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March 24, 2006

Dr. Felix Gradstein

Chairman, International Commission on Stratigraphy

Museum for Geology and Paleontology

Boks 1172 Blindern

N-0316 Oslo

Norway

Dear Dr. Gradstein:

The INQUA Executive Committee has finished polling its constituents on the status of the ‘Quaternary.’ Specifically, the Executive Committee asked individuals and INQUA National Committees whether the recommendation of the International Commission on Stratigraphy (ICS), based on discussions at Leuven in the fall of 2005, was acceptable or unacceptable. That recommendation is that the Quaternary be assigned the status of a Sub-Era/Sub-Erathem with its base at the base of the Pliocene Gelasian Stage GSSP at ca. 2.6 Ma at Marine Isotope Stage 103. INQUA received 204 responses, of which 188 were from individual scientists and 16 were from INQUA National Committees. Verbatim responses are provided in the attached file and are summarized below.

Of the 188 individual respondents, 30 (16%) stated that the ICS recommendation was acceptable; 123 (66%) stated that the recommendation is unacceptable; and 23 (13%) expressed acceptance with considerable misgivings. Most of the respondents in the last group noted that they didn't agree with the ICS recommendation, but preferred it over the apparent alternative that the Quaternary might be removed entirely from the stratigraphic column. Three respondents (1%) recommended that the Quaternary be removed from the Geological Time Scale; and the position of eight respondents (4%) could not be gauged.

Thirteen of the 16 National Committees deemed the recommendation unacceptable; two National Committees stated that it is acceptable, and one Committee voted for acceptance with misgivings. In summary, 66% of individual respondents and 81% of National Committees advised the Executive Committee to reject the recommendation and to continue to work with ICS to find a solution satisfactory to the Quaternary community.
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The respondents nearly unanimously support ICS’s proposal to define the base of the Quaternary at the base of the Gelasian Stage (2.6 Ma), which is widely recognized as the time at which key changes in Earth’s climate, oceans, and biota occurred and corresponds to the Gauss-Matuyama magnetostratigraphic boundary. The vast majority of respondents, however, do not welcome the proposal to assign the Quaternary to a Sub-Erathem. They consider the status of System/Period to be justified and essential. The ICS proposal would leave the base of the Quaternary detached from the base of the Pleistocene, which most respondents consider would violate established practice concerning hierarchical structures. Their view is that it makes more sense to extend the Pleistocene back to 2.6 Ma.
Based on its consultation and lengthy deliberations, the INQUA Executive Committee cannot accept the ICS proposal. Our reasons, which we consider well founded, are as follows: (1) The proposal would allow the extension of the Neogene from the base of the Quaternary to the present day, an extension for which there is no historical precedent or scientific justification. (2) The status of the Quaternary is likely to be progressively diminished. There are no other Sub-Era/Sub-Erathem divisions in the Geological Time Scale, unless the Tertiary is readopted and promoted to this position. The most likely outcome is that the Quaternary will simply be omitted from charts and quickly side-lined in all but local circles or national timescale schemes. (3) Most significantly, the current proposal, with the base of the Quaternary detached from that of the Pleistocene, infringes the hierarchical structure of the Geological Timescale.

The Executive Committee has noted that some recently published stratigraphic schemes already marginalize the status of the Quaternary, and some have omitted the term altogether. It finds this practice regrettable and considers it may be unsustainable in the long term. It is difficult to envisage that the term ‘Quaternary’ could be effectively supplanted or marginalised, given that it is already embedded within our daily lexicon and that the study of Quaternary stratigraphy is attracting an ever-increasing number of practitioners who are content with the term and its geological importance. Further, the term is gaining greater public attention and recognition. A four-volume Encyclopaedia on the Quaternary is soon to be published by Elsevier, in both hard and electronic form, which will embed the term and its geological meaning even deeper into the public and scientific psyche. The view of the Executive Committee is that the term will continue to be used widely to facilitate communication and learning, and that there will be wide resistance to any attempt to impose a scheme that does not fit with widespread professional practice and has a sound geological justification for its existence. We would regret confrontation between ICS and the Quaternary community, especially if aired publicly during the International Year of Planet Earth, when the eyes of the world will be upon us.

The unanimous position of the INQUA Executive Committee is the following:

1) The Quaternary must be a full formal chronostratigraphic unit, the appropriate status for which is the Period (or System).

2) The base of the Quaternary should be placed at the current base of GSSP Gelasian Stage (currently in the Pliocene) at MIS 103.

3) The base of the Pleistocene should be lowered to 2.6 Ma to coincide with that of the Quaternary Period/System boundary.

INQUA understands that the lower boundary of the Pleistocene cannot be changed until 2008, at the earliest; it is prepared to wait until that time to consider this matter further. We note, however, that
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the top of the Neogene has never been defined and therefore insist that ICS not extend it to the present. An attempt to do this would be a unilateral and hostile action to the Quaternary community.

We respectfully requests that ICS continue its dialogue with INQUA and not simply dismiss the Union’s position. Our community is now united, knows what it wants, and will settle for nothing less than control over our period of geological time. We ask that you circulate this letter and the poll results to all members of your Commission as a basis for continued discussion.

Sincerely,

John Clague, President INQUA

INQUA Executive Committee:

Pete Coxon, Secretary General

Allan Chivas, Treasurer

Margaret Avery, Vice President

Jan Piotrowski, Vice President

Denis-Didier Rousseau, Vice President

An Zhisheng, Vice President

cc.  James G. Ogg, Secretary General ICS
Stanley Finney, Vice Chairman ICS
Zhang Hongren, President IUGS

Peter Bobrowsky, Secretary General IUGS

      Phil Gibbard, President ICS Subcommission on Quaternary Stratigraphy
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