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A global registry of animal species could shake up taxonomy 

AT THE moment, the department of entomology at London's Natural History Museum is being
rearranged, by bulldozer. It isn't a bad emblem for the broader changes transforming the science of
taxonomy. Walls and ceilings are being torn down, and the tatty furniture has been thrown out. Change
was due, because nearly 250 years after Carl von Linné, a Swedish naturalist, invented the modern
system of naming living creatures, taxonomists still have no official list of all the animals discovered so
far. This makes the work of biologists, ecologists and conservationists—who rely on species names to
know just what it is they are studying and conserving—more difficult than it need be.

Linnaeus, to give his familiar, Latinised name, introduced the system of binomial nomenclature in 1758 
by classifying more than 10,000 species of animals and plants with two-part names, also Latinised, such
as Homo sapiens. But so many species since then have been named in such a haphazard way that
animal nomenclature is in trouble. Although Linnaeus's big idea was that each species would have one
scientific name, so that scientists could know immediately what they were discussing, the lack of a
single official “telephone directory” has frustrated the entire enterprise. Around 1.5m species are
thought to have been described so far, but more than 6m names have been used. And despite
occasional high-profile discoveries such as that of a new honeyeater on the Indonesian part of New
Guinea (see picture above) by Bruce Beehler, of Conservation International, a wildlife-preservation
society, most novelties are additions to the 1m-strong list of insects—a list that is already bafflingly



complex and incomplete.

The result is that taxonomists must struggle long and hard to figure out whether a name has been used 
before and also what other, similar, animals look like. In entomology alone, relevant data may be found 
in any one of more than 1,000 specialised journals. No wonder such a large proportion of the world's 
museum specimens are labelled incorrectly. The solution, proposed by a group called the International 
Commission on Zoological Nomenclature (ICZN), based at the Natural History Museum, is called 
ZooBank. 

E pluribus unum

Exactly how ZooBank would work is still under discussion. When Andrew Polaszek, the executive 
secretary of the ICZN, proposed the idea, it was as much a call for proposals as a blueprint. But the 
non-negotiable core is for an open-access, web-based system that would set out to be definitive. 
Anything that does not appear would be an un-species as far as taxonomy is concerned.

The new database would also link up with several existing systems, some old and some new. The oldest,
at 150 years, is a catalogue of species called the Zoological Record, which is maintained in the British 
city of York by a firm called Thomson Zoological that makes its money by scouring the zoological 
literature, collating the results, and selling them. According to Nigel Robinson, the director of operations 
at Thomson Zoological, the record describes and collates about 17,000 species a year. But it still misses
quite a few, so by joining the Zoological Record with ZooBank, Mr Robinson hopes both to help create 
and to gain access to a comprehensive official list of the future.

If all goes well, ZooBank would also link to databases of a less traditional nature, including ones that 
use molecular biology and genetics as well as good, old-fashioned anatomy to describe their contents. 
These range from the uBio Taxonomic Name Server, Species 2000 and Wikispecies, to GenBank, the 
Barcode of Life and the Tree of Life project. The result, it is hoped, will resemble a global online animal 
encyclopaedia. 

Most taxonomists agree with the basic principle of ZooBank. There are, however, disagreements about
exactly how it should work. Two of the least tractable are who gets to decide which names are chosen, if
there is a dispute—and which names are unacceptable in any circumstances.

At the moment, the validity of a name depends on precedent, which has led to the unwelcome 
re-dubbing of familiar species on the basis of long-forgotten specimens that have come to light in the 
dusty corners of collections. One notorious example was the translation of a familiar dinosaur, 
Brontosaurus, into Apatosaurus. A more important case is Aedes aegypti, the mosquito that transmits 
yellow fever and dengue, which, to the horror and confusion of medical entomologists, was renamed 
Stegomyia aegypti on what many consider flimsy evidence. 

What name a genuinely new species is given, though, is entirely up to the discoverer. Hence the 
existence of Anophthalmus hitleri, a blind cave beetle named in 1933 after Adolf Hitler. In this context, 
the recent naming of another beetle after the American president is hardly a hanging offence, although 
Mr Bush may not be flattered by the company. But when the scientific underpinning of taxonomy itself is
threatened by politics, different questions arise. Last year, for example, there was a nasty row in Turkey
between Kurdish and Turkish taxonomists over whose names should apply to some local animals. The 
Kurds accused the Turks of renaming several species to remove any trace of Kurdishness. 

Another issue is the sale of animal names. This is not yet commonplace, but an interesting precedent 
was set last year when a Canadian gambling company bought the right to name a newly discovered 
species of South American monkey. Here, ZooBank could help by providing some sort of guarantee that 
such a precious asset will not vanish in a puff of nomenclatural smoke.

So ZooBank should deal with the naming problem. But comparisons with existing specimens are 
essential to make sure that any apparently new species really is new. Next month, that too should 
become easier when the Natural History Museum, together with its counterpart in Paris and also 
America's Department of Agriculture, will flick the switches on a network of remotely operated 
microscopes. 

Today, when a taxonomist wants to view a specimen held elsewhere, he must either get it on loan, or 
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make a trip to see it. The new system means that museum staff can set up the microscope on request 
to let taxonomists look at the specimen over the web. An 18th-century science, therefore, looks as 
though it has a surprisingly 21st-century future. 


