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STATEMENT REGARDING THE SALE OF VERTEBRATE FOSSILS ONLINE
THE SOCIETY OF VERTEBRATE PALEONTOLOGY

The following motion was passed unanimously by the Executive Committee of the
Society of Vertebrate Paleontology on October 20,1999:

"The recent auction of vertebrate fossils on Amazon.com, sponsored by the Discovery
Channel, has raised significant issues for members of the Society. According to the
ethics by-law of the Society "The barter, sale, or purchase of scientifically significant
vertebrate fossils is not condoned, unless it brings them into or keeps them within a
public trust." We are deeply concerned by the on-line, auction sale of vertebrate fossils,
as the nature of the process cannot assure that scientifically significant fossils are
deposited into not-for-profit scientific and educational institutions.

The Executive Committee of the Society will actively pursue dialogue with the senior
officers of Discovery Communications Inc., to inform them of the ramifications of
vertebrate fossil sales, with regard to issues of theft of specimens from public and private
sources, restrictions in access to important specimens by students and professional
scientists, and related issues.

We hope this dialogue will result in joint efforts by Discovery and SVP members to
protect vertebrate fossils so as to derive the maximum scientific and educational benefits
from them, and to collaborate on public education efforts.”

At the SVP Annual Business Meeting, October 21, 1999, Denver, Colorado, a motion
was proposed from the floor that the membership vote to formally demonstrate support
for this Executive Committee action. The motion of support was approved by all present
(approximately 200 members), with one dissenting vote.
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GUIDELINES FROM THE ETHICS EDUCATION COMMITTEE FOR COLLECTING,
DOCUMENTING AND CURATING FOSSILS

The SVP Bylaws (Bylaw 12, Sections 1-6) state clearly the responsibility of vertebrate
paleontologists, and specifically SVP members, to uphold professional standards in the
collection, documentation, and curation of vertebrate fossils.

Professional standards in collection of fossils include obtaining the proper permits and
permissions to conduct fieldwork on public or private lands, whether domestic or foreign.
The collection of fossils from field localities includes not only retrieving fossils with care
but also documenting their provenance in terms of stratigraphic, geographic, taphonomic
and palecenvironmental information. This approach is important for both professional
and amateur paleontologists to follow in collecting scientifically significant fossils, even if
the fossils legally remain in private collections for some time. The scientific and
educational value of the fossils depends on their contextual information as well as their
morphology.

Field data, whether in the form of notebooks, electronic files, or any other format, should
accompany the fossils collected from public lands (and from private lands if so
stipulated) to their deposition in a qualified, publicly accessible repository. This means
that original field data (or a legible copy of if) must become part of the deposited fossil
collection. Fossils and their contextual data must be accessioned and curated in an
institution, the mission of which is scientific study and education in perpetuity. Fossils
should be accessioned in a timely manner.

Curation entails the proper housing and labeling of fossils, as well as maintaining the
association between the fossils and field data about their provenance. This information
must be made available to the scientific community and the interested public within a
reasonable period of time.
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SVP Membership Ethics

By-Law on Ethics
Article 9. Staternent of Ethics.

Several goals for the Society of Vertebrate Paleontology follow from its mission
statement (Constitution Article 1): to discover, conserve, and protect vertebrate fossils
and to foster the scientific, educational, and personal appreciation and understanding of
them by amateur, student and professional paleontologists, as well as the general public.
Fossil vertebrates are usually unigue or rare, nonrenewable scientific and educational
resources that, along with their accompanying contextual data, constitute part of our
natural heritage. They provide data by which the history of vertebrate life on earth may
be reconstructed and are one of the primary means of studying evolutionary patterns and
processes as well as environmental change.

It is the responsibility of vertebrate paleontologists to strive to ensure that vertebrate
fossils are collected in a professional manner, which includes the detailed recording of
pe rtinent contextual data (e.g. geographic, stratigraphic, sedimentologic, taphonomic).

It is the responsibility of vertebrate paleontologists to assist government agencies in the
development of management policies and regulations pertinent to the collection of
vertebrate fossils, and to comply with those policies and regulations during and after
collection. Necessary permits on all lands administered by federal, state, and local
governments, whether domestic or foreign, must be obtained from the appropriate
agency(ies) before fossil veriebrates are collected. Collecting fossils on private lands
must only be done with the landowner's consent.

Fossil vertebrate specimens should be prepared by, or under the supervision of, trained
personnel.

Scientifically significant fossil vertebrate specimens, along with ancillary data, should be
curated and accessioned in the collections of repositories charged in perpetuity with con
serving fossil vertebrates for scientific study and education (e.g. accredited museums,
universities, colleges, and other educational institutions).

Information about vertebrate fossils and their accompanying data should be
disseminated expeditiously to both scientific community and interested general public.

The barter, sale, or purchase of scientifically significant vertebrate fossils is not
condoned unless it brings them into, or keeps them within, a public trust. Any other trade
or commerce in scientifically significant vertebrate fossils is inconsistent with the
foregoing, in that it deprives both the public and professionals of important specimens,
which are part of our natural heritage.
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