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Two of Australia’s Pacific neighbours 
have also an n o u n ced  the crea tion  of 
v as t m a r in e  p a rk s  th is  year. A t th e  
Pacific Islands F o ru m  in  A ugust, the 
C ook  Islands unveiled p lans to create 
a p ro te c te d  zo n e  s p a n n in g  n e a rly  
1.1 m illion  k m 2 and N ew  C aledonia a 
zone spanning 1.4 million km 2.

Fewer creatures i
P revious e s t im a te s  o f  th ere  b e in g  
w e ll o ver  1 m illion  m arine sp ec ie s  
appear 'im probable,' says a team  o f  
120 taxon om ists led by Ward A ppel- 
tan s o f  UNESCO's Intergovernm ental 
Oceanographic Commission (UNESCO- 
IOC). They have just published a study 
based on th e  World Register o f  Marine 
Species (WoRMS), a d atab ase hosted  
by th e  Flanders M arine Institu te in 
O osten d e (Belgium ) w hich  th e  team  
o f taxonom ists helped to  launch.

T h e  r e s e a r c h e r s  r e p o r t  b e tw e e n  
220 000 and  230 000 k n o w n  m arin e  
eukaryotes, a vast group  encom passing  
m o s t m arin e  species, w ith  the no tab le  
ex c e p tio n  o f  b a c te r ia ,  a rc h a e a  an d  
v iru ses. E u karyo tes  are s ing le -ce lled  
or m ultice llu lar o rganism s w hose cells 
co n ta in  a n u c leu s  enc lo sed  w ith in  a 
m em brane. A large variety  o f life form s 
f i t  th is  d e s c r ip t io n , in c lu d in g  th e  
sin g le -ce lled  p ro to zo a , fun g i, p lan ts , 
an im a ls  an d  algae, th e  la t te r  hav ing  
th e  p a r t ic u la r ity  o f  co m in g  in  b o th

The fact tha t nearly  5 m illion km 2 of 
additional m arine pro tected  areas have 
been  designated  in  the Pacific O cean 
w ith in  m o n th s  o f R io+20 n o t on ly  
dem onstrates tha t countries are taking 
en e rg e tic  step s to  co n se rv e  m a r in e  
biodiversity. It also shows that they have 
in teg ra ted  th e  n eed  fo r n e tw orks o f

der the sea
u n ic e llu la r  (e.g. d in o flag e lla te s) and  
m ulticellu lar form s (e.g. g ian t kelp).

S tatistical m odelling  based  on past 
rates o f species discovery suggests tha t 
the total num ber of eukaryotic species in 
the w orld’s oceans am ounts to betw een 
320 000 and 760 000. T he h igher value 
is close to the 120 tax o n o m ists’ own 
estim ations o f be tw een  704 000 and  
972 000. T h is suggests th a t be tw een  
o n e -th ird  and  tw o -th ird s  o f m a rin e  
species rem ain to be described.

‘Scientists have been describing species 
in  the ocean -  and on land  -  for m ore 
than 250 years b u t there has never been 
a cen tra l place w here every th ing  gets 
recorded,’ says Appeltans. ‘The only thing 
a scientist needs to do is publish a paper. 
As a resu lt, m any  species have been  
described m ore th an  once -  we found  
that this was the case for 40% of know n 
species. This leads to a lot o f confusion 
over species nam es. By cen tra liz in g  
in fo rm atio n  and  m ak ing  it accessible 
to all scientists, WoRMS should help to 
rem edy the problem.’

large, connected  areas tha t respect the 
integrity o f ecosystems.

For details: http://whc.iinesco.org;
www.environment.gov.au/
marinereserves

‘H a v in g  a ta x o n o m ic  re fe re n c e  
d a tabase  like W oRM S w ill also help  
w ith  assessments of the status of m arine 
biodiversity,’ adds Appeltans, such as the 
World Ocean Assessment due out in 2014 
and those of the new  Intergovernm ental 
Platform  on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services. It will also help improve the data 
quality o f global observation systems like 
the O cean B iogeographic In fo rm ation  
System m anaged by the UNESCO-IOC.’ 

T he reg ister com es at a tim e w hen  
species discovery is accelerating. M ore 
m arine species have been described in the 
past decade (20 000) than  in any previous 
decade. O n average, 37% of species in 
over 100 recen t field studies around  the 
world m ight be new  to science. If species 
continue being discovered at the current 
rate, m ost m arine species will have been 
identified by the end of the century.

T h e  s tu d y  w as  p u b l i s h e d  on  
15 N ovem ber in Current Biology.

For details: w.appeItans@unesco.org; 
www.cell.com; see also the blog: 
www.go.nature.com/qew2qq

international biotech instituteNigeria to establish
UNESCO Director-General Irina Bokova 
and N igerian M inister o f  Education  
R uqayyatu A hm ed Rufa'i sig n ed  an 
agreem ent on 15 October for th e  esta­
blishm ent o f  an International Institute 
for B iotechnology at th e  University o f  
Nigeria in Nsukka w hich w ill function  
under th e  auspices o f  UNESCO.

T h e  U n iv e rs ity  o f  N ig e ria  w as a 
logical choice for the new  centre, as it 
already hosts a centre o f the N ational 
B io techno logy  D eve lopm en t Agency.
In add ition , the un iversity  has a long 
h is to ry  in  a g ric u ltu ra l and  m ed ica l 
biotechnology.

T he cen tre  w ill p rov ide  h igh -level 
tra in in g , ed u c a tio n  an d  re sea rch  in  
b io technology , in  p a rticu la r as relates

to food  security , the con serv a tio n  of 
harvested crops, gene banks for seeds and 
other bio-tissues, as well as the control of 
tropical diseases. The centre will organize 
and host in ternational conferences and 
train ing program m es in  the sub-region, 
in  collaboration w ith  o ther universities 
and  research  institu tes in  N igeria and 
beyond.

‘The Governm ent of Nigeria has placed 
a p rem ium  on the establishm ent o f this 
centre, in  o rder to harness A frican and 
global expertise, as well as competencies 
to address regional problem s of global 
concern,’ said the M inister of Education. 
‘W hereas the centre’s im m ediate  focus 
w ill be  sub -reg iona l and  reg ional, its 
scope w ill u ltim ately  be in ternational. 
We are op tim istic  th a t the cen tre  w ill

so o n  b eco m e  n o t o n ly  a re fe ren ce  
institu tion  in the field of b iotechnology 
b u t w ill c o n tr ib u te  to n a tio n a l and  
international capacity-building, research 
and  deve lopm en t and  also foster the 
econom ic em pow erm ent o f the people.’ 

T h e  p re s e n c e  o f  tw o N ig e r ia n  
p arliam en ta rian s in  the delegation  to 
the sign ing  cerem ony  testified  to the 
b road  level o f support for this initiative 
in  N igeria. B io technology  w as one of 
13 priority  areas identified in  the Nigeria 
Vision 20:20 docum ent, w hich is Nigeria’s 
b lu e p r in t fo r n a tio n a l d eve lopm en t. 
The target o f the Nigeria vision:20:20 is 
for N igeria to jo in  the w orld’s 20 m ost 
pow erfu l econom ies by 2020. N igeria 
estab lished  a N atio n a l B io technology  
A gency  in  2001 to im p le m e n t the
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