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S ir — B y testing  fo r  the presence o f  a n t i
bod ies to  canine d is tem pe r v iru s  ( C D V )  in 
b lo o d  samples co llec ted  fro m  seals in  
G re e n la n d  d u rin g  1984-87, w e have 
o b ta in e d  evidence fo r  the p resence  o f  a 
m o rb il l iv iru s  re lated to  C D V  in  A rc t ic  
seals b e fo re  the e p izo o tic  tha t k i l le d  m ore  
than  17.000 seals in  N o rth e rn  E u ro p e 'in  
1988 and several thousand in Lake  B a ik a l’ ’ 
in  1987-88.

O f  b lo o d  (and tissue) samples co lle c te d  
fro m  ab o u t 1.6(H) G reen land  seals as p a rt 
o f  a p ro je c t to m easure heavy m e ta l

Location of sampling sites.

c o n ce n tra tio n s  in the G re e n la n d  m arin e  
e n v iro n m e n t, we have tes ted  sam ples 
fro m  ten  ringed seals ( P hoca h is p id a ) 
fro m  each o f  n ine lo ca litie s  in  G re e n la n d  
and  S va lba rd  (see fig u re ) and fro m  ten 
h a ip  seals ( Pagoph ilus g ro e n la n d icu s )  
f ro m  fo u r  o f  these sites. Each g ro u p  o f  ten 
a n im a ls  com prised  th ree  y e a rlin g s , th ree  
s u b a d u lts a n d  fo u r adu lts . O n ly f o u r o f  the 
90 r in g e d  seals tested pos itive  ( tw o  w e a k ly  
p o s it iv e )  bu t there  w ere tw e lve  p o s itiv e  
tests am ong  the 40 ha rp  seals (see ta b le ). 
Im m u n o g lo b u lin  G  p repared  f ro m  a 
w h o le  b lo o d  sam ple from  a h a rp  seal by 
a m m o n iu m  su lpha te  p re c ip ita t io n  and

No. of seals w ith antibodies (year)

Locality Ringed Harp seals
(no. on map) seals

Thule (1) 2 (1985) 1 (1985)
Upernavik (2) 0 (1 9 8 5 ) 6 (1 9 8 5 )
Umanak (3) 0 (1 9 8 7 ) 4 (1985)
Kangatsiaq (4) 0  (1986) 1 (1 9 8 6 )
N anorta lik  (5) 0  (1986)
Angm agsalik (6) 0 (1 9 8 7 )
Scoresbysund (7)* 2 (1986)
Danmarkshavn (8) 0  (1984/86)
Svalbard (9) 0 (1 9 8 6 )

CDV-antibody detection by an ind irec t fluo r
escent antibody test w ith FITC-conjugated 
p ro te in  A.
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e xam ined  fo r  n e u tra liz in g  a n tib o d ie s  
using th e  O n d e rs te p o o rt s tra in  o f  C D V , 
had a n e u tra liz in g  t it re  o f  1/256, c o n f irm 
in g  ^ t h a t  these an tibod ies  w ere  induced  
by a m o rb il l iv ir u s  c lose ly  re la ted  to  C D V . 
T he  ye a r o f  sa m p ling  does no t e xp la in  the  
d iffe re n ce s - be tw een the tw o  species 
tested.

W e c o n c lu d e  th a t C D V  o r a c lose ly  
re la te d  m o rb il l iv iru s  was p resen t in  
h a rp  seals and  rin ge d  be lls  be fo re  a s im ila r  
v iru s  f ir s t  appeared  in seals in  n o rth e rn  
E u ro p e  o r  L a ke  B a ika l. It  is n o t c lea r 
w h e th e r, a n d  i f  so h o w , the v iru s  spread 
fro m  th e  G re e n la n d  seals to  E u ro p e , o r  
w h a t re la t io n s h ip , i f  any, there is be tw een  
o u r  o b se rv a tio n s  and the o u tb re a k  o f  
can ine d is te m p e r in  sledge dogs in  n o r th 
west G re e n la n d  d u rin g  the w in te r  o f  1987— 
88. I t  has been  suggested ’ th a t th e  la rge - 
scale m ig ra t io n  o f  ha rp  seals fro m  the 
B a re n ts  Sea to  n o rth  E u ro p e  in  1986-87 
was resp o n s ib le  fo r  the spread o f  the  v ira l 
d isease, b u t B a ren ts  Sea ha rp  seals have 
n o t ye t b een  tested fo r  the presence o f  
C D V  a n tib o d ie s  and th is  p a thw ay  co u ld  
h a rd ly  e x p la in  the  in fe c tio n  o f  the  L a k e  
B a ik a l seals.
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What’s in a name?
Sir — N e w m a n ',  in  answer to  C risp  and 
Fogg 's  le t t e r  conce rn ing  changes in  
sys tem a tic  nam es, argues tha t a reve rs ion  
to  the use o f  subgenera is unsa tis fa c to ry . 
W e are in  e n t ire  agreem ent w ith  th is  v ie w . 
I f  the e v id e n ce  o f  taxonom is ts  d ic ta tes  the 
tra n s fe r  o f  a species to  ano the r genus, o r  
c re a tin g  a new  genus, so be it .  “ M essing  
up past l i te ra tu re "  and “ im pos ing  a d d i
t io n a l b u rd e n s  on the  m e m o ry "  are in s u f
f ic ie n t reasons to  w a rra n t an o v e rh a u l o f  
the  ta x o n o m ic  system ’-.

T he  so lu tio n  is no t to a lte r the behav iou r 
o f  ta x o n o m is ts  b u t to  address and fin d  
so lu tio n s  to  th e  d iff ic u lt ie s  th a t progress in  
ta x o n o m y  causes to  the  s c ie n tif ic  c o m 

m u n ity . A  m echanism  is needed to 
express ta x o n o m y  in a way tha t avoids the 
c o n fus ion  and d isco n tin u ity  in the lite ra 
tu re  w h ic h  resu lts  from  changes in  assign
m ent and c o n flic t in g  op in ions.

W e suggest th a t when the generic 
assignm ent o f  a species has been changed, 
an in te rch a n g e a b le  tr in o m ia l o f  the fo rm  
genus, ( =  genus). species is used. F or 
e xa m p le , the  barnacle species tha t is 
re fe rre d  to  in  cu rre n t lite ra tu re  as bo th  
S em iba lanus ba lanoides ' and Balanus  
ba la n o ide s , w o u ld  be named Sem ibalanus 
( =  B a la n u s ) balanoides  (o r  vice versa). 
T he  tr in o m ia l w o u ld  avoid con fus ion  in  
the lite ra tu re ,  a llo w  understandable  
se n tim e n ta l a ttachm en t to  a nam e, and 
e lim in a te  the requ irem en t tha t authors 
kn o w  th e  p r io r  h is to ry  o f  the  name in 
o rder to  trace in fo rm a tion  in the lite rature .
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Bird population 
densities
Sir — P im m  and R ed fe a rn 1 c la im  to have 
shown th a t,  in  a sam ple o f  100 popu la tions  
o f  an im a ls , the re  is a general tendency fo r 
the be tw e en -ye a r variance in  popu la tion  
density  to  increase as one considers longer 
spans o f  years. T h e y  reasonably conclude 
th a t m ost p o p u la tio n s  show long -te rm  
changes in  size, in  a d d itio n  to  fluc tu a tio n s  
be tw een successive years, and suggest that 
these p a tte rn s  m ay be re la ted  to  s im ila r 
p a tte rns  in  physica l variab les.

U n fo r tu n a te ly ,  74 o f  the  popu la tions 
considered  are o f  b irds coun ted  in the 
com m on b ird  census (C B C ) o f  the B rit ish  
T rus t fo r  O rn ith o lo g y , in w h ich  long -te rm  
trends m ay appear m ere ly  as arte facts. In  
the C B C . sam ple p lots are censused 
annua lly . Because there is an annua l tu rn 
ove r o f  a b o u t one p lo t in  e ig h t, the  pop
u la tio n  is indexed  by using p lo ts  counted 
in tw o  successive years to  give a measure 
o f p o p u la tio n  change between those years 
and then  s tr in g in g  toge the r successive 
changes to  give an index o f  p opu la tion  
num bers against a base year. Thus, the 
index in  one  year is co rre la ted  w ith  tha t in 
p rev ious  years and , because the  measure 
o f  p o p u la tio n  change betw een successive 
years is su b je c t to  sam pling e rro r ,  the p o p 
u la tio n  in d e x  m ay d r i f t  away fro m  the base 
va lue even i f  the p o p u la tio n  numbers 
them selves do  no t change.

The lik e ly  m agn itude  o f  th is  random  
d r i f t  has been considered p rev ious ly . 
A lth o u g h  it  is p ro b a b ly  less in  the C B C  
than  in som e s im ila r  censuses2"', i t  can give
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