Conservation Branch
Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Department

Nature Conservation Practice Note No. 3

Ref. AF CON 21/2
The Use of Plant Names

1. Purpose

1.1 This Practice Note serves to provide guidance
to officers of government departments, biology teachers
and students, horticulturists, plant workers and other

interested persons for the proper use of plant names

with special reference to scientific names.

2. Background

2.1 Plant names are the basic element in communicating plant information. Before
modern times some species might be repeatedly assigned with different names. The use of
local or folk names, which may cause confusion, is therefore not suitable for scientific and
other formal purposes which require accuracy (e.g. horticultural, pharmaceutical, agricultural
researches, etc.). “Common names” are those commonly used in an area and therefore often
varies among different countries and places. Plants that are not common to laymen do not

even have any common name at all.

2.2 To ensure accurate and unambiguous reference to plant names for all species, the
botanical community adopted a common standard globally for scientific names of plants,
detailed in the International Code of Botanical Nomenclature (ICBN, commonly referred as
the Code or “the rules”; current edition adopted in 2000 [Saint Louis Code] is available at
http://www.bgbm.org/iapt/nomenclature/code/SaintLouis/0000St.Luistitle.htm for further reference).
Because of the established standard and code, scientific name of a plant species is the
common global language. The same species of plants in different countries and languages
has only one scientific name (e.g. Rhododendron hongkongense) which is unique to that

particular species throughout the world.

23 This Practice Note serves as a brief introduction to scientific names and to promote
their proper use. Although no standard format exists for Chinese common names and
English common names of plants, they have been generally used in Hong Kong and are

therefore explained in this Note.
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3. Scientific Names

3.1 Standard Format

Binominal nomenclature and botanical Latin have been in use by botanists and

adopted by the ICBN and the standard format of a scientific name for a species consists of
two words in botanical Latin:

Scientific name = [Generic name] + [Specific Epithet] (+ Authority)

For example, in the scientific name:
Camellia hongkongensis Seemann (FK[ HEE)

(i) The first word “Camellia” is the generic name (&} {))

and the first letter should be capitalized.

a
! ' I
"-...._.‘..- .

(i1)) The second word “hongkongensis” is the specific

epithet (@JJLIE:ED of the name and the first letter does W&/ /m‘ng/cmWe:kis Seemann
not need to be capitalized. It sometimes provides as an adjective to describe the species.
Table 1 illustrates some examples.

Table 1. Examples of some specific epithets.

Specific Epithet | Word Nature Meaning
blakeana Name of | To commemorate Lady and
person Sir Henry Blake when

naming Bauhinia blakeana
((=Sill)

salicifolia Adjective Leaves shaped like willows
(Salix)  e.g.  Camellia
salicifolia (F|& %)

sinica Place name China (sino) e.g. Zoysia
sinica (F| 13 FHEE1E)

Camellia salicifolia Benth.

(111)The authority “Seemann” is a citation of the publishing author(s) of that scientific name.
It is cited only in scientific publication (e.g. Check List of Hong Kong Plants) and could
be omitted in general usage.

(iv)Although ICBN did not impose any binding standard, scientific names are commonly
printed in italic type in scientific literature to be distinguishable from ordinary English
words in the passage. This practice is recommended in the interest of uniformity.

(v) For scientific names and related taxonomic information, any abbreviation is followed by a
period (the “.”), For instance “Camellia hongkongensis” could be abbreviated as “C.
hongkongensis” if the scientific name is mentioned the second time (or more) in the same
paragraph or passage. The authority “Linn.” or “L.” is an abbreviation of Carl Linnaeus

while “Linn”, which stands for Mason Bruce Linn, is not an abbreviation.
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3.2 Infraspecific taxonomic units

Infraspecific taxonomic units are sometimes named under species with recognizable
variations in some characters. “Subspecies”, “variety” and “form” are used for natural

taxa. In contrast, cultivar is a rank designating races or selected forms of cultivated plants.

(1) “Subspecies”, “variety” and “form” are formed by adding a rank-denoting term (i.e.
subsp., var. or f., all with a period at the end which stand for abbreviations) followed by a
final epithet in Latin. The ranks subspecies and variety are generally used to designate
geographical races but subspecies is considered a higher rank
than variety. The rank form, which used to designate an
unusual mutant within a species, is seldom used nowadays.
For examples:

Vigna unguiculata subsp. sesquipedalis (=551 » JI )
Cyperus malaccensis var. brevifolius CFIZ ™ » <)
Loropetalum chinense f. rubrum (" {“¥&7)

(11) “Cultivar” is formed by addlng a term “cv.” followed by a B hperusimalaccensis

var. brevifolius

description usually in English
Lantana camara cv. Snow White (Z¢[ [ [ua32]) or
Lantana camara ‘Snow White’ (format adopted in horticulture publications)
Please note that although Latin phrases could be used as names of cultivars, especially
those long-standing ones, the name following the term “cv.” is always treated as English
and thus no need to italicize, for example:

Lantana camara cv. Varia.

3.3. Botanical nomenclature

Each scientific name uniquely represents one species that is known to science. It
serves to represent the same species worldwide. A scientific name is effected only by its
formal (valid and effective) publication in scientific journals following the rules and standards
of ICBN. The following items serve to clarify several commonly encountered aspects of
botanical nomenclature:

(i) Priority and legitimacy of names: When referring to the same species, a name published
earlier generally holds the priority. However, only names that have been coined in
accordance with the rules of ICBN are legitimate and only validly published names have
status in the ICBN.

(i) Synonyms: When a species is merged taxonomically with another one, only the name
holding the priority (i.e. published earlier) is correct and all others become its synonyms.
For easy reference, synonyms are usually cited in parenthesis after the legitimate names:

Bombax ceiba L. HH} (Bombax malabaricum DC.)
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(ii1) Misapplied names: A name incorrectly applied in earlier
literature (e.g. due to wrong identification) to a certain species
is called a misapplied name. To indicate a misapplied name
after mentioning its correct name, the abbreviation “auct. non”
is inserted between the specific name and the authority. For
example, for the plant Crateva unilocularis Buch.-Ham. (f5{pF
%), the misapplied name “Crateva religiosa Forst.” (Fi( 1) is
cited in full as:

Crateva unilocularis Buch.-Ham. (C. religiosa auct. non
Forst.)

Please note that C. religiosa and C. unilocularis are not synonyms but are both legitimate

names referring to two different species.

4. Chinese Common Names

4.1  Chinese plant names have originated from the long history of Chinese herbal medicine,
Chinese literature, as well as the folk use of common morphological phrases referring to
plants. No formally-published standard for Chinese plant names is in use. However, all
modern Chinese plant literature provides Chinese names and scientific names to plant species

for reference.

4.2 The Chinese names adopted by Flora Reipublicae Popularis Sinicae (FRPS) and its
revised international version, Flora of China (FOC), are the most commonly recognised.
Widely accepted and preferred Chinese names are listed first in each entry in the FRPS,
whereas only one Chinese name is provided in each entry in FOC. Chinese common names
applied locally in Hong Kong are available from the Check List of Hong Kong Plants.

Similarly, the preferred Chinese names are listed first while others are put in brackets for

reference.
5. English Common Names
5.1 Similarly, there is no universal standard governing the use of common names in

English. Because English common names are by nature vernacular and could bring much
confusion and duplication, they should not be casually used in formal and technical
documents. In such cases, the correct scientific name should be provided as far as possible
after the English common name when it is mentioned the first time in the article. Each word
of an English common name should be first-capitalized. For example, the recommended
format for the HKSAR emblem flower is: Hong Kong Orchid Tree (Bauhinia blakeana).
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6. Proper Use of Plant Names

6.1 For the sake of consistency for scientific and educational
purposes, the scientific names and the preferred Chinese and
English common names listed in the Check List of Hong Kong
Plants (latest version) or Hong Kong Plant Database
(http://www.hkherbarium.net) should be adopted as a general rule.

4.2 The following formats of plants names are suggested in different usages:

Usage Format

(i) | Scientific documents (e.g. text | Scientific name

books, field survey reports and

EIA reports)
(i) | Name tags and plaques of Common name (Chinese and/or English), scientific
plants name and the plant family name (Chinese and/or
English)
(iii) | Legislation Scientific name (common name)

(iv) | General usages (e.g. Education | Common name (scientific name)

leaflets, newspapers)

7. Enquires

Enquiries on this Practice Note should be addressed to the Senior Conservation
Officer (Technical Services) at Tel. 2150 6903 or the Conservation Officer (Flora) at Tel. 2150
6912.

8. Further References

If you want to look up a scientific name and its synonyms, these resources are helpful:
o Hong Kong Plant Database, Hong Kong Herbarium (http://www.hkherbarium.net)

o Kew Index (printed edition and CD-ROM edition);

o W3 Tropicos Nomenclatural Database, Missouri Botanical Garden
(http://mobot.mobot.org/W3T/Search/vast.html);

o The International Plant Names Index (http://www.ipni.org).

Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Department

January 2005
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