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Why we don't need registration 

Urs Eggli' 

Registration, as a new requirement for the valid publication of new botanical 
names, came into the botanical Code (Greuter & al., 1994), as Art. 32.2, at the To- 
kyo International Botanical Congress (IBC) in 1993. Since it is subject to the ap- 
proval of the XVI IBC, which will take place in 1999 in St Louis, many botanists, 
including myself, have not hitherto given much thought to this novel idea, being too 
much involved with every-day work instead of looking a little bit into the immediate 
future. 

This changed when a procedure for provisional registration was recently an- 
nounced (Borgen & al., 1997), and it is only now that the full implications of this 
possible new rule are becoming more apparent. In fact, the new principle of regis- 
tration, while appearing attractive at first sight, involves a number of new burdens 
and new uncertainties, which I would like to detail in this comment. I feel qualified 
to do so on the base of experience gained as editor and compiler, since 1984, of the 
Repertorium plantarum succulentarum, published annually by the International 
Organization for Succulent Plant Study and listing new names and relevant biblio- 
graphic details for succulent plants (for publications derived from this project, see 
Eggli & Taylor, 1991, 1994). 

The present system without registration. - One of the nice things about the pres- 
ent system is that it functions with a minimal amount of bureaucratic and organisa- 
tional overhead. With Index kewensis available as a general index for flowering 
plants, and numerous specialised indices being prepared for certain plant groups 
(such as Repertorium plantarum succulentarum as mentioned above), it is - with 
very few exceptions - easy to find one's way to the necessary references for new 
names. 

Perhaps the best thing, however, is the possibility to assess the availability of a 
new name by merely looking at the publication where it is published. Checking 
whether the various Code articles relating to new names have been observed is 
probably not always a trivial matter, but there is no need to check with any secon- 
dary source once the publication is at hand. 

The new system with registration. - In order to ascertain the availability of a new 
name, not only the physical publication as such is necessary, but a (the ?) registra- 
tion centre needs to be contacted (electronically or otherwise) to find out. Merely 
looking at the publication will no longer tell us the whole story, and a mandatory 
bureaucratic overhead is constructed, and it is not even certain that we can rely on 
all national registration centres to provide the right service without failures. While it 
might be straightforward for many of us to contact a registration centre, colleagues 
working at smaller institutions or in more remote places will suffer especially from 
the new process. 

Apart from the problem just outlined, there are a few additional points which need 
to be addressed: 
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Date of publication. - Despite the large number of new names published each 
year, there are relatively few problems involving publication dates. Since many 
libraries customarily stamp the receiving date into their journals and books, estab- 
lishing a threshold value for publication dates is easy and straightforward for the few 
occasions where it is necessary. Problems of the past will not be solved with the new 
registration process, and the effort needed to establish unambiguous "publication 
dates" by registration simply appears to be too large. 

Validity and legitimacy of names. - Registration cannot be seen to be entirely in- 
dependent from the validity and legitimacy of a name: As far as I am aware, the 
national registration centres will not be responsible for checking either validity or 
legitimacy of new names (and would perhaps in many cases be unable to do so com- 
petently). So what do we gain if invalid or illegitimate names are getting registered? 
In comparison with presently available indexing services (such as those mentioned 
above), the registration procedure would be a step backwards if it leads to the disap- 
pearance of existing services. 

Financial aspects. - In the way the registration process is being organised, it is 
bound to become a costly operation, with various parties involved (most notably the 
organisations running the central and national registration offices, but also journal 
publishers and authors of new names). What is going to happen when, once registra- 
tion rules have become mandatory, financial or other considerations interfere with 
the successful running of the registration process? Our present system of botanical 
nomenclature is functional under whatever circumstances and completely independ- 
ent from the existence of any institution. If Index kewensis or any other current in- 
dexing service should ever be discontinued, this will merely result in inconvenience, 
but nomenclature as a whole will not suffer in the slightest way. 

Conclusions 

The present system of publishing new botanical names has for many decennia 
proved that it works. I agree that at times it is a little difficult to locate a new name, 
but this is not a general problem. Most responsible authors indicate their novelties 
properly anyway and instead of a registration process, it appears to be much better 
(and less costly) to make such indications (spec. nov., var. nov., comb. nov.) man- 
datory by a change of the Code. 

Moreover, presently available indexing services fulfil most of the anticipated du- 
ties of the registration procedure (and are in fact better in some respects, as outlined 
above), and while running these services is certainly far from being free of cost, the 
institutions involved have shown a long-standing commitment to botanical informa- 
tion processing, and there are no signs that this is about to change - on the contrary, 
recent increased collaboration between Kew, Harvard and Canberra appears to result 
in a comprehensive authority file for the names of all seed plants, freely available on 
the Internet (http://pnp.huh.harvard.edu). Conversely, setting up a registration pro- 
cedure as planned will involve much additional costly work in numerous institu- 
tions, and in these days of restricted public finances, it is hard to see how this pro- 
gramme can be paid for. As the IOPI projects have shown, it is hard to attract 
official money for botanical projects, and this should serve as a warning when reg- 
istration is concerned. 
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There is no doubt that it is possible to test the system so as to make it work (Bor- 
gen & al., 1997). But do we really need this 'system'? Borgen & al. (1997), in their 
closing remarks, make nomenclature in its present state without registration appear 
to be unfit to start into a new millennium. I cannot agree, and my inevitable conclu- 
sion is that we don't need registration. The input needed (both in time and money) is 
not worth its possible output - so let's forget about it. 
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