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Good morning. Thank you Gloria.  I would like to extend a very warm welcome to all of you. It is a pleasure to inaugurate this second annual meeting of the Latin American Plants Initiative here in Buenos Aires.  

We live in exciting times. Biological science is undergoing a sea change. The way research is done, the way our results are published and the way we communicate with our colleagues changes daily as a result of innovations in information technology. 
I study biogeography and phylogenetics and the impact of the Panama landbridge on the biodiversity of the Americas. Since I was a graduate student the genomics revolution has completely changed the way geneticists do our work. Automated sequencing and online databases make it possible for us to store and access a staggering quantity of genetic information, leading to much improved understanding of evolution through time and across great distances.

As most of you here know, the Latin American Plants Initiative aims to make plant type specimens in herbaria available as high resolution images via the worldwide web. LAPI creates a virtual network by making scanners and software available to botanists at participating institutions. This year, more than 138 people from 93 institutions are here with us in Buenos Aires.  Altogether, the LAPI initiative represents 124 organizations from 44 countries. As a result of your efforts, the new database already includes 53,143 images of the type specimens of tropical new world plants. 
Also through your efforts, changes in technology will alter the way traditional plant taxonomy is done by facilitating the integration of metadata-- including collection and ecological information--with geo-referencing information. Experts and laymen alike will be able to identify plants and contribute to an improved understanding of plant biodiversity.

The power of online herbaria for training students to understand complex flora cannot be underestimated. We will also be able to quickly compile catalogs and generate maps that will influence conservation and policy decisions. 
I would like to extend extraordinary thanks to the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation-- represented at this meeting by foundation president Don Randel and program officers Bill Robertson and Doreen Tinajero-- for their visionary support, first of the ALUKA project to digitalize the African type specimens, which they initiated in 2002, and now, for the project in Latin America.  
Many of you were in Panama in October last year for the kickoff of this project, hosted by Doctora Mireya Correa, representing both the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute and the University of Panama.  One of the moments that impressed me the most during that meeting was the time we took for each person in the group to stand and present themselves, their institution and their country.  The opportunity to personally meet and connect with our colleagues who contribute to LAPI, and its predecessor, the African Plants Initiative, is strong testimony to the Mellon Foundation’s commitment and one that ties in well with the Smithsonian’s mission to increase and diffuse knowledge. We will do another round robin later this morning and I’m personally looking forward to meeting with many of you and hearing about your experiences as you put this project into practice.  We are so glad you have joined us in this initiative to strengthen and advance Latin American botanical science.
Of course I would like to extend a special thanks to Fernando Zuloaga and the staff of the Darwinion Institute for hosting this meeting. In 2011, the Institute will celebrate one hundred years of botanical research.  Like the Smithsonian, it was founded based on the vision of a far-sighted individual, Doctor Cristobal Hicken, and it has become a center for scientific innovation that continues to contribute significantly to the advancement of biological science in Argentina. 
I would also like to recognize the expert team of conference organizers from STRI who have worked for the last year to put this meeting together.  Let’s give a round of applause to all of the people behind the scenes who have made this meeting a success.


They have set up this meeting so that we should be able to make a significant contribution to advancing the understanding of plant biology and to the global strategy for biodiversity conservation at the same time that we thoroughly enjoy our stay in Buenos Aires.


Again, my warmest welcome, and thanks for being here.
