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A recent series of papers, and rebuttals, regarding Photography-based taxonomy (PBT) (Pape et al. 2016, Krell et al.

2016, Ceríaco et al. 2016, Thorpe 2017) has raised much controversy and discussion about the practice of describing new 
species without preserved type specimens. Although there has been thoughtful discussion upon this issue, there is still 
much misunderstanding, especially regarding the idea of changing parts of the International Code of Zoological 
Nomenclature (ICZN 1999) to regulate this practice.

Ceríaco et al. (2016) proposed to reform the code to prevent practices that could harm science and biodiversity 
conservation. That statement has resulted in a lot of controversial conversations on scientific social media, especially 
ResearchGate. Even in a recent reply, Thorpe (2017) ended his rebuttal by asking ¨Why impose a blanket ban on the 
practice?¨

A reform to the code may be taken in many different ways. However, being familiar with taxonomy and 
nomenclature can lead to a further understanding of the possible results of such reform. Even though the Code may not 
allow some practices anymore, this does not mean that these will be strictly prohibited. It is well known that in some 
cases in which it is strictly necessary, an author can submit a case to the International Commission of Zoological 
Nomenclature, asking it to use their plenary powers to allow for an exception to the rules (e.g. changing the precedence 
of a name over another). Therefore, if PBT will be necessary in some special cases, as has been stated in the papers 
supporting this practice, a reform to the code should not result in a total ban of the practice. Furthermore, restricting this 
practice to only necessary cases, and having the Commission involved in the decision making, may not only benefit 
taxonomy and taxonomists, but it may also benefit the authors that need these exceptions. Thus, a likely result will be 
more credibility and control for these exceptional cases. Subsequently, possible problems such as flooding the literature 
with dubious taxa, harming the credibility of taxonomists, and/or problems related to obtaining collecting permits, are 
less likely to occur. 
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