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INTRODUCTION

It has come to our attention that there has been consider-
able activity in the past year questioning the decision of the 
XVII International Botanical Congress (IBC) in Vienna to 
conserve the name Acacia with A. penninervis as its con-
served type (see Brummitt, 2004; McNeill & al., 2005, 2006: 
286; Barrie, 2006: 798) and seeking support to have this de-
cision reversed at the XVIII IBC to be held in Melbourne, 
Australia in July 2011. Examples of this activity are to be 
found on the web page http://www.acaciavote.com/ and on 
the public mail site http://markmail.org/message/aen5w32lg
bw6gwtz#query:+page:1+mid:oheup2v2fjhohzn5+state:resu
lts. In addition, since the IBC in Vienna in 2005, a number of 
commentaries on the conservation decision have been pub-
lished (e.g., Rijckevorsel, 2006; Smith & al., 2006; Moore, 
2007, 2008).

As the information associated with these electronic sites 
appears not to be altogether in accord with the procedures re-
garding conservation of names laid down in the International 
code of botanical nomenclature (ICBN) (McNeill & al., 2006), 
and as some of the published commentaries include significant 
errors in their account of the process of conservation of the 
name Acacia that may be leading to these misconceptions, 
we believe it urgent to provide clarification well ahead of the 
next IBC to avoid misunderstanding and perhaps frustration 
at that Congress.

It is perhaps worth mentioning that the present authors 
were not involved in the initial recommendation on the con-
servation of Acacia, and neither held nor needed to express an 
opinion for or against the conservation proposal. What follows 
is directed solely at ensuring that the facts of the case are made 

clear and that due process, as historically established and as 
set out in the Code, be followed in any future discussion on 
the type of Acacia.

THE CONSERVATION PROCESS

It has been suggested that “the procedure used for the mo-
tion on the General Committee recommendation on Acacia was 
invalid” and that as a result “the vote by the [Nomenclature] 
Section … cannot be taken as approval of the proposal” to 
conserve Acacia with A. penninervis as conserved type (Moore, 
2007: 115). This is untrue. Whereas the procedure proposed 
by the Bureau of Nomenclature in Vienna and accepted by the 
Nomenclature Section was unusual, and probably not one to 
be adopted again, it was nevertheless in order and resulted in 
the acceptance of the General Committee report that Acacia 
be conserved with A. penninervis as type. This then became 
part of the “decisions of its Nomenclature Section” approved 
as Resolution 1 by the Plenary Session of the Congress on 23 
July 2005 (http://lsb380.plbio.lsu.edu/IABMS/Resolutions_
IBCXVII.pdf).

At the start of the Tenth Session of the Nomenclature Sec-
tion on the afternoon of Saturday 16 July, the reports of the 
Permanent Committees were presented for approval by the 
Section. The President proposed that if there was a vote on 
a particular item arising from the reports, it should require a 
60% majority. This procedure (along with a restriction on the 
number of comments to 15 on a particular item) was approved 
by the Section. One member of the Section sought clarification: 
assuming this was 60% to approve the report, if the Section 
was questioning the report, then what percentage would be 
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needed to overturn it? The Rapporteur responded clarifying 
that it was 60% to reverse a recommendation in a report. The 
President acknowledged this as correct and there was no further 
comment or questioning on the Section’s acceptance of this 
voting procedure.

Thereupon, after approval of a number of other Committee 
reports, that portion of the report of the General Committee 
recommending acceptance of Committee for Spermatophyta 
report no. 55 (Brummitt, 2004), i.e., the conservation of Aca-
cia, was presented by the Secretary of the General Commit-
tee, and the Rapporteur then stated that this was the point at 
which anyone who wished that the report not immediately be 
approved should speak. A 55-minute debate followed, with 15 
speakers making comments, and thereafter a vote was taken. 
There were 247 votes to reject the report and 203 to accept 
it, a majority of 54.9%, insufficient, under the rules of pro-
cedure agreed to at the beginning of that Session, to reject 
the report, and the Rapporteur announced: “So that means, 
therefore, that the proposal to reject the report has not been 
accepted. So the report is accepted and the conservation goes 
ahead” [quote from audio recording]. At this point there was 
applause. No objection to this conclusion was raised then or 
later in the meeting of the Nomenclature Section. Accordingly 
the conservation of Acacia with A. penninervis as type became 
a decision of the Section, and, as such, was approved by the 
Congress, despite a speech of protest, and obligated the Edito-
rial Committee to include Acacia, so typified, in Appendix 
III of the Vienna Code.

Each Nomenclature Section establishes its own rules of 
procedure, and these have changed slightly from Congress 
to Congress as described by Moore (2007). Although the ap-
propriateness of the procedure adopted for Committee reports 
at the Vienna Congress may be questioned, the fact remains 
that the Section did adopt it and those opposed to conserva-
tion of Acacia with A. penninervis as type failed to achieve a 
60% majority to overturn the report. Moore (2007) is correct 
that there is a discrepancy between the draft Report on bo-
tanical nomenclature – Vienna 2005 (as yet unpublished) and 
the report on Congress action on nomenclature proposals in 
Taxon (McNeill & al., 2005). The latter was based on memory 
and the former from a transcription of the proceedings. The 
explanation is clear from the transcription, which has been 
verified by the second author as faithful to the original au-
dio recording. It was the intention of the President that any 
vote on one of the Committee reports should require a 60% 
majority to overturn the report (as implied in McNeill & al., 
2005), but those assisting the Recorder in preparing the vote 
assigned “yes” to accepting the report and “no” to rejecting 
it (as also evidenced by Moore, 2007: 114, with regard to the 
“whiteboard” with voting information, behind and not readily 
seen by the President and the other members of the Bureau). 
This was unfortunate but what seems clear, however, is that 
at the time of voting there was no confusion as to how to vote 
if one favoured the conservation proposal or were against it. 
Moreover, given the earlier question regarding the applica-
tion of the 60%, there appeared to be no doubt, and there was 
certainly no objection or further questioning, before or after 

the vote, that 60% was required to overturn the recommenda-
tion of the Committees.

The argument has been made, e.g., by Rijckevorsel (2006) 
that although the vote in the Nomenclature Section might be 
“taken as insufficient to reject the report of the General Com-
mittee on this matter”, that “does not mean that the name Aca-
cia was accepted into the Code.” The basis for this suggestion 
is that the vote on the General Committee report on Acacia, was 
in effect a proposal to change the Code, and such a vote would 
normally require a 60% majority in favour at a Nomenclature 
Section, as indeed had been resolved for amendments, at least 
to the main text of Code, at the first session of the Nomencla-
ture Section in Vienna. The point was also made by Moore 
(2007) that accepting such a change without at least a majority 
vote was against general (external) “rules of order”. However, 
as we have made clear above, the Nomenclature Section in 
Vienna explicitly approved a different procedure for reports 
of the Permanent Nomenclature Committees, i.e., that a 60% 
“no” vote would be required to overturn a report. Consequently 
the report of the General Committee approving the conserva-
tion of Acacia was accepted in full and the argument that the 
conservation of Acacia is somehow “invalid” is ill-founded.

In summary, whether in an appropriate manner or not, the 
Nomenclature Section of the XVII IBC in Vienna approved the 
conservation of Acacia with A. penninervis as type, and this 
was accepted at the final session of the Congress.

OPTIONS FOR THOSE DISSATISFIED WITH 
THE CONSERVATION OF ACACIA

Although the website http://www.acaciavote.com/ refers 
simply to “rejecting the Acacia listing (in Appendix III of the 
Vienna Code) at the next International Botanical Congress 
(IBC) in Melbourne in 2011”, other electronic communica-
tions (such as that at http://markmail.org/message/aen5w32l
gbw6gwtz#query:+page:1+mid:oheup2v2fjhohzn5+state:resu
lts) imply that this might be done by voting “not to accept the 
Vienna Code as written due to the Acacia listing”. It is true that 
at each Nomenclature Section meeting prior to consideration of 
amendments to the Code arising from the previous Congress, 
that Code as published is formally ratified by the Section as the 
basis for its debates. Unless an Editorial Committee has been 
extraordinarily negligent in carrying out its mandate, this is 
a mere formality. There has never been the provision to ratify 
only a portion of the Code (or all but a portion of the Code). 
Indeed on the one occasion of which we are aware in which any 
question was raised at the time of ratification (at the Edinburgh 
Congress in 1964 – see Stafleu 1966: 6), it was made clear 
that “the Code could either be approved or disapproved, the 
changes were not up for discussion”. In the particular case that 
concerned some members of the Nomenclature Section in Edin-
burgh, the failure to delete an article of the Code, the Editorial 
Committee had apparently considered that it was faced with a 
conflict in the decisions of the Montreal Congress, and some 
members of the Section in Edinburgh were unhappy with the 
choice it had made. In the case of Acacia in the Vienna Code, 
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the Editorial Committee had absolutely no choice. Given the 
acceptance by the Section of the requirement of a 60% majority 
to overturn the recommendation of the General Committee, 
however strange many think this procedure to have been, and 
given the clear statement made immediately after the vote as to 
its effect, the Editorial Committee had no reason not to include 
Acacia in the Vienna Code along with all the other names ac-
cepted for conservation by the General Committee since the 
Saint Louis Congress and would have been grossly negligent 
not to have done so.

So both from traditional practice and from the purpose of 
the ratification of the Code at the ensuing Congress, namely 
to confirm that the Editorial Committee has carried out the 
wishes of the previous Congress in an adequate manner, it 
would be out of order to question the inclusion of Acacia at that 
stage of the proceedings of the Nomenclature Section at the 
Melbourne Congress in 2011. Moreover it would be contrary 
to Art. 14.8, which states that “[t]he listed type of a conserved 
name may not be changed except by the procedure outlined 
in Art. 14.12”, i.e., by a proposal “accompanied by a detailed 
statement of the cases both for and against its conservation 
[with a different type]”, in fact the same mechanism that led, 
in the first place, to the conservation of Acacia with A. pen-
ninervis as type.

For those who feel that retaining A. penninervis as the 
type of Acacia will lead to disadvantageous nomenclatural 
changes—the one criterion for conserving a name—there is 
still time before the Melbourne Congress to propose the conser-
vation of Acacia with a different conserved type. Moreover this 
would allow the arguments to be presented in terms of benefit 
to science, and in particular to communication on biodiver-
sity, and might avoid the somewhat emotional, if not political, 
elements that occasionally appeared on both sides of the pre-
Vienna debates on conservation of Acacia. Lest anyone feel that 
this is simply putting the case back to those who already have 
a settled viewpoint on the matter, we should point out that the 
current Nomenclature Committee for Vascular Plants has 18 
members, of whom only 10 were members of the pre-Vienna 
Committee for Spermatophyta that recommended acceptance 
of the previous proposal by a bare 60% majority. The General 
Committee has also changed substantially, but more impor-
tantly, the unprecedented extent of publication and discussion 
on the merits and demerits of A. penninervis as type of Acacia 
is such that the members of that Committee should all be well 
able to judge the overall impact of the nomenclatural changes 
involved in whatever type may be proposed for Acacia, and not 
just for taxonomists, upon whom the committees for particular 
groups sometimes focus, but for the wider community of users 
of botanical names that we serve.

Proposing an already conserved name with a different type 
is not unusual, and there are indeed several examples of suc-
cessful proposals to change an already conserved type, e.g., 
Codonanthe (Morton & Denham, 1968), Didymocarpus (Hara, 
1977), Leptocarpus (Briggs, 2001), Metrosideros (Dawson, 
1968), Moraea (Goldblatt, 1976), Peyrousia (Bremer, 1978) 
and the species name Phaseolus helveolus (Delgado-Salinas 
& Lavin, 2004).

GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS AND FUTURE 
PROCEDURES

Apart from the account and interpretation of the vote itself, 
the published commentaries referred to above are thorough and 
generally accurate and so we have not thought it necessary here 
to go into the details of the Acacia proposal and its consider-
ation. However, the general reader may find the guidelines for 
proposals to conserve and reject names (McNeill & al., 2007 
and at http://www.botanik.univie.ac.at/iapt/downloads/guide
lines_proposals.pdf) useful in explaining the purpose, context 
and form of conservation proposals as provided for in Art. 14 
of the ICBN (McNeill & al., 2006).

There is one other aspect of the very extensive commentary 
on the conservation of Acacia by Moore (2007) that needs to be 
emphasised. We are in complete agreement with Moore when 
he argues that the process for handling the recommendations 
on conservation by the Nomenclature Section, and in particular 
the report of the General Committee, must be improved. Moore 
presents five well-considered proposals and, although we do not 
agree with him on all the details, we do consider it essential that 
the Nomenclature Section of the XVIII IBC in Melbourne be 
much more transparent in its procedures with respect to reports 
on conservation and rejection proposals. While not questioning 
the ultimate authority of the Congress, through its Nomencla-
ture Section, we believe also that the respective roles of the 
Permanent Nomenclature Committees for particular taxonomic 
groups, the General Committee, and the Nomenclature Section 
itself, in the consideration of such proposals should be clarified. 
The Bureau of Nomenclature for the XVIII IBC (the authors of 
this paper, as Rapporteur-général and Vice-rapporteur respec-
tively, along with the President, Sandra Knapp [London], and 
the Recorder, Brendan Lepschi [Canberra]) will be addressing 
this issue in the next few months, in co-operation with the 
General Committee and other interested parties.
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