
Taxonomy Clearing System

This is a chance to get your problem animals identified.

By Geoff Boxshall

O N E  OF THE C O N T IN U IN G  
d e b a te s  within the MarBEF com m ­
unity of r e sea rch ers  is h o w  to  
determine the priority that should be  
a c c o r d e d  to taxonom ic  and  
system atic  studies  within the over­
arching agen d a  of elucidating the 
interrelationships b e tw e e n  b io­
diversity and e c o sy s te m  functioning 
in the marine environment. O ne view  
is that you cannot understand any 
system  without knowing the identity 
of every part; another is that any 
system  can be understood as  a 
s e r ie s  of black b o x e s  without  
r e feren ce  to the  identity of
c o m p o n e n ts  within the boxes.
B e tw e e n  t h e s e  ex trem es  lies a 
pragm atic  position w h ere  the
benefits of making progress  on both 
fronts are recognised.

In order to provide special focus on taxonom ic 
and system atic progress in  the  context of 
MarBEF’s scientific goals, w e have established a 
Taxonom y Clearing System. The objectives of 
this system  are tw ofold:-

1. To facilitate in teg ra tio n  betw een  the  
taxonom ists and  ecologists w ith in  the  
MarBEF netw ork

2. To provide an effective interface -  helping 
to m atch  su p p ly  an d  d em an d  for 
taxonom y w ith in  MarBEE

The Taxonom y Clearing System  has a small 
budget each year to provide financial support 
to help m eet these objectives, and each year 
from  2005 onw ards we will solicit proposals 
for funding. Funding  can be requested for a 
w ide variety of tasks, and  we have kep t the 
rem it as b road  as possib le  because it is 
im portan t th a t it is driven by dem and from 
w ith in  the network.

Possible tasks that could form  the basis for an 
application to TC-S include: -

1. D escrip tive ta xon om y Do you th ink  
you have found a new species, and do you 
w ant a taxonom ist to check this?

2. P rob lem  id e n t if ic a t io n s  Do som e 
particu la rly  difficult specim ens need

identifying? We have a huge am oun t of 
taxonom ic  expertise  available w ith in  
MarBEF and we will be able to get help for 
m ost (but no t all) taxa. Please note, this TCS 
cannot function as a mass identification 
service -  we do no t have the  capacity to do 
that. You m ust be selective -  do the sorting 
and only ask us to help identify the key 
specim ens from  your field m anipulation 
exp erim en t or from  y o u r series of 
ecological samples.

3. Q uality  control for ta x o n o m ic  data
Do you have a species list you need 
checked to ensure the  nam es are up-to- 
date? Maybe TCS can help w ith this.

4. Training - Do you or your team  need 
specialist taxonom ic training? Maybe we 
can help find a placem ent for your studen t 
to receive individual training in another 
MarBEF lab for som e weeks.

5. A ssistin g  w ith  up dating  o f  ERMS Do
you need som e additional finance to assist 
w ith inpu tting  geographical data for the 
developm ent of ERMS2.0?

6. P roviding ta x o n o m ic  to o ls  Do you
need taxonom ic help in designing a web- 
based  local or regional iden tification  
system? Maybe we can help?

This is no t an  exhaustive list, sim ply an 
indication of som e of the k inds of tasks the 
TCS can help to support.

D uring the sum m er of 2004 w e held an e- 
conference via the MarBEF website and arrived 
at a set of criteria against w hich any funding 
application w ould  be judged . The criteria are 
as follows:-

1. Relevance to MarBEF program m e

2. Criticality -  su p p o rt from Core 
Program m e/Them e leaders

3. Ensuring progress across range of 
deliverables

4. Availability of expertise

5. Availability of suitable material

6 . Cost (the m axim um  funding provided 
for any proposal will be €5 ,000)

7. Track record on past delivery

These criteria will be used to help ensure that 
the Taxonom y Clearing System is dem and-led 
-  particularly by the ecologists w ith in  MarBEE

The application process is sim ple -  look on the 
MarBEF website. There will be two rounds of 
applications each year. The first round  was 
announced  in Decem ber 2004. The deadlines 
will be announced  via the website (for 2005 
they are 31 January and 30 June). Applications 
will be prioritised by a small com m ittee and 
awards will be made, if sufficient funding is 
available. You will be notified of the results of 
your proposal as soon as they are available.

This is the opportunity you have been waiting for! 
Now you have the chance to get your problem  
anim als identified, or to have that new species 
sitting in  a bottle on your shelf described. Tell 
us w hat help you need, and, if we can find the 
expertise w ith in  MarBEE we will try  to supply 
the help and to fund the w ork. •

Geoff Boxshall,
N atural H istory M useum,
Crom well Road, L ondon SW7 5BD, UK. 
Email: gab@ nhm .ac.uk
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