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OPINION 

A Thousand-Year 
Perspective 

Richard H. Zander 

In North America, systematic sampling of 
the natural environment since the mid-
1700's has yielded considerable under
standing of natural processes. This 
includes the awakening realization that 
we are part of the natural environment and 
are interdependent with its diversity. We 
are capable of either inexorably destroy
ing the environment or maintaining the 
system in a healthy state, informed in part 
by data in our "observational archives." 

Two hundred and fifty years of faunal and 
floral analysis have resulted in scientific 
informational gains, but it is clear that 
much more work needs to be undertaken -
both in identification of yet-unknown taxa 
and in evaluating associated genetic, 
migrational and environmental features 
and relationships. Given the millions of 
years that humankind and the present 
fauna and flora have co-evolved, 250 
years is a short period in which to identify 
the world's basic units of taxonomy, begin 
to comprehend geographic and evolution
ary relationships over time, and, while 
doing so, gain some insight into how the 
elements of diversity might fit into a sus
tainable economic biology. 

I would propose that a period of one thou
sand years might provide a decent interval 
in which to infer processes involving life 
on this planet from the data collected in a 
multi-institutional, multi-national, multi
century systematics endeavor. That would 
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involve about 30 
generations of cu
rators. About 
eight generations 
have already con
tributed lives of 
dedication and 
enthusiasm to our 
grand work. 

There are three salient reasons for select
ing this long-term goal. First, systematics 
study tracks and partners our civilization. 
The environmental importance of collec
tions detailed in the Systematics 2000 
agenda, while compeJling, is too closely 
focused on present-day utility. At some 
point all non-renewable resources must be 
replaced by renewable ones. Biotech
nology that depends on genetic resources 
developed over millions of years and 
housed within the present diversity oflife 
will be critical in developing new or opti
mal substitute products. This flexibility 
must be preserved by responsible action, 
especially at governmental levels. 

Second, collections-based institutions 
must evolve and meet several challenges in 
an era of"edutainment" and intense com
petition for funding with more immediate
ly dynamic science-oriented attractions. 
The perceived need to increase the public's 
involvement with collections and profes
sional staff of natural history museums 
also must be addressed. One must take into 
account the fragility and unique qualities 
of biological research archives. A recently 
collected research specimen is a thousand
year specimen that anchors the research 
baseline. A dialogue must be initiated 
between curators and museum officials to 
establish a balance that protects the collec
tions and involves the public in an educa
tional, supportive manner, communicating 
the excitement of discovery, historicity and 
scientific analysis. Because collections 
maintenance is ultimately the curators' 
responsibility, curators must lhemselves 
devise and offer an attractive public pro
gram that justifiably meets the needs of a 
thousand-year public commitment. 

Third, the judicious application of funding 
to solve a scientific problem is as impor-

tant as the scientific expertise and 
resources involved. The funders with the 
most clearly reinforced stake in the suc
cess of a very long-term scientific project 
are foundations and philanthropists - and 
enlightened governments. Attaching a 
name and reputation to answering soci
ety's enduring needs - for example, 
endowing a research chair at an institution 
dealing with systematics collections - is 
about as close to physical immortality that 
any civilization has provided to persons 
controlling wealth. With help from non
governmental organizations, a govern
ment can find ways to justifY expenditures 
that build wealth and security for the 
future - witness the present support of 
environmental studies. We must provide 
government with the tools to appreciate 
our extended perspective, while at the 
same time we are educating the public. 

I call on members of the Association of 
Systematic Collections to consider a one
thousand-year research horizon when 
explaining their work to the public. When 
we museum professionals are engaged in 
our work centuries from now, our collec
tions, analyzed and reanalyzed over hun
dreds of years while being used as well for 
exhibits and education, should be long
treasured, well-preserved and persistently 
funded. DO 
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The Smithsonian's Center for Museum 
Studies is seeking proposals for Fellow
ships in Museum Practice. Proposals are 
due by February 15, 1999 for projects 
beginning the following October. For 
further information and application 
process contact Nancy J. Fuller, Center 
for Museum Studies, Smithsonian 
Institution, Washington, DC 20560-0427; 
Phone: (202) 357-3346; E-mail: fmll.@ 
~ or visit bttn·//www.si edu/ 
cms/fmpcov htm. 


