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POINTS OF VIEW 

Edited by John McNeill 

Should small herbaria have voting rights? 

Tarciso S. Filgueiras', Gerrit Davidse2, Joseph H. Kirkbride, Jr.3, Fernando Chiang4, 
Ricardo Rueda5, Fernando O. Zuloaga6 

The Nomenclature Section of the XVI International Botanical Congress held in St 
Louis, Missouri, U.S.A., 26-30 July 1999, was a very special event. This Section had 
the largest attendance in the history of Botanical Congresses, and there was also a 
very broad international representation. For the first time Latin American botanists 
attended in large numbers, bringing not only their personal votes, but also their in- 
stitutional votes. 

In Latin America, public discussion of the role of institutional votes in making 
decisions on proposals to modify the Code started in earnest as a result of a round 
table discussion on the registration of names, the BioCode and related topics during 
the VII Congreso Latinoamericano de Botanica held in Mexico City from 18-23 
October 1998. In response to questions, an extremely important piece of information 
was provided by Werner Greuter, one of the panelists and the Rapporteur-general of 
the Nomenclature Section. He noted that only herbaria holding at least 100,000 
specimens and having at least two active taxonomists are assigned institutional votes 
at the Nomenclature Section. Although Greuter indicated that this was a well- 
established practice, we believe that these conditions are not well known generally, 
and, until very recently, may never have been explicitly stated in a published article 
or report. For example, these criteria are not mentioned specifically in the discussion 
of institutional votes that took place in Sydney (Greuter & Voss, 1982). 

This revelation provoked an immediate negative response from numerous mem- 
bers of the audience as being antidemocratic and exclusionist. When questioned 
about the reasons for the adoption of this policy, Greuter responded that very small 
herbaria have as a rule little to do with nomenclature, and if smaller herbaria - some 
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of which are completely inactive - are allowed to vote, their large number would 
render the voting process cumbersome and not viable. 

Two additional potential criteria for determining the number of institutional votes 
were mentioned in subsequent private discussions. The first is an institution's no- 
menclatural activity, although this is difficult to define precisely but which might 
include service on nomenclatural committees, institutional support for the Bureau of 
Nomenclature, etc. The second is whether an institution is considered to hold a na- 
tional collection. Even small national collections should perhaps be granted at least a 
single vote. 

In this connection one exception to the general pattern should be noted. It has 
been traditional to grant an institutional vote to delegates from small herbaria when 
they attend a Nomenclature Section and request one, even though their institution 
would otherwise not qualify for such a vote. 

Greuter also pointed out that there has been an attempt historically to try to keep a 
balance between personal and institutional votes. He further noted that a major con- 
cern in this regard has been the fact that delegates attending a Nomenclature Section 
can actively participate in the discussions and debates on the propositions, which 
may be greatly altered as a result. On the other hand, institutions that are committed 
in advance on an issue and have transferred their votes are unable to respond dy- 
namically to such changes. 

Largely in reaction to Greuter's statements, most of the delegates in Mexico City 
in subsequent discussions among themselves favoured a process whereby all her- 
baria listed in Index Herbariorum and/or the supplemental listings in Taxon should 
be entitled to vote, regardless of the size of their holdings. These discussions were 
followed by the drafting of a petition, signed by curators representing 42 Latin 
American herbaria, in which a request was made that all herbaria listed in Index 
Herbariorum be granted institutional voting rights in the Nomenclature Section at 
the next International Botanical Congress in St Louis. This petition was submitted to 
the Bureau of Nomenclature, which makes recommendations about the assignment 
of number of institutional votes to the General Committee. It is the General Com- 
mittee, which makes the final decisions on such matters (see Greuter & al., 1993: 
Div. III.4(b)(2)). This petition was subsequently denied. 

Although this action effectively scuttled this issue for actual voting at the Con- 
gress in St Louis, we feel that this entire issue needs to be reconsidered by the No- 
menclature Section for voting at future Congresses, and we were pleased that the 
Nomenclature Section set up a special committee to consider this issue as part of the 
review of Division III of ICBN. It was clear to us from the reaction to Greuter's 
comments in Mexico, our own lack of definite facts, and subsequent exchanges of 
email messages with some members of the Bureau of Nomenclature and the General 
Committee that the matter of institutional voting is generally not well understood. 
As a result, one of us requested a position statement from John McNeill, one of 
those responsible for drawing up the lists of institutional votes used for the Berlin 
and Tokyo Congresses. This he kindly did, and it has been published on the Web 
(McNeill, 1999). Although this document is not an official IBC or IAPT document, 
it is a very clear presentation of the rationale for institutional voting and its current 
practice. 

We happily note that taxonomic activity is an important criterion for determining 
institutional votes. However, as is evident from the following statement by McNeill: 
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"generally any active taxonomic research institution that is clearly not the preserve 
of a single individual has been allotted 1 vote", there is a very strong bias against 
small institutions. This was also apparent from Greuter's presentation in Mexico. 
We believe that this is a misplaced emphasis. We believe that taxonomic activity is a 
sufficient criterion by itself. Furthermore, staff and collection size should be largely 
irrelevant for determining minimum voting qualifications. In fact we know of sev- 
eral instances where an individual taxonomist alone is able to make important con- 
tributions to botanical nomenclature and taxonomy. 

We believe that the Nomenclature Section and IAPT should instead encourage the 
widest possible participation in the process of modifying the Code, and that this will 
have a salutary effect in improving the quality of nomenclatural decisions and out- 
put. Those involved are more likely to become better informed about the Code, 
which can only have the effect of improving botanical nomenclature. In the enter- 
prise of botanical nomenclature, where voluntary compliance is the key to effective 
international cooperation and communication, full participation in the decision- 
making process by all botanists interested in nomenclature is certain to be beneficial. 

For this reason, we make the following specific recommendations for considera- 
tion and discussion by the Special Committee on Division III, and by the member- 
ship of the Nomenclature Section, the General Committee, the Bureau of Nomen- 
clature, and IAPT. 

- Make institutional votes available to all herbaria listed in Index Herbariorum. 
This list will be maintained by the Rapporteur-general of the Nomenclature Sec- 
tion of successive Congresses (or a similarly appropriate official). [In order to 
eliminate those herbaria that mainly function as teaching herbaria or reference 
collections and whose staff are not concerned with systematic research, we would 
be willing to set a minimum number of specimen holdings, perhaps 10,000]. 

- Publish the full procedures and regulations for institutional voting, including how 
they may be modified, how appeals can be made, etc. on the IAPT website and in 
Taxon. 

- Modify the current system of notification of institutional votes. Currently herbaria 
that qualify for institutional votes are informed by the Rapporteur-general of the 
number of votes that they hold in a form letter. This letter also has a form for as- 
signing institutional votes to an institutional delegate or to another delegate 
(proxy voting). We suggest that this procedure be modified slightly by requiring 
that an institution be obliged to request their institutional ballot. This request shall 
be considered evidence that the member(s) of that institution have an active inter- 
est in nomenclature. Accreditation for proxy voting at a Congress will be the 
same as before (i.e., presentation of the completed and signed form). Once this 
system is adopted, all qualifying herbaria will be notified in writing of this new 
procedure. Totally new herbaria that come into existence after this new procedure 
has gone into effect will be notified of this procedure after they qualify. 
The essence of these recommendations is the right of each herbarium to partici- 

pate in institutional voting. Furthermore, the determination of nomenclatural activity 
is being changed from an external one to an internal one, and from a more subjective 
criterion to a more objective criterion, i.e., a reply from a herbarium expressing their 
interest in having an institutional vote at a Nomenclature Section. 

769 



TAXON 48 - NOVEMBER 1999 

We are aware that to implement such changes, an amendment to Division III of 
the Code is needed. We are not yet ready to propose such an amendment but may do 
so in the future. In the meantime we hope to stimulate further discussion on this 
complicated issue. 

If the present exclusionary policy is not changed, it will continue to be interpreted 
as highly discriminatory towards herbaria in developing countries. Such a view is 
akin to one classifying these herbaria in a lesser category, one not deserving of par- 
ticipation in the decision-making processes. This vision is strongly rejected by us, 
and, we believe, almost certainly by a majority of those accustomed to participating 
in democratic societies. If the policy of excluding small herbaria is continued, it 
would be the equivalent to a rule decreeing that countries smaller than a certain size 
be denied voting rights in international forums such as those of the United Nations. 
This is obviously unacceptable. 

Concerning the argument that it is impossible for those institutions that transfer 
their vote(s) for proxy voting to participate in the personal exchange of ideas and 
debates during a Nomenclatural Section, there is another view possible. Delegates 
carrying such proxy votes typically have the power to vote as they wish, obviously 
keeping in mind what would be the possible effects and benefits for their "constitu- 
ents." In a real sense, institutions are participating in the debates during a Nomen- 
clature Section through their chosen delegates, and consequently these delegates are 
able to respond to new information that is brought forward during the debates and 
discussions. After all, democratic governments work in the same way because citi- 
zens elect representatives who vote for them on most issues. 

If the Nomenclature Section is to continue to be a strong institution, really par- 
ticipatory and truly international, the General Committee on Botanical Nomencla- 
ture should encourage international participation at all levels, including participation 
in the decision-making processes. Why not empower all institutions, not just the 
larger herbaria? 
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