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Report of the Nomenclature Committee for Fossil Plants: 8
Patrick S. Herendeen

Chicago Botanic Garden, 1000 Lake Cook Road, Glencoe, Illinois 60022, U.S.A.; pherendeen@chicagobotanic.org

Summary The following three sets of proposals for modification of the International Code of Botanical Nomenclature that relate 
particularly to fossil plants are recommended for acceptance: Gen. Prop. Prop. C, Art. 1 Prop. A & B (Taxon Prop. 101–103), Art. 
9 Prop. H (219), and Art. 38 Prop. A (192), and the following three sets are not recommended for acceptance: Art. 1 Prop. C & D 
(175–176), Art. 8 Prop. B, Art. 9 Prop. U, & Art. 38 Prop. C (135–137), and Art. 38 Prop. B (193). In addition the Committee considered 
a number of proposals of general impact and recommended acceptance of Art. 29 Prop. A–C, Art. 30 Prop. A–B, Art. 31 Prop. A–B, 
Rec. 29A Prop. A–B, & Rec. 30A Prop. A–B (203–213), the proposals on electronic publication, and Div. III Prop. B–C (199–200), 
but the Committee was undecided on the associated proposals Div. III Prop. D–E (201–202). Although not directly affecting names 
of fossil plants, the Committee also discussed Art. 36 Prop. A–E (115, 170, 186–188) on the language requirements for the validation 
of names of new taxa. The members had a positive view of the experience of the restrictive language requirement of either English or 
Latin for names of fossil plants and would not wish to see a return to allowing any language for validating diagnoses or descriptions.

The Nomenclature Committee for Fossil Plants comprises the 
following 11 members (as of 15 December 2011): M.J. Head (Canada) 
Chair, P.S. Herendeen (U.S.A.) Secretary, D.J. Batten (U.K.), C.J. 
Cleal (U.K.), S. Feist-Burkhardt (Germany), R.A. Fensome (Canada), 
P. Gerrienne (Belgium), H. Anderson (South Africa), J. Kvaček (Czech 
Republic), J.E. Skog (U.S.A.), A. Traverse (U.S.A.). Three positions 
are vacant. Report 7 of the Nomenclature Committee for Fossil Plants 
dealt with proposals to conserve and reject names and also appears in 
this issue (pp. 902–905). The Nomenclature Committee for Fossil 
Plants has established a policy that Committee members who are 
authors of proposals may provide comments and respond to queries, 
but do not vote on their own proposals. Thus, in this report I specify 
numbers of votes in favor, opposed, no response, and abstentions by 
authors, in that sequence. The percentage for the majority vote based 
on the number of Committee members minus any disqualified from 
voting is also provided.

The Nomenclature Committee for Fossil Plants has considered 
eight sets of proposals for modification of the International Code of 
Botanical Nomenclature since the Vienna Botanical Congress.

(101–103) (Gen. Prop. Prop. C and Art. 1 Prop. A & B in the Syn-
opsis of Proposals in Taxon 60: 243–286. 2011) Proposals to modify 
the provisions in the Code for naming plant fossils (proposed by Cleal 
& Thomas in Taxon 59: 312–313. 2010). Votes Proposal 101: 10 : 0 : 0 : 1 

(recommended; 100% in favor); Proposals 102–103: 9 : 1 : 0 : 1 (recom-
mended; 90% in favor).

This set of proposals seeks to make more precise how plant fos-
sils (vs. fossil plants) are referred to in the Code, and how they are 
named. There is an accompanying review article by Cleal & Thomas 
(Taxon 59: 261–268. 2010) that expands on the issues dealt with in 
these proposals, and provides useful background information.

Gen. Prop. Prop. C (101) makes uniform the use of the phrase 
“plant fossil” (and “plant fossils”) and eliminates occurrences of “fos-
sil plant” and “fossil plants” in the Code. Often a “fossil plant” is a 
concept of a whole plant that is assembled from multiple fossil organs. 
Names for these whole plant concepts are not regulated by the Code 
and rules of priority, for example, do not apply. Avoiding the use of 
“fossil plant” in the Code provides precision and hopefully will reduce 
confusion in understanding what is being named. The Committee 
voted unanimously (with one abstention by one of the authors of the 
proposal) to support this proposal.

Art. 1 Prop. A (102) would eliminate the concept of “morpho-
taxa” from the Code, and Art. 1 Prop. B (103) provides an additional 
example for the use of the term “fossil-taxa”. The proposal text plus 
accompanying review paper provide background and history on mor-
photaxa and other taxonomic concepts that preceded it in paleobo-
tanical nomenclature. The authors argue that eliminating the concept 
of “morphotaxa” from the Code will remove ambiguity and provide 
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art or a photograph depicting a feature or features of the new taxon 
described, e.g. that of a herbarium specimen or a scanning electron 
micrograph.” Some of our members, however, have problems with this 
proposal. Adding a photograph or another illustration to a description, 
etc., never occurs accidentally; it is the author’s attempt to illustrate 
how the new species looks. Of course it has to show “a feature or 
features of the new taxon”, but the additional phrase “, e.g. that of a 
herbarium specimen or a scanning electron micrograph” is less ac-
ceptable. We did not search for examples, but since most of the illus-
trations of microalgae are taken from living specimens, the sentence 
“ruling out habitat photographs and the like” in the comments of the 
Rapporteurs has made several of our NCA members rather uneasy 
(especially the addition “and the like” is felt as threatening. The same 
for photographs of macroalgae made in situ (thus under water) by 

divers, etc. A solution could be to delete the phrase “, e.g. that of a 
herbarium specimen or a scanning electron micrograph”. Generally, 
in phycology, all pictures recorded in a protologue are considered to 
be illustrations and will belong to the “original material”.

The size of the current ICBN and its method of publication (cf. 
Art. 14 Prop. G–I (098–100)).

The Committee has discussed this topic already several times. 
The clearly decisive conclusion was already (see NCA Report 11) that 
the ICBN has to be published in a printed version and simultaneously 
on the internet (vote 12 : 1 : 2, thus recommended). The Committee, in 
a new ballot, recommended to keep ICBN published as a single printed 
book (votes: 9 : 3 : 3), thus including all exceptions in the Appendices 
II–VI, as well as their index.
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greater flexibility in the naming of plant fossils. The Code does not 
define what a morphotaxon is, only what it is not: “Any fossil taxon 
that is described as including more than one part, life-history stage, 
or preservational state is not a morphotaxon.” This is essentially a 
taxonomic concept. The authors of the proposal note that by “stipu-
lating what can or cannot be included in a morphotaxon based on a 
feature of the type results in taxonomic decisions being controlled 
by nomenclatural regulations”. With morphotaxa removed from the 
Code the paleobotanical term that remains is “fossil-taxa”. A fos-
sil taxon is simply defined as any taxon whose type is a fossil. The 
proposal notes that “the only substantive difference from non-fossil 
taxonomic nomenclature is that names of fossil taxa are allowed to 
represent remains of isolated parts of plants in different stages of their 
life histories, and preserved in different ways”. This is an important 
distinction, and it is not affected by the elimination of the concept 
of morphotaxa. The arguments in support of Art. 1 Prop. A (102) 
received strong support from Committee members, and with one 
dissenting vote (and one abstention from one of the authors) Art. 1 
Prop. A–B were recommended for acceptance.

(135–137) (Art. 8 Prop. B, Art. 9 Prop. U, & Art. 38 Prop. C) With 
a bow to ICZN, proposals for a new approach to the typification of 
fossil palynomorph names (proposed by Traverse in Taxon 59: 666. 
2010). Votes 4 : 6 : 0 : 1 (not recommended; 60% opposed).

For plant fossils (and fossil palynomorphs) the type must be a 
specimen, not an illustration. This can present problems, especially 
for palynomorph fossils, when the type has degraded or gone missing, 
as can happen in a microscope slide preparation. This set of proposals 
was offered to address this problem, while at the same time preserving 
the requirement that the type be a specimen. Because an illustration is 
required for the publication of a name of a fossil taxon, these proposals 
introduce the concept of the validating illustration serving as a “sur-
rogate” for the type in the event that the type “is lost, disintegrated, 
or cannot be found in the type preparation”.

While a number of the Committee members acknowledged that 
missing and disintegrated types can be a problem in paleobotany 
and paleopalynology, a variety of questions and concerns were ex-
pressed. There was considerable discussion of epitypes and whether 
they would provide a solution to the problems identified in the pro-
posal. However, it was made clear that an epitype only serves a role so 
long as the type is extant. When the type is destroyed or missing the 
epitype has no standing. With epitypes removed from the discussion, 
there was still concern about essentially introducing a new kind of 
type, that of the “surrogate”. Several Committee members expressed 
the opinion that the problem was not so severe as to warrant this 
change in the Code. Other members of the Committee supported the 
proposals as presenting a practical solution to a real problem. With 
one abstention by the author, the opposing votes were 60% and the 
proposals were not recommended.

(175–176) (Art. 1 Prop. C & D) Proposals to modify the provi-
sions in the Code for naming fossil plants (proposed by Bateman 
& Hilton in Taxon 59: 1607–1609. 2010). Votes 0 : 11 : 0 : 0 for both 
proposals (not recommended; 100% against).

The two proposals presented by Bateman and Hilton, establish-
ing a new Article and accompanying example, are intended to address 
the naming of fossil “conceptual whole-plant taxa” (vs. names of 
individual fossil organs: stems, leaves, cones, etc.). The Committee 
had numerous concerns with these proposals. The proposals left the 
impression that matters of taxonomy were inextricably entangled with 

those of nomenclature. Nearly 50% of the paper is devoted to species 
concepts and other aspects of paleobotanical taxonomy, which are not 
relevant to nomenclature. The proposed new Article 1.3 needlessly 
includes mention of species concepts while presenting the core idea 
of authorizing “the publication and simultaneous use of names for 
fossil-taxa, irrespective of the extent of disarticulation into component 
organs …” In addition to the problem of mixing taxonomy and nomen-
clature, the wording of the proposed new Article 1.3 was found to be 
vague and the rationale was judged to be flawed. The authors of the 
proposal acknowledge that the principle of priority does not apply to 
names used for whole-plant fossil concepts, yet they go on to conster-
nate over the prospect of whole-plant names “becoming vulnerable 
to the application of the law of priority”. In the Committee’s opinion 
this is a non-issue because it is widely understood that priority does 
not apply in this case. An ill-informed author may argue that such a 
name has priority, but that does not make it so. The Committee was 
unanimous in rejecting these proposals.

(192–193) (Art. 38 Prop. A–B) Proposals to amend Article 38 to 
oppress unillustrated generic names of fossil plants published on or 
after 1 January 1912 (proposed by Doweld in Taxon 59: 1613–1614. 
2010). Votes Art. 38 Prop. A (192): 7 : 3 : 1 : 0 (recommended; 64% in fa-
vor); Art. 38 Prop. B (193): 3 : 7 : 1 : 0 (not recommended; 64% against).

This set of proposals (a new Article 38.1 plus three accompanying 
examples) addresses what is essentially a temporal gap in the require-
ment of an illustration in the publication of the name of a genus or 
subdivision of a genus of fossil plants. The proposal outlines the his-
tory of the requirement of an illustration and how the gap in coverage 
came to be. The practical consequence is that some generic names of 
fossil plants thought to be not validly published are indeed valid and 
in fact have priority over well-established names. The proposal uses 
the names Laconiella and Caytonia as examples.

The Committee was convinced that the author has identified a 
real problem, although there were differing opinions as to how many 
well-established names are likely to be threatened. Nevertheless, a 
sufficient majority of the Committee voted in support of Proposal 
192 to recommend it for acceptance.

Art. 38 Prop. B (193) presented three examples and there was 
less agreement among the Committee members as to whether any or 
all of these examples are needed. Although three votes were cast in 
support of the proposal, a 64% majority of the Committee members 
voted against the proposal because they thought either that examples 
were not needed, or that only Example 1 (Laconiella and Caytonia) 
was necessary. Thus the proposal was rejected.

(199–202) (Div. III Prop. B–E) Four proposals for Division III, 
Provisions for the Governance of the Code (poposed by Landrum in 
Taxon 59: 1616. 2010). Votes Div. III Prop. B–C (199–200): 9 : 1 : 1 : 0 
(recommended; 82% in favor); Div. III Prop. D–E (201–202): 4 : 3 : 4 : 0 
(not decided; 36% in favor).

This set of four proposals addresses several issues of governance 
presented as needing attention. While these proposals do not explicitly 
deal with fossil plants, they are relevant to the paleobotanical com-
munity so this Committee wishes to register its opinion.

The first two proposals, Div. III Prop. B–C (199–200), specify 
percentages in voting that would be required to change the Code (199) 
or approve the action of a committee (200). These changes would 
codify what the author states have been unwritten rules and traditions. 
The near-unanimous opinion of these proposals was that adding this 
specificity to the Code is appropriate.
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Div. III Prop. B–C (201–202) generated more discussion, and 
differing opinions. Div. III Prop. A would eliminate institutional 
votes and Prop. B would eliminate accumulation or transfer of votes. 
Four Committee members felt they did not have enough experience 
with the issues related to these proposals and declined to vote on 
them. Four voted in support of the proposals, primarily based on 
the basic principle of “one person, one vote”. Several Committee 
members could not see the justification for having both individual 
votes and institutional votes. However, others were concerned about 
the potential for adverse consequences. One Committee member 
noted that “The present rules and the way they are applied do prevent 
on-the-floor demagoguery from defeating or carrying a proposal” 
and expressed concern that these changes could negatively impact 
discussion. The 4 to 3 vote in favor (with 4 not voting) reflects this 
difference of opinion.

(203–213) (Art. 29 Prop. A–C, Art. 30 Prop. A–B, Art. 31 Prop. 
A–B, Rec. 29A Prop. A–B, & Rec. 30A Prop. A–B) Proposals to 
permit electronic publications to be effectively published under speci-
fied conditions (proposed by the Special Committee on Electronic 
Publication in Taxon 59: 1907–1908. 2010). Votes Art. 29 Prop. A–C, 
Art. 30 Prop. A–B, Art. 31 Prop. A–B (203–209): 10 : 0 : 0 : 1 (recom-
mended; 100% in favor); Rec. 29A Prop. A–B, & Rec. 30A Prop. A–B 
(210–213): 9 : 1 : 0 : 1 (recommended; 90% in favor).

While these proposals do not explicitly deal with fossil plants, 
they are relevant to the paleobotanical community so this Committee 
wishes to register its opinion. The Committee strongly supports this 
set of proposals to permit electronic publication. Although several 
members expressed a range of degrees of unease, all acknowledged 
that electronic publication is a reality and our rules need to reflect 
this. Other than several Committee members suggesting that hard 
copies should still be required, there was unanimous support for Prop. 
203–209 and only one dissenting vote for Prop. 210–213, with one 
abstention by a coauthor.

(215–222) (Art. 7 Prop. J, Art. 8 Prop. A, Art. 9 Prop. E–I, & App. 
VII (Gloss.) Prop. BB) Proposals on original material (proposed by 
Perry in Taxon 59: 1909–1910. 2010), specifically Art. 9 Prop. H (219):

(219) (Art. 9 Prop. H) Add a further new Note after Note 2bis to 
read as follows: “Note 2ter. For names falling under Art. 7.7 second 
sentence, the original material comprises only those specimens and 
illustrations available to or indicated by the validating author.”

Votes: 10 : 1 : 0 : 0 (recommended; 91% in favor).
The Nomenclature Committee for Fossil Plants was asked to 

evaluate Art. 9 Prop. H out of this set of eight proposals because 
names of fossil taxa fall under Art. 7.7 second sentence (a group 
with a nomenclatural starting-point later than 1 May 1753). This set 

of proposals could have benefitted from a brief introduction explain-
ing the relevant issues. Nevertheless, the Committee understood the 
proposal to provide more explicit guidance as to the material that 
can be considered to be “original material”. With one dissention, the 
Committee voted strongly in support of this one proposal. The other 
proposals in the set were not discussed.

Proposals dealing with the language of the validating diagnosis 
or description:

(115) (Art. 36 Prop. A) Figueiredo & al. in Taxon 59: 659. 2010. 
To eliminate Latin for all new taxa except fossils and algae.

(170) (Art. 36 Prop. B) Williams & Brodie in Taxon 59: 1296. 
2010. To eliminate Latin for algae.

(186–188) (Art. 36 Prop. C–E) Demoulin in Taxon 59: 1611. 2010. 
To establish English or Latin for fungi.

Three sets of proposals have been submitted that address the 
language of the validating diagnosis or description. Although none 
of the proposals has a direct bearing on the provision in Art. 36.3, 
which requires either a English or Latin diagnosis or description for 
plant fossils, the Nomenclature Committee for Fossil Plants thought 
it might be useful to comment on these proposals and our experience 
with the English-or-Latin requirement, which has been in effect since 
1996. Prior to 1996 there was no language requirement.

We believe that the current English-or-Latin requirement is serv-
ing the paleobotanical community well and would not wish to see 
a return to rules that allow any language for validating diagnoses 
or descriptions. We believe that the English-or-Latin requirement 
provides for fossil plants the positive features that some have identi-
fied in arguing in favor of keeping the Latin requirement for other 
taxonomic groups, while at the same time providing a language option 
(English) that most paleobotanists can use without the need to rely 
on others for translation assistance. Those who do not wish to use 
English can use Latin.

The paleobotanical community had long experience with the 
alternative of allowing any language, which is the objective of Art. 
36 Prop. A–B. Considerable discussion and debate within the pa-
leobotanical community eventually culminated in the effort led by 
members of the Nomenclature Committee for Fossil Plants to establish 
Article 36.3 requiring English or Latin. In discussing these pending 
proposals, members of the Committee remarked on the difficulties 
of dealing with validating diagnoses or descriptions in diverse lan-
guages, and the expense of translating those in unfamiliar languages. 
Article 36.3 has now been in effect for 15 years and Committee mem-
bers have a positive view of the experience with this more restrictive 
language requirement. The mycologists are considering the same 
English-or-Latin requirement. It will be interesting to see whether 
the mycological community is similarly supportive.
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