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What is Species Plantarum Project?

The Species Plantarum Project is an initiative by a world-wide consortium of taxonomists to compile a global taxonomic database for the vascular plants of the world and to publish a Flora of the World in hard copy. The Project operates under the auspices of the International Organization for Plant Information (IOPI), a Commission of IUBS.

Species Plantarum aims to provide in concise format, and with standardised data fields, basic taxonomic information on the vascular plants of the world, including accepted names and synonyms with bibliographic data, types of names, keys and descriptions from family to varietal levels, geographical distributions, ecological information and other related matters, and to publish it in both hard copy and electronic form.

The format of the Species Plantarum is based on that of Flora of Australia, with some departures made necessary by the different scale of the project. Initially at least, the series is being edited and published for the Species Plantarum Project and IOPI by the Australian Biological Resources Study (ABRS), producers of Flora of Australia.

Treatments are contributed on a voluntary basis. Each part of Species Plantarum is intended to provide a complete account of a family, subfamily, large genus or other related taxonomic group. While treatments of small families may be shorter, it is intended that contributions will, in general, cover at least 50 to 100 species. The taxonomy adopted is that of the author, although the family delimitations recommended are initially those of R.K.Brummitt, Vascular Plant Families and Genera (1992). The order of taxa within families, genera and species in the Species Plantarum is intended to reflect natural relationships, so far as this is possible in a linear sequence.

Maps are provided for each species, or in those cases where infraspecific taxa are recognised, for each of the terminal taxa. Distribution maps are based on those in S.Hollis & R.K.Brummitt, World Geographical Scheme for Recording Plant Distributions (1992), and the 'countries' adopted are those of Level 3 and 4 of that work. Description of distribution follows the same work, with a two-digit code for regions and a three-letter code for the 'country'. Upper case letters for the 'country' indicate native distribution; lower case letters indicate that the taxon is only present in that 'country' as an introduced and naturalised plant. If a taxon is extinct in a 'country', this is indicated by a dagger. Distribution of species as cultivated plants is not included.

Misapplied and invalid names are, in general, omitted. Journal titles are abbreviated according to G.H.M.Lawrence et al., Botanico-Periodicum-Huntianum (1968) and its Supplementum (1991). Book titles are abbreviated according to F.A.Stafleu & R.S.Cowan, Taxonomic Literature (2nd edn) 
Vols 1–7, and Supplements (1976–), except that all major words are capitalised. Authors of plant names are abbreviated according to R.K.Brummitt & C.E.Powell, Authors of Plant Names (1992).

History of Species Plantarum Project

Initial discussions took place in 1990–91 between a number of institutions with a view to producing a Flora of the World. At a meeting of interested parties in Kew in November 1991, the idea of a formal Flora-writing project was put to one side, while the idea of producing a Global Plant Checklist was pursued. This checklist/database project became the International Organisation for Plant Information (IOPI).

In August 1993 the concept of writing and publishing a World Flora was revived, and a letter to interested parties was circulated by Dr R. Brummitt, with the support of Prof. Ghillean Prance (Kew). Dr Brummitt prepared trial treatments of 5 small families to show what might be achieved. A Steering Committee for Species Plantarum Project (SPP) was established, and an informal public meeting was convened during the International Botanical Congress in Tokyo in September 1993. At that meeting strong international support was received from the botanical community, and the organisation of SPP was formalised. 

Over the next 2 years considerable progress was made on developing the concept and content of the proposed Flora. This was carried out by correspondence between members of the Steering Committee, under the secretarial direction of Dr Brummitt. The first formal meeting of the Steering Committee of SPP was in Madrid in September 1995, where fine details of the Flora project were hammered out.

It was agreed that the default style of the World Flora would be that of Flora of Australia, but departures in some details were endorsed.  Subsequently, SPP was included under the umbrella of IOPI as a separate initiative to the Checklist, but closely linked to it.  The printed version is published and distributed for SPP/IOPI by the Australian Biological Resources Study, Canberra.

Subsequent meetings of the Steering Committee have been held in San Francisco (1997), Cape Town (1999), Prague (2000) and Sydney (2001), and the next meeting will be in Paris in February/March 2003.

A Guide for Contributors, Introduction to the Series, Glossary and Map schema in English was published in 1999, and translated into Chinese in 2000.  Other translations in Spanish and French are available.

Six families comprising over 500 species have been published in 10 parts between 1999 and 2003.  Twelve families comprising another 600+ species are written and are being edited.  Many more families are in preparation.

It has been agreed that Species Plantarum will be an international project not just in name, but in its writing and publication as well. It provides an ideal vehicle for capacity-building in taxonomy, and every effort will be made to involve young taxonomists, particularly from developing countries, in all aspects of the project. 

How does Species Plantarum operate?

Species Plantarum Project is organised by a Steering Committee of 44 taxonomists from 30 countries.  It has an Executive of 5 members, comprising a Chairman, Deputy Chairman, Secretary, Treasurer and Executive Editor.  Much of the business is conducted by correspondence, but the Steering Committee meets for face-to-face discussions approximately every 18 months.

Writing of family treatments is voluntary, with authors being approached by members of the Steering Committee, or in some cases volunteering manuscripts for consideration.  Consortia with grant funding from various organisations have been formed to manage large treatments.  The first of these was successfully completed in 2002 with publication of Juncaceae.  All manuscripts are subject to peer review.

Originally, editing was carried out by an Executive Editor, largely voluntarily, but with some time granted by his employer.  Recently the work has been divided amongst 2 coeditors, who work on it voluntarily.  Publication costs are met by donations from institutions, two major contributions coming from Environment Australia and from the Bergius Foundation (Sweden).  Other contributions are being negotiated.  Funds received from sales of the books are returned to the publishing pool.

A mechanism to deliver Species Plantarum via the Web as well as in print is being developed.  This mechanism will probably adopt the software used for Flora Iberica, and be hosted by Real Botanic Garden, Madrid.  Nomenclatural data from published treatments are being sequentially added to the IOPI Global Plant Checklist database for Web delivery.

Species Plantarum book series

The following parts of this series have been published:

Introduction to the Series (English - incl. Glossary, Guide for Contributors, etc) (22 January 1999)

Introduction to the Series (Chinese) (12 May 2000)

Part 1. Irvingiaceae (22 January 1999)

Part 2. Stangeriaceae (11 November 1999)

Part 3. Welwitschiaceae (11 November 1999)

Part 4. Schisandraceae (26 March 2001)

Part 5. Prioniaceae (26 March 2001)

Part 6. Juncaceae 1: Rostkovia to Luzula (9 July 2002)

Part 7. Juncaceae 2. Juncus subg. Juncus (23 December 2002)

Part 8. Juncaceae 3. Juncus subg. Agathryon (23 December 2002)

The following parts are written and are being edited

Chrysobalanaceae 1

Chrysobalanaceae 2

Amborellaceae

Hydrostachyaceae

Gyrostemonaceae.

Saururaceae

Opiliaceae

Podostemaceae-Tristichoideae

Datiscaceae

Glaucidiaceae

Cicaeasteraceae

Hydrastidaceae

Morinaceae

The following families are in preparation (others are planned but have not yet started)

Apocynaceae/Asclepiadaceae subfam. Periplocoideae

Caryocaraceae

Dipentodontaceae

Ericaceae-Vaccinium
Lardizabalaceae

Myoporaceae

Rhabdodendraceae

Tetracentraceae

Trochodendraceae

Brassicaceae

Potamogetonaceae

Where is the Species Plantarum Project headed?

Over the last 5 years Species Plantarum Project, from a standing start, has developed the infrastructure to manage a global Flora-writing project.  It has a functional Steering Committee, detailed Guidelines for Contributors, and a functioning editorial and publication process.  It has published a substantial body of work, most of it deriving from new research.  It has therefore demonstrated a capacity to move taxonomic knowledge forwards, and has delivered Proof of Concept in its outputs.

It has assured funding to support the publication process for several years to come, and is actively pursuing longer-term funding.  Manuscripts are in hand for a publication program stretching into 2005, and many other manuscripts are under development.

Completed parts of Species Plantarum have been published in book form, and standing orders are in place for future parts.  The nomenclatural component of these parts, comprising full global synonymies, are already posted to the IOPI Global Plant Checklist website, and work is underway to deliver the balance of the treatments (descriptions, keys, maps, distribution, ecology and taxonomic notes) via the Web as well.

Until now, Species Plantarum Project has operated on a small scale with limited funding.  It has received good support from a number of institutions, who have continued to fund attendance at Steering Committee meetings of delegates from around the world.  It has been enthusiastically supported by a substantial number of taxonomists, who have chosen to contribute their research to the project.  Species Plantarum Project can easily be scaled up now that the mechanisms for its production are in place, and it offers a major opportunity to the GTI process.  It can be developed as a training vehicle for young taxonomists (taxonomic editors/publishers); as a vehicle to develop taxonomic infrastructure where this is lacking; and a mechanism for delivery of uniform, high quality taxonomic treatments globally across national and regional boundaries.  Indeed it is only projects such as this that can deliver stable nomenclature linked to identification and descriptive tools, to tackle the taxonomic impediment that the GTI was designed to address.

Species Plantarum will undoubtedly feed into a number of other initiatives such as the Catalogue of Life, Tree of Life, Species 2000, Allspecies and others.  It should be a key component of such projects as it delivers far more than raw checklists of names.  ***Gideon to expand if possible
