20/ 10/ 2002
Getting to grips with taxonony first

Debor ah Loh

AN insect is an insect is an insect, right? Not so. Sonme insects are
carriers of death and di sease, while others bring life as agents of
pol I'i nati on.

Among pl ants, herbs have varyi ng appearances and properties, and grow in
different conditions.

W tell the larger manmal s apart by their shape, size, fur col our and
patterns.

And we know what names to call each of these different species thanks to
t axonony.

However, the science of taxonony - identifying, classifying and telling
apart the different species - is a nuch taken-for-granted field and
consi dered unpopul ar.

The | ack of experts and taxononmic information on Malaysia's plants,
ani mal s and m cro-organi sns coul d now becone a bane to the country's
attenpts to start a thriving biotechnol ogy industry.

Local flora and fauna experts have |ong recogni sed the problem but only
until the Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad announced in
recent years that biotechnol ogy would be a key industry in our Know edge-
econony, did it come to light that we were in urgent need of our own
t axonomi st s.

"Qtherwise, we'll be relying on foreigners to tell us what we have in
our forests," says Wrld Wde Fund for Nature Ml aysia Species
Conservation Unit senior head Dr D onysius Sharma

Taxonomi c data is inportant because it is a building block of bio-
technol ogy, if not the cornerstone.

"Taxonony is the basis, the core to understanding biodiversity before we
can exploit it for useful purposes,” Sharma says.

Uni versiti Kebangsaan Ml aysia director of botany Prof Datuk Abdu
Latiff Mphamad agrees. "We nmust know the different species before we can
go into biotechnol ogy."

The value of being able to tell one species fromanother is shown in the
different uses that different organi sns offer

For exanple, anong bacteria within the genus Streptococcus, sone species
or strains are used in the commercial production of dairy products. In the
Streptonycin famly, certain bacteria produce antibiotics.

In the rainforest, the bintangor tree in Sarawak has a conpound now
undergoing trial for HV treatnment. Poisons in the skins of certain frogs
are being researched for possible medicines or cures for diseases.

Wth many uses for manki nd, resources may be fought over unless they are
protected as intellectual property rights.

Taxanony al |l ows "ownership" to be clainmed of a nation's flora and fauna,
ensuring that country earns the benefits of biotechnol ogy.

Wr | dwi de, taxonom sts have identified and classified over 1.7 million
different species. They estimate that over 30 nmillion nore are as yet
undi scover ed.

Taxonony around the world is struggling, but in Ml aysia, and in other
parts of Asia, it still has a long way to go.

Large collections of plant and ani mal specinmens are mainly kept in
devel oped countries.

Starting and mai ntai ni ng such collections is expensive for devel opi ng
countries, yet, some poorer countries have the highest biodiversity.



VWhen col oni al explorers left their territories, the science was not
passed on to the indigenous popul ation of newly i ndependent countri es.

"The British were the ones interested in finding out and docunenting
what plants and ani mal s Mal aya had, " says Abdul Latiff.

"When they left, there was a big vaccumin taxonony."

The first concerted regional attenpt to revive taxonony in Asia was
recently launched under the d obal Taxonony Initiative

GIl is a programme under the Convention of Biological Dversity (CBD), a
United Nations treaty to protect biodiversity, ensure its sustainable use
and equal sharing of its benefits.

Sci ence, Technol ogy and Environment M nister Datuk Seri Law H eng Di ng
who | aunched the GIl Asia workshop on Sept 10, noted the need to address
t he shortage of tax-onom sts.

He said the mnistry offered schol arshi ps for post-graduate work in
t axonony.

WAF' s Sharma says taxonomi sts are "a dying breed of specialists”.

"Hardly anyone does taxonomy. The science graduates produced by
universities now are not taking up this field."

Taxonomi sts in the country are believed to be a nere handful. UKMs
Abdul Latiff knows of six plant tax-onom sts and 17 entonol ogi sts (experts
in insects), "and not all of themare practising”

Abdul Latiff feels that our main taxonom c problemis on insects. O al
the the aninmals, insects have the highest diversity, and Ml aysia, being
one of the 12 nega-biodiveristy sites in the world, has |ong been regarded
an ent onol ogi st's heaven.

"While plants, manmals, birds, reptiles and anphi bians are quite well
docunented, we have a real problemw th insects,” Abdul Latiff says.

W al so have a problemwi th "l opsided information", he adds. Taxonom c
wor k has been stronger in the peninsula, but not so in Sabah and Sarawak.

Abdul Latiff, a plant taxonom st hinself, says there are 8,750 known
pl ant species in the peninsula, but little docunmentation exists on the two
eastern States.

He estimates that altogether there could be 12,000 plant species or
nmore. This should be about 40 per cent of plant species in the Ml ay
Ar chi pel ago (including Indonesia and the Philippines), he adds.

Nati onwi de, there are 185,000 known fauna, including 150, 000
i nvertebrates, 286 manmmal s, 736 birds, 400 reptil es and anphi bi ans, and
1,173 ferns.

How much is there left to discover in Mlaysia? Wio knows, if the
estimate of undiscovered species worldwide is 30 nmillion or nore.

"The current rate of discovery of new species in Ml aysia (both plants
and ani mal s) average between 10 to 20 new ones every year," says Abdu
Latiff.

As far as plants in the peninsula go, he feels there could be at |east
9, 000 species, which neans there are some 300 nore different types as yet
unknown.

But the current pool of |ocal tax-onomsts will not last till the |ast
(or so we think) species is discovered.

It takes several years fromthe tine a specinmen is picked up for
anal ysis and given its Latin scientific name.

The process of taxonony starts with collecting specinmens, separating
them and analysing their external characteristics or even dissecting them
to study their DNA

Anal ysi s al so includes conparing the specinen with known species; if
there is no match, then a new speci es has been discover ed.

The taxonom st nmust then wite a proper description and nane the finding
so other scientists will be able to identify the new species for



t hensel ves.

Al the while, taxonom sts race against tine as natural habitats are
cl eared for devel opment or degraded through pollution

The Asia GIl workshop was thus an inportant step for countries in the
region to pool their resources.Regional, and even internationa
cooperation, is necessary for taxonony in devel oping countries, where
problens like illegal |ogging, poaching and forest fires threaten to w pe
out habitats before scientists can tell what's in them

Co-operation al so hel ps countries fulfil their obligations under the
Convention on Biological Diversity, which calls for conprehensive
taxonom c data as the first step towards form ng national policies and
i npl enent ati on of conservation and sustai nabl e use progranmes.

Abdul Latiff feels if Malaysia can't train enough of its own
taxonom sts, it will have to inprove its mechanismfor drawi ng foreign
experts here.

"Alot of foreign scientists are interested in Ml aysia but the
i ncentives for themto do research here are not attractive enough, neither
is the environnment conducive,"” he says.

One area to inprove is better pay for postgraduate researchers, who
currently earn about RMB, 500 a nont h.

"We are unable to draw experts from devel oped countri es because that
amount is too little for them"™

The UKM bot ani st wel cones the Governnent's keenness on bi ot echnol ogy and
is glad that taxonony is finally getting its due, but says that it took so

| ong.
He al so hopes the national clearing house for taxonom c data at the
Mal aysi an Sci ence and Technol ogy Information Centre (Mastic) will inprove

its accessibility and data retrieval.

Mastic is to be the focal point Iinking the different taxonom c
dat abases kept by various universities and institutions.

In 2004, Malaysia will host the CBD s seventh neeting of the Conference
of Parties (the governing body of the convention) and Abdul Latiff feels
the country must, before then, prove it can be a |leader for Asia in this
field.



	Getting to grips with taxonomy first (NST 20/10/2002)

