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International Commission on Stratigraphy

Subcommission on Quaternary Stratigraphy

Minutes of the meeting at Firenze 20th August 2004

Chair: Ph. Gibbard

Secretary: Th. van Kolfschoten

1. Apologies were received from many members who were unable to attend.

2. Chairmans report:

· PG presented the agreed science plan to 2008 formulated at the re-establishment of the SQS

· PG presented the international correlation chart for the most commenly used stratigraphic units and isotope stages. Prof. Cita congratulated the SQS with the publication of the chart despite the few mistakes that were noted by her and a few other participants.

· PG also reported that the website has been established and he invited contributions from members and others interested in stratigraphical matters

3. Reports of Working groups

· The Early/Middle Pleistocene boundary

Brad Pillans, the coordinator of the working group referred first of all to his presentation on 21/8/04. After taking over from Davide Castradori, he received contribution from a several members of the working group that presented their views on the boundary at a meeting in Cambridge June 2003. The results are still under discussion and no boundary has yet been defined.

· The Middle/Late Pleistocene boundary

Thomas Litt, the coordinator of this working group could not attend the meeting but submitted a report, copies of which were circulated at the meeting. (appendix 1). The report stated that the working group had met in Bonn (Germany) on the 19th and 20th March 2004 to begin selecting sites for a potential GSSP. The possibility that this GSSP might be defined in a borehole led to discussion on the suitability of such a locality. Although that it was noted that this has never been done before, it was generally agreed that a well curated borehole would be suitable in this case.  

· The Late Pleistocene/Holocene boundary

Mike Walker, the coordinator of this working group could not attend the meeting but also submitted a report, copies of which were circulated at the meeting. (appendix 2). The report stated that the working group will meet shortly at the INTIMATE workshop in Bonn (Germany) on the 10th to the 16th September 2004 to discuss the potential GSSP. One again it is highly probable that the GSSP will be defined in a borehole either in laminated lake sequence or in an ice-core.

4. Proposal for a new Working Group

PG explained that during the compilation of the correlation chart it had become clear that there were many regional stage division systems for the Quaternary and that it would be desirable to assemble and catalogue these schemes. He further explained that he had already invited Wim Westerhoff (The Netherlands) to establish a working group for this enterprise. In welcoming this initiative, Vancouvering (USA) noted that there had been an earlier version and he suggested that it might be appropriate to follow their format.  

5. The status of the Quaternary

PG introduced this topic by pointing out that much had been said about the status of the Quaternary in the past two years. The publication of a new geological time scale, in which the Neogene extended to the present day, had increased the intensity of this debate. According to Charles Turner (GB) the decision to suppress the term Quaternary from the geological timescale is not only an unacceptable proposal, but it was made by members of the ICS without consultation with Quaternary workers (e.g. INQUA, surveys). 

The decision to eliminate the Quaternary was unacceptable for the majority of the participants, many speaking in support of the retention of the term (J. Clague, Y. Gladenkov, J.-P. Suc, M. Cita, Ch. Turner, J. Zalesiewicz, S. Halderson, A. Dodonov and others). Arguments mentioned included:

· It is a well-established chronostratigraphical term that has been in use for over 150 years.

· The term has been adopted not only for the time period but also for the identification of a substantial community of workers (geologists, geomorphologists, archaeologists, biologists, oceanographers, climatologists etc.)

· Although relatively short it is nevertheless highly distinct in that it is characterised by short term climatic oscillations that have given rise to continental scale glaciations, sealevel changes and accompanying plant and animal migrations on a scale not seen in the previous periods.

· The evolution and extinction of mammals (including hominins) is very distinct. 

· The term Quaternary is strongly established not only in academic circles but in general, popular scientific literature. Lumping the last 17 million years will confuse the general public.

During this discussions it was proposed that the meeting should end with a clear statement and the participants should vote on two proposals:

1. Should the Quaternary be maintained as a formal chronostratigraphic unit?

2. Should the Quaternary be kept at system rank or subsystem rank?

The first question was carried by 25 in favour and 1 against and the second proposal was carried by 22 in favour, 1 against and 3 abstentions. 

The results of these discussions will be communicated to the ICS by the board of SQS. 

PG thanked the participants for the attendance and closed the meeting at 16.30.

ThvK, 28th August 2004

