedural laws. [W. Greuter, 
IAPT Secretariat, Berlin.] 
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