
BACKGROUND
The General Committee, established under the aus-

pices of the International Association for Plant
Taxonomy as set out in Division III of the International
Code of Botanical Nomenclature (ICBN; Greuter & al.,
2000), is provided with the reports prepared by the
Permanent Committees for Spermatophyta, Pterido-
phyta, Bryophyta, Fungi, Algae and Fossil Plants. The
reports of these committees essentially reflect their activ-
ities, work and decisions between successive IBCs. It has
become established tradition for the Nomenclature
Section of an International Botanical Congress (IBC) to
be provided with, and accept en bloc, the report of the
General Committee. However, there is no provision in
the Code that requires this to be done. This tradition
essentially avoids the need for the General Committee to
submit separately, for discussion and ratification, their
own resolution to the final Plenary Session of the IBC. At
the time that the Section is exposed to the report of the
General Committee, the Section is entitled to consider
and reject it. If rejected, it would technically (see Article

14.14 as explained below) result in all the proposals con-
sidered and voted on during the preceding six years
(because of them being considered as a single entity)
being carried forward to the next IBC, as so-called aster-
isked entries in the ICBN.

Article 14.14 of the Code states that “When a pro-
posal for the conservation of a name, or of its rejection
under Art. 56 [which deals with rejecting names that
would cause disadvantageous nomenclatural changes],
has been approved by the General Committee after study
by the Committee for the taxonomic group concerned,
retention (or rejection) of that name is authorized subject
to the decision of a later International Botanical
Congress” (Greuter & al., 2000; text in square brackets
our explanation).

The various Permanent Committees and General
Committee presented their reports on Saturday 16 July
2005, shortly after 14:00, to the Nomenclature Section of
the XVIIth IBC in Vienna, Austria. This complies with
how these reports were normally dealt with at recent
Section meetings.
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This note documents the events and conduct that led to the acceptance of Report 55 of the Permanent
Committee for Spermatophyta concerning the conservation of Acacia Mill. with a new type. The procedures
followed by the Nomenclature Section of the XVIIth International Botanical Congress (IBC) held in Vienna,
Austria, in July 2005, are also outlined and briefly described in accordance with the provisions of the
International Code of Botanical Nomenclature (ICBN) for dealing with committee reports. This controversial
proposal to retypify Acacia Mill. from an African to an Australian type was accepted by the Committee for
Spermatophyta, the General Committee, and the Nomenclature Section, a recommendation ratified by the final
closing plenary session of the IBC. The ICBN emanating from the XVIIth IBC will include Acacia Mill., with
a conserved type, in Appendix IIIA Nomina generica conservanda et rejicienda. For those who choose to fol-
low the traditional classification system that applies the name Acacia in a broad sense to a heterogeneous
assemblage of species comprising a number of subgenera, this decision holds no implications at generic level.
However, should the alternative classification which segregates a broadly defined Acacia into a number of gen-
era be followed, then the name Acacia would apply in a strict sense to the mainly Australian wattles (previ-
ously Acacia subg. Phyllodineae—now A. subg. Acacia—of the traditional system.)
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CONSERVING ACACIA MILL. WITH A
CONSERVED TYPE

While most of the reports of the Permanent
Committees were uncontroversial, the Rapporteur-
Général of the Nomenclature Section, John McNeill,
indicated that the Report of the General Committee
would be presented to the Section as two separate items,
the first dealing with all proposals except the one con-
tained in Committee for Spermatophyta Report 55
(Brummitt, 2004), and the second dealing with the
General Committee’s response to Report 55 only. This
allowed the Section to accept the first part of the General
Committee Report after clarification of one point and the
noting of typographical errors, while providing an oppor-
tunity for the group to deal more comprehensively with
the controversial proposal to conserve the name of the
geographically widespread legume genus Acacia Mill.
with a different type. The crux of this proposal is essen-
tially to retain the use of the name Acacia for the mainly
Australian wattles (Acacia subg. Phyllodineae) should
the genus Acacia be split into several segregate genera.
For a more comprehensive discussion of this matter see
Brummitt (2004), Orchard & Maslin (2005) and Luckow
& al. (2005).

On 12 July 2005, the first day of the Section meet-
ing, a resolution was passed that stated that a 60% major-
ity would be required to support proposals that would
effect a change to the ICBN (Greuter & al., 2000). All
other decisions would only require a simple majority. At
the time of the introduction of the Reports during the
afternoon session on 16 July 2005, the Section was
informed by the President of the Nomenclature Section,
Dan Nicolson, that to change any of the decisions rec-
ommended by the various committees and approved by
the General Committee would require a 60% majority,
and not a simple majority (50+%). A reason put forward
for this instruction to the Section on the last day of its
meeting was the fact that the Spermatophyta and General
Committees both required a 60% majority to have their
recommendations accepted/rejected in committee [see
Nicholson (1996) for guidelines regulating Permanent
Committee operations]. However, the only valid reason
for the 60% requirement at the Section meeting is
because the General Committee had already accepted
Report 55 of the Committee for Spermatophyta.
Therefore Acacia Mill. conserved with a new type had
technically already been introduced into the Code
(Greuter & al., 2000). As pointed out by Traverse (1979),
the inclusion of a name in the Code as a nomen conser-
vandum indeed represents a change to the Code.
Therefore, since Acacia was formally introduced into the
Code at the time that the General Committee accepted
Report 55 of the Spermatophyta Committee, a simple

majority could not have overturned this decision, hence
the 60% requirement. From the aforementioned it is clear
that the procedures followed for voting at the
Nomenclature Section on the acceptance or rejection of
the reports of the Spermatophyta and General
Committees were conducted according to established
practice and the provisions of the ICBN.

The voting in the two committees on Report 55 were
as follows: Spermatophyta Committee: Accept 9; Reject
6 [15 members], and General Committee: Accept 14;
Reject 6 [22 members].

The Secretary of the Committee for Spermatophyta,
R. K. Brummitt, was one of those supporting acceptance
of the conservation proposal throughout and this could
well have influenced some members to vote in favour of
the proposal. The General Committee was guided in its
decision by documentation circulated by its Secretary,
Fred Barrie, some weeks prior to the Section meeting.
Given the far-reaching implications of this proposal,
Fred Barrie highlighted the need for all sides to be given
every opportunity to express themselves. He indicated
that the best approach would be to vote in favour of
Report 55 if the committee members wanted it to be
debated at the Section in Vienna. The members of the
General Committee were likely, therefore, to have been
influenced to cast a positive vote, simply to have the mat-
ter moved forward to the Section meeting, without real-
ising that their acceptance of the Report effectively intro-
duced a conservation entry into the Code, albeit with an
asterisk.

Dan Nicolson also put it to the Section that no more
than 15 speakers would be allowed to put their arguments
forward from the floor. Thereafter a vote would be taken.
After 15 speakers were given the opportunity to present
their cases, the president enquired whether the Section
would be prepared to vote, or whether they wanted fur-
ther deliberations. The Section agreed that no further dis-
cussion was required, and that a vote could be taken. A
card vote was then conducted, the results of which were
as follows:

Rejecting acceptance of the Report: 247 [54.9%],
and therefore supporting retention of the original lecto-
type of Acacia [A. scorpioides (L.) W. Wight, a synonym
of A. nilotica (L.) Willd. ex Delile].

Favouring acceptance of the Report: 203 [45.1%],
and therefore the conservation of Acacia with a new type
(A. penninervis Sieber ex DC.).

Thus, although the Section expressed a majority
view to have the recommendations of the Spermatophyta
and General Committees overturned, the 60% majority
required for such a decision was not attained. However,
even if the Section meeting had achieved an opposing
majority of 60% on the part-Report of the General
Committee dealing with the conservation of Acacia with
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a conserved type, it still would not necessarily have
resulted in its absence from the Vienna Code, in which it
could have been included with an asterisk, pending fur-
ther discussion at the 2011 IBC.

The final activity of the Nomenclature Section was
to formally propose and accept a resolution requesting
the IBC to ratify the decisions taken by the Section. This
resolution was passed with a very large majority. The
Resolutions Committee of the IBC then duly put this
Nomenclature Section resolution for voting to the clos-
ing session of the Congress on Saturday 23 July 2005.
Resolution #1 [Nomenclature Section] read as follows:

“The Nomenclature Section of the XVII Internatio-
nal Botanical Congress convened 12–16 July 2005 and
discussed proposals to amend the International Code of
Botanical Nomenclature. Voting on the proposals result-
ed in acceptance by the Nomenclature Section of modifi-
cations to the present Code. The XVII International
Congress resolves that the decisions of its Nomenclature
Section, as well as the appointment of officers and mem-
bers of the nomenclature committees be accepted”.
(XVIIth International Botanical Congress, 2005). At the
Closing Plenary Session of the IBC, discussion of the
Resolution from the floor was called for and it was point-
ed out that the voting procedure introduced in the Section
meeting was regarded by many delegates as confusing
and questionable. After a few further comments from the
floor, the matter was put to the vote and the IBC passed
the resolution with a large majority.

From the beginning, this Acacia retypification pro-
posal has been contentious and both strongly supported
and rejected by widely different interest groups. The
plant nomenclatural community (with substantial back-
ing from Australian botanists), generally supported
retypification, while the world-wide tropical botanical
community (largely under-represented in Vienna) reject-
ed it. Despite the prominence of the pro-Acacia retypifi-
cation lobby in Vienna, however, the majority of the
members (i.e., those carrying 54.9% of the votes in the
Section meeting) voted against the proposal. Taken
together with what we feel were somewhat ambiguous
results of both the Spermatophyta and General
Committee decisions on this issue, a fairer outcome
would surely have been to let simple priority and normal
typification rule in this case. Exceptions should not be
made to the Code unless the case is overwhelming and in
this instance it certainly was not. The tropical botanical
community is immensely disappointed with the decision
on Acacia in Vienna. Bear in mind though that the ICBN
does not prescribe what classification system to use,
hence the end-users of plant names now have a choice as
to whether they want to use the name Acacia in a strict or
a wide sense.
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