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Geological time is customarily treated as an "independent variable"; deductions and conclusions are made assuming that the geological timescale as given is precise and accurate. Current geological timescales are based on data of variable quality, commonly averaging dates obtained by different techniques, with differing (though often ignored) absolute uncertainties. Consequently, the greatest uncertainty in most analyses of geologic and evolutionary rates is the timescale itself. Recent advances in geochronology and correlation methods now allow us to reframe research into the timing and rates of geological and biological processes in deep time, producing a newly calibrated geological timescale with significantly improved accuracy and precision standards commensurate with new and emerging geochronologic and chronostratigraphic methodologies. To address these issues the EARTHTIME initiative has been proposed as a new community-based effort to focus attention on the last 800 million years of earth history. This will allow earth scientists to address a whole new series of questions that rely on knowledge of precise rates of biological, geological, and climatic change. 

During the first stage of this initiative significant progress has been made in forging links between geochronologists, paleontologists, and stratigraphers, identifying key intervals of earth history for which higher resolution temporal constraints are essential, and discussing the merits of targeting intervals of biological and climatic change vs. dating golden spikes.  Collaborative work by Chinese and U.S. paleontologists and geochronologists on the Permo/Triassic extinction and the origin of animals have allowed us to gain a much deeper understanding of these two major events in the history of life.

