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TAXON 45 - MAY 1996 

The requirement to cite authors of plant names in botanical journals 

P. J. Garnock-Jones1 & C. J. Webb2 

The author citation is anyhow simply a bibliogra- 
phic reference and not an award of merit. 

Stafleu & Cowan, 1981) 

Many botanical journals stipulate that whenever scientific names are used they 
must (at first mention) be followed by citation of the name(s) of their authors. 
Problems arise because author citations have to do with persons' names, whereas 
most scientific papers are about plants. We argue that this requirement places an 
unnecessary, and sometimes confusing, burden on botanists who are not concerned 
with nomenclatural niceties, and adds no useful information to their papers. 

Requirements of the Code 

The Code (Greuter & al., 1994) says (Art. 23.1), "the name of a species is a binary 
combination consisting of the name of a genus followed by a single specific epithet..." 
The binary system of nomenclature is fundamental and was introduced in 1753 by 
Linnaeus. Mandatory citation of authors would seem to introduce a trinominal system 
(generic name + specific epithet + author citation) with no gain in information content. 

The Code also says (Art. 46.1), "for the indication of the name of a taxon to be 
accurate and complete, and in order that the date may be readily verified, it is 
necessary to cite the name of the author(s) who validly published the name con- 
cerned..." In most general use, the name without authority is accurate (i.e., unam- 
biguous) and complete (see Art. 23.1). It is rarely necessary in such cases to verify 
the date of publication. In general, authors of articles use names to refer to individual 
plants or populations. They are not referring to the entire species (or other taxon). 
The name refers to individual plants considered to be conspecific with the type of 
that name, i.e., the use of the name expresses an identification, which is an opinion. 

What useful new information does citation bring? 
In most cases where a name is simply used to refer to a plant or plants, author 

citation brings no additional information or clarification. Most journals insist that 
names are used in accordance with the Code, such that only legitimate names may be 
used. Therefore there can be no ambiguity if author citations are not included, be- 
cause no two taxa can legitimately have the same name. 

For nomenclatural discussions where competing homonyms are involved, author 
citations are essential to convey meaning. Note though that in such cases (except by 
conservation) only one homonym can be legitimate. If a name which has homonyms 
is used without an author citation, it could be assumed that it is used in its legitimate 
(or conserved) sense. 

School of Biological Sciences, Victoria University of Wellington, P.O. Box 600, Wellington, New Zealand. 
2 Foundation for Research, Science and Technology, P.O. Box 12240, Wellington, New Zealand. 
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When is it helpful to cite authorities? 

- Author citations are essential when competing homonyms are being discussed, or when a 
rejected or illegitimate homonym is indicated as a synonym of an accepted name. 

- They are helpful in taxonomic and floristic works where users may wish to check 
bibliography or refer to original descriptions and literature. In such cases, full 
bibliographic citations are to be preferred. 

- They may be helpful when names, rather than the plants identified by those names, 
are being discussed. 

- Author citations may be appropriate when taxa in their entirety are being referred to. 

Practical problems with author citations 

In most cases, authors faced with a requirement to cite authors' names simply look 
up in a Flora the names they have used. Sometimes, they are asked to cite authorities 
for the names that were used in works which they are quoting, when authors were not 
cited in the original papers. This can lead to important errors. 

Recommendation 

We recommend that journals leave it to authors (and, if necessary, the referees) to 
decide when author citations are necessary. We believe citations are only essential in 
certain kinds of nomenclatural discussions. 

In our view, it is much more important that journals insist on citation of voucher 
specimens, which allow reference to the plants studied, rather than authorities, which 
only allow reference to the names used for the taxa to which the plants were (rightly 
or wrongly) assigned. We strongly support the proposal of Goldblatt & al. (1992) 
that all journals should insist on proper citation of vouchers in papers presenting 
original data. This requirement, which allows experiments to be repeated, also guar- 
antees the work will not become unintelligible if future taxonomic revision changes 
the names or circumscriptions of taxa studied. 

We believe such a requirement should replace the slavish adherence to citation of 
authors in journals. 
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