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Abstract

Biological sciences have for more than 250 years depended on the nomenclatural system
established by Carl Linnaeus to assign names to the world's species. These names can be
considered to be a pre-digital effort to associate species, as key biological concepts, with
globally unique identifiers. All sciences and all other human endeavours that relate to
biological organisms have depended on this system to enable international communication
and connect essential knowledge for taxonomy, conservation, agriculture, pest and disease
management, trade and many other fields.

Unfortunately, the scale and complexity both of life on earth and of the continued efforts by
taxonomists to describe the millions of species on earth have prevented subsequent
Linnaeus' followers from attempting to deliver a comprehensive catalogue of named
species. Instead, many millions of names have been published throughout a vast and
disconnected multilingual literature. Experts studying particular groups of organisms are
likely to be familiar with the history of naming for their species of interest, but the dream of
a fully interconnected naming system has remained elusive.
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In the last 25 years, major efforts have sought to address this need by assisting experts in
collating the scattered information on scientific names and organising it in a consistent way.
Most significantly, Species 2000, working in partnership with the Integrated Taxonomic
Information System (ITIS), has led development of the Catalogue of Life (CoL). CoL is the
most comprehensive and authoritative global index of species currently available. It
consists of a single integrated species checklist and taxonomic hierarchy. The Catalogue
holds essential information on the names, relationships and distributions of over 1.8 million
species. This figure continues to rise as information is compiled from diverse sources
around the world. However, CoL is still far from complete, with several important
megadiverse groups mostly lacking. Additionally, some segments of the Catalogue require
major work to resolve synonymy or to incorporate recent names. As a result, there is still
no complete checklist of the world's species.

Recognising the important role and efforts of many others that are aligned with this vision,
including the existing nomenclatural databases (IPNI, Index Fungorum, ZooBank, etc.),
other significant international checklist initiatives (especially WoRMS and World Flora
Online) and many regional and national checklist databases (some with official status
within national regulations), it is clear that a more collaborative model is needed to
accelerate completion of this global catalogue. The benefits from achieving this will be
significant, reducing wasted efforts in repeated databasing of the same core information on
names and species, maximising the benefits from contributions of taxonomists and others
to improve coverage and completeness, offering confidence to researchers and to data
infrastructures in interpretation of all scientific names, facilitating community discussion and
assessment of divergent perspectives on species classification, and providing a framework
for documentation and communication of information on biogrography, species traits and
interactions, conservation status, etc. In particular, the global information resource and
national versions should be complementary and all products should benefit equally from
new additions and corrections. Likewise relevant experts should be empowered
to contribute freely to maintaining and improving this critical biodiversity data
infrastructure.

Achieving these goals will require innovative tools and community models that enable the
international taxonomic community to contribute their expertise efficiently and ensure that
information entered is never lost, only improved. This session is to refine this vision and
contribute to planning for a comprehensive collaborative taxonomic catalogue.
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