Dear Stan,

We have read with some concern the message that you circulated last week from Dr van Kranendonk.  Whilst we welcome his comments, his message is disappointing because it contains several misconceptions, not through a failure to grasp the precise questions that he will be asked to decide upon, but because he appears to reach a decision without understanding the history of the discussions and details already taken and adopted by ICS and confirmed by IUGS. 

The decision to be taken by ICS voting members concerns solely the TIMING of the base of the Quaternary as a chronostratigraphical / geochronological unit.  The Quaternary is already established as a formal unit in the geological timescale.  It was reconfirmed as such in 2007 by IUGS.  

In spite of what is implied or stated in some of the accompanying literature, the status of the unit is also fully established as a System/Period which is equal to and FOLLOWS the Neogene.  There is no possibility that the Neogene will be extended to include all or part of the time currently defined as Quaternary.  ICS has already held TWO votes on this issue, one in 2005 in Leuven (in Belgium) and a second by post in 2007, both of which were approved, the Quaternary being retained as a formal division of geological time.

In 2007 IUGS instructed the ICS to reinstate the Quaternary (omitted from the Geologic Time Scale 2004 volume) to the status shown on the ICS charts for 2001 for the time being.  In this chart the base of the Quaternary coincides with that of Pleistocene Series/Epoch at 1.8 Ma.  The correspondence of these bases has existed for over a century and IUGS fully supported this position.  However, they were also aware that the proposal to move the bases was approved by ICS.  BUT before they were prepared to approve a move, IUGS demanded that the definition of the boundary be debated once more in open session at the 2008 IGC in Oslo.

Since the question of the status and temporal definition of the Quaternary was reintroduced in 2001, both the ICS votes held to determine where the base should be placed have confirmed that it should be located at 2.6 Ma.  This base would coincide with that of the Gelasian Stage (currently Pliocene).  The reason this definition was rejected by IUGS in 2006 was because the ICS had proposed to separate the base of the Quaternary from that of the Pleistocene, a move that would have infringed stratigraphical hierarchy.

Although it could be argued that the second ICS vote in 2007 should be discounted, because it was made under duress (by the IUGS withholding ICS funds), this is not necessarily the only conclusion that one could legitimately draw.  The ICS funds were withheld in order to force the Commission to adopt a balanced and open competition, which they finally did.  If the ICS members were indeed unconvinced by the validity of this dramatic action, they could have abstained on the Quaternary vote.  That they did not demonstrates that they indeed approved of the definition proposed, i.e. that the Quaternary base should be placed at 2.6 Ma with the base Pleistocene placed at the same point.
In demanding that the base of both the Quaternary AND that of the Pleistocene be moved to the 2.6 Ma position, the SQS and INQUA are jointly proposing to ensure that stratigraphical hierarchy is fully maintained, whilst at the same time the Quaternary/Pleistocene are provided with what is as close as possible to a ‘natural boundary’.  

The questions before the ICS voting membership then offer the organisation the opportunity to provide the Quaternary with a base that befits its status as a System/Period; nothing less is acceptable. 

Suggestions of ‘parallel classification schemes’ and other comprise positions have already been unequivocally rejected by the Quaternary community, that numbers over 50,000 workers worldwide.  These schemes are equally unacceptable to IUGS, and we believe they should be unacceptable to ICS as well.  The Quaternary community has no desire to be separated from the rest of the geological family to which it unquestionably belongs.

To put it simply, we are asking that an error of judgement, or misinterpretation, made in the late 1940s on the basis of the knowledge at that time and propagated ever since, in spite of repeated efforts to change it notably in 1996, be corrected definitively.

Thus we ask ICS voting members to confirm what has effectively already existed for more than two decades for the vast majority of late Cenozoic researchers, that the Quaternary (= Pleistocene + Holocene) be defined with its base at 2.6 Ma (the base of the Gelasian Stage), nothing more and nothing less.  This historic and rational step is one that should be seen as bringing closure and logic to a running sore that if not treated now will recur for future generations of ICS officers to address.  We must not abdicate our responsibility, nor fudge the decision before us.

Thank you.

Phil Gibbard

Chair SQS

Cambridge
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