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Why we need registration 

Hugh D. Wilson' 

Like it or not, plant systematics is entering a new age. Global expression of elec- 
tronic data via the Internet, now in its infancy, will soon develop into the standard 
medium of science. Effective use of biological data in this new digital environment 
will require its linkage to lineages or taxa, and these entities must carry a technical 
name and be positioned within a classification system. This fundamental importance 
of systematics as a 'framework provider' for electronic data of diverse types repre- 
sents, in my view, an opportunity for the discipline that, if realised, could stimulate 
taxonomic research and promote facilities and operations of taxonomy into the 21St 
century. The opinion expressed here is based on my research with the Texas A&M 
Bioinformatics Working Group and, most recently, a collaborative project regarding 
A synonymized checklist of the vascular flora of the United States, Puerto Rico, and 
the Virgin Islands. 

Functional adaptation for efficient operations within the context of a global elec- 
tronic network will require change and this will force alterations in methods of op- 
eration that have served the discipline well for generations. Many will argue against 
fixing something that is not broken and, if our focus is on the past and present, this is 
reasonable. However, the current rapid shift to a digital working environment forces, 
in my view, a concordant shift of focus from current conditions to those that will be 
encountered by our students, and to the future of systematics as a scientific enter- 
prise in general. If viewed from this perspective, it is time to move toward funda- 
mental change. 

Effective change will not be accomplished by self appointed 'lead' institutions or 
individuals that are able to place large, local, searchable files on the network. The 
full strength of systematic botany, represented by the global community of individu- 
als and institutions that are engaged in doing the science, must be applied to the 
complex problems involved. Effective progress among specialists at the global level 
will not proceed under an small umbrella of local 'authority' representing a single 
institution or individual. Thus, in my view, professional societies represent a logical 
'centre' through which change can be implemented via community dialogue and 
consensus. The Internet provides a medium where, for the first time in the history of 
science, constructive interaction can occur among a global community with a com- 
mon goal. 

The need to track, via some type of registration procedure, published changes in 
plant nomenclature is obvious and, when compared to the 'synonymy' problem, a 
relatively simple objective. Procedural steps required to stabilise new changes and 
additions will require "bureaucratic and organisational overhead" and this require- 
ment will increase as solutions to the more difficult problems are explored and 
eventually resolved via established operational procedures. Given the nature and 
tone of current debate, the primary concern seems to be where this "overhead" is to 
be invested; at traditional (pre-digital) indexing centres or within a broader, commu- 
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nity-based developmental context. Again, I feel that workable solutions must emerge 
from open, consensus-based decisions that are mediated by 'non-aligned' organisa- 
tional entities with a broad base of input, i.e., professional societies. If international 

organisations of plant taxonomists are not up to this task, then its time either to 

change these groups or develop new organisations. If proposals for change submit- 
ted by these organisations are inadequate, then procedures for open dialogue and 

decision-making among the membership should be applied to ensure that functional 
methods are established and refined. However, the current debate regarding pro- 
posed procedures for registration features arguments against change in general and 
for retention of the status quo. This attitude will, if adopted by the community of 

plant systematics, further displace the discipline from the mainstream of modern 

biology and create a functional void that will be filled by others. 

Websites cited 
Texas A&M Bioinformatics Working Group: http://www.csdl.tamu.edu/FLORA/tamuherb.htm 
A synonymized checklist of the vascular flora of the United States, Puerto Rico, and the 

Virgin Islands: http://www.csdl.tamu.edu/FLORA/b98/check98.htm 
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