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History

Ethnobotanical and Economic Botany studies utilize a wide range of terms to describe a multitude of distinct plant uses. The information collected on these uses has sometimes been ambiguous and difficult to categorize.

When the decision was made to develop a standard of plant use terms, it was to provide a comprehensive tool for those who gather information describing the economic, social, and cultural value of plants, and enable them to achieve greater specificity and facilitate the exchange of data. The utilization and analysis of different plants based upon their uses would also greatly benefit by having a uniform set of terms with which to work.
Hot Topic

The difficulty in describing plant uses can be illustrated by the following example:

If a collector is gathering information on a medicinal plant treatment for a fever, that plant may be referred to as fever-reducing, a febrifuge, an antipyretic, or some other term familiar to the information provider.

When there are so many terms to choose from, having a standard list of terms helps both in data collection and entry, and in keeping databases more consistent. It may also prompt the collector to request clarification of a term when the information provided does not seem to fit within existing categories.

That Orange Book

The result of several years of discussions during TDWG meetings appeared with the publication of Frances Cook’s 1995 Economic Botany Data Collections Standard (EBDCS). 

As several institutions were just beginning to compile plant use databases, the Standard was now available for implementation during database development. Other customized standards have been designed for specific projects, however the EBDCS has been adopted at some level by several institutions and also used in a number of publications.

1999 Survey

A survey of the subgroup was conducted in 1999 and reported on the activity of institutions and individuals concerned with the Standard and their comments on its use. 

This list was compiled and presented on the web. 

Many of those who had not yet implemented it were discouraged by the Standard, finding the printed version cumbersome and difficult to interpret. 

Of those who had implemented it, many had made minor changes and some had made major modifications to the structure. They believed users of the Standard would benefit from more information on terminology and implementation.

This led to the web version of the Standard in hopes that it would be more user-friendly. 

Who’s using it?

The Subgroup report on the Standard revealed it was in use at several large institutions, including The New York Botanical Garden, Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew and Edinburgh, The Food and Agricultural Organization, Mediterranean Agronomic Institute of Chania in Crete,  CONABIO and others.

It had also been used in Publications such as the Wild Useful Plants of Russia and World Economic Plants: a standard reference.

Structure of the Standard

The hierarchical nature of the Standard allows for flexible implementation ranging from broad categories down to very detailed uses, depending on the needs of the database or publication. 

It is comprised of three main levels with Level 1 as the most inclusive and Level 3 as the most exclusive.

Variations in the types of information contained within the same level and other independent descriptors lack consistency, which created some confusion. 

Even with its inherent flexibility it became apparent that there was a need for revision to make it easier to use, especially for beginners.

Progress

Communication between many of the users did not resume until I volunteered to be the Economic Botany Subgroup convenor in early 2001. My challenge at that time was to renew contacts with the respondents of the earlier survey and make new contacts with potential users of the Standard. The subgroup was reassembled with most of the original members and several new participants. I then requested information on what difficulties had been encountered with use of the Standard, and how it had been modified for each database or publication. 

The responses I received revealed the need for more comprehensive discussions to detail the desired changes from each user. This led to the organization of two meetings with participants of the subgroup- one in May 2001and another in June 2002.

The meeting this past June brought together the two largest users, Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew and The New York Botanical Garden, who received input from other groups which are in the process of designing or updating their own plant use databases. Specific changes that participants wished to see were discussed and modified until consensus on these changes could be reached. In some cases, such as regarding changes to the nutrition category, it was agreed that a team of experts should be contacted to create a list of suggested changes for relevant areas of the Standard, which will later be presented to the entire subgroup.

What can be done?

The meetings with the subgroup raised several important issues including the need for an updated Standard. Creation of a new version will hopefully reduce the number of modifications needed by each institution, however the question of whether or not this is truly a Standard that can be applied to all ethnobotany or economic botany information gathering remains. Is it truly flexible enough to accommodate indigenous use taxonomies within its western-oriented hierarchy? 

Users will often modify the Standard to meet their own specific project needs. 

These changes must be looked at closely to determine which might benefit the majority of users and should be included in revisions. 

Proposed changes to the EBDCS

Now to briefly cover some of the proposed changes:

Duplications will be deleted and selected terms will be moved to more intuitive categories, with cross-references to their prior placement.

New headings that were identified as needed will be added along with glossaries and more thorough lists of synonymous terms.

Conclusions

Some institutions may use the Standard as a template to expand upon, finding their needs better met by a different set of Levels, incorporating some and adding others. Once complete, these designs will be considered in further revisions of the Standard in the future, but we will attempt to keep the framework of the original intact, as too many major modifications would cause difficulty in maintaining those databases in which it has already been implemented. 

Revisions will be web-based, allowing for faster access.

The additions of a glossary and index will aid users in understanding the terms found in the Standard and allow for adjustments as corrections and additions to definitions are reported.

In the future, I hope to continue work on creating an interactive key to uses, which would enable those unfamiliar with the Standard to search for the accepted term for the use they are recording.

