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Dear colleagues, 
 
I am very pleased to recommend Dr. Weston Testo for an IAPT Research Grant for young investigators. 
Dr. Testo (Wes) is a postdoctoral research associate in my lab at the University of Florida, and received 
his Ph.D. in December 2017 from the University of Vermont. Wes is an exceptional scholar and natural 
historian with extensive expertise in Neotropical plant systematics. His proposed research focuses on 
understanding the evolution of the montane plant assemblage of Hispaniola, and will substantially 
improve our broad understanding of island plant evolution as well as the specific history of this unique 
and diverse element of the Caribbean flora.  
 
Wes is extremely well positioned to carry out the proposed work, which will build on previous 
fieldwork he has conducted throughout the Neotropics and particularly in the Dominican Republic, one 
of the two countries that occupy Hispaniola. He is well known and respected throughout the Latin 
American botanical community, and already as a graduate student was well on his way to establishing 
himself as one of the foremost experts on Neotropical ferns and lycophytes working today, a position 
that he now holds undisputably. His research interests also extend to angiosperms, and the proposed 
project will examine several fern, lycophyte, and flowering plant groups that are significant 
components of the Hispaniolan montane flora. He will use these groups to test questions about 
classical island biogeography theory in the unique, intersectional situation where the location is an 
island in two senses: both high altitude montane (i.e., "sky islands") and part of an oceanic island. 
While island biogeography has long been a field of great interest to evolutionary biologists, and these 
"islands within islands" are known to contribute disproportionately highly to regional species pools, 
systems like this have nevertheless received surprisingly little study. Wes's proposed work will 
contribute significantly to our understanding of how these systems assemble, and the roles that 
diversification, dispersal, and other processes play in generating their diversity. 
 
Wes has conducted extensive fieldwork in Latin America, and he has demonstrated an incredible 
dedication to teaching, collection building, and taxonomic improvement. In the past five years alone, 
he has made around 3,000 collections and exchanged an astonishing 10,000 duplicates with a network 
of herbaria throughout the U.S., Latin America, Europe, and Asia. He has developed strong personal 
relationships with the curators at many of these institutions, and contributes to the development of all 
the herbaria he works with by extensively annotating pteridophyte specimens, contributing duplicates, 
involving local students and researchers in his collecting expeditions, and teaching workshops and 
short courses on fern and lycophyte diversity. These educational efforts have been particularly focused 
on Latin America, including the Dominican Republic, where he regularly teaches in both English and 
Spanish (in which he is fluent). Wes is also a classically trained taxonomist, and to date has registered 
over 50 taxonomic actions, including the naming of multiple new species, hybrids, and combinations, 
and several new genera of pteridophytes.  
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Wes has my full support to carry out the project described in this proposal, and I am excited to see 
both the scientific as well as the community-focused products that will result. This work will contribute 
directly to training of young botanists in Hispaniola, as well as to herbarium collection building and 
collaborative collecting and research endeavors that bring together Dominican and Haitian botanists. I 
give Wes my very strongest recommendation for this important project, and I hope that IAPT can 
support it through a research award. Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
 
 
 

Emily B. Sessa 
Associate Professor of Plant Systematics 
Department of Biology 
University of Florida 


