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serials requiring their own unique ISSN, 
and
the original ISSN of the • Australian 
Systematic Botany Society Newsletter had 
to be changed with the title change to the 
Australasian Systematic Botany Society 
Newsletter. 

On 2nd November 2011 ISSNs were allocated to 
conform with both these requirements (Web refs 
1–3). Till now these have never been applied. 
Furthermore, the title on the Newsletter front 
cover was changed in different issues.  
We have been advised to assign ISSNs to our 
Newsletter, as summarised in Table 1. This 
does allow for alternatives for retrospective 
application. We have a choice of amending the 
ISSN on the title page of  each scanned pdf, 
or, preferable at least in the first instance, to 
provide an over-arching statement for each title 
in each publishing medium in the Newsletter 
page(s) on the ASBS web site.
We have also now been allocated a new ISSN 
for the current array of scans of the Australian 
Systematic Botany Society Newsletter and any 
future pdfs made available on the Web (Web 
ref. 4). 
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Bill Barker

Articles
Homonymy of genera

Stephen McLoughlin
Department of Palaeobiology, Swedish Museum of Natural History, Stockholm

Philip Short recently faced the problem 
of having established a plant genus that 
turned out to be a homonym of an earlier-
named genus. In 2014, he erected the name 
Roebuckia for a range of daisy species in his 
review of Brachyscome. However, Roebuckia 
had already been established as a name for a 
fossil (Early Cretaceous) plant from Western 
Australia by myself (McLoughlin, 1996). 
Because homonyms are illegitimate according 
to the International Code of Nomenclature 
for Algae, Fungi and Plants (McNeill et al., 
2012), Philip was obliged to establish a new 
name (Roebuckiella) for those species he had 
previously assigned to Roebuckia (see Short, 
2015). 
Such cases are not uncommon, and 

international plant nomenclature committees 
are regularly called upon to make decisions 
on whether a younger homonym or synonym 
should be conserved or not when it may 
have been used much more extensively and 
frequently than its older valid homonym or 
synonym. Some of these issues date back to 
the earliest days of modern plant systematics.
How, then, can one be sure that when 
establishing a new genus, the chosen name has 
not been used before? The simple answer is 
that there is no single comprehensive database 
that one can turn to that enables one to find 
whether an existing name has been used 
previously. The problem is exacerbated by the 
fact that, although the naming of extant plants, 
fossil plants, fungi and algae are governed by 
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the same Code, the names of genera within 
these groups are commonly compiled in 
separate published databases. There have been 
various attempts, past and ongoing, to compile 
comprehensive lists of taxon names for these 
major groups, and in some cases to provide a 
unified list of names for all groups. These have 
met with varying levels of success depending 
on funding and the degree of effort directed 
towards the project.
Because plant systematists are most likely 
to face the problem of homonymy between 
extant and fossil plants, I compiled a short 
list of some of the key databases that one can 
search to assess prior usage of a genus name. 
Given the problem that arose with Roebuckia 
outlined above, I briefly tested these databases 
to see how well they fared in highlighting 
several generic names for plant fossils that I 
had erected over the past 25 years in journals 
of varying prominence and accessibility.
A brief survey of names indices
Index of generic names of fossil plants … 
(IGNFP) is a series of publications published 
by Andrews (1970), Blazer (1975), Watt 
(1982) and Schultze-Motel (2003). They are 
arguably the most comprehensive resources 
for checking the names and typification of 
fossil plant genera. The first three of these 
are available as pdfs from the US Geological 
Survey (Web refs. 1–3). The last is available 
online via Google Books (Web ref. 4). These 
compendia obviously do not catch any fossil 
genus published after 2000.
Fossilium Catalogus Plantae is a print series 
of at least 113 volumes as of 2014 published 
by Backhuys (Leiden, The Netherlands). Each 
volume provides data on the names of genera 
within a particular plant group (the alphabetical 
catalogue of angiosperm genera is not yet 
complete – currently up to the letter R). The 
cut-off date for some plant groups is back in the 
1980s. The last update of cycads, for example, 
appears to be that of Dijkstra & van Amerom 
(1982). Moreover, the majority of this database 
is apparently not available online.
The International Plant Names Index (IPNI; 
Web ref. 5) is very useful for checking the 
names of extant plants, but is not so useful for 
listing the names of fossils.
The Fossilworks site (Web ref. 6) contains the 

names of over 300 000 taxa (fossil animals and 
plants) but it is far from comprehensive. 
The Global Names Index (GNI) (Web ref. 7)
contains many examples of names spelled in 
slightly different ways. A query beginning with 
one string of characters will find data associated 
with any of the variations in the spelling of a 
name. 
The GBIF database (Web ref. 8) provides a 
single point of online access to more than 500 
million biological records shared by hundreds 
of institutions globally. It claims to be the 
largest biodiversity database on the internet, 
with data relating to more than 1.5 million 
species. This database picks up the names of 
many fossil genera, but not all. It is especially 
deficient in picking up names of taxa published 
in smaller regional journals and in journals of 
mixed content (e.g., many geological journals).
The Index Nominum Genericorum (ING) 
(Web ref. 9) allows online searches for the 
names of genera of both extant and fossil 
plants, together with fungi and algae but the list 
is far from complete. 
Additionally, there are a range of databases 
that deal with particular groups of organisms, 
and dispersed parts of organisms (e.g., fossil 
spores, pollen and dinoflagellate cysts). Some 
useful examples include:
Algaebase (Web ref. 10) provides data on over 
130 000 species of marine, freshwater and 
terrestrial algae.
Rob Fensome and Graham Williams have 
a relatively up to date (2013) database 
(DINOFLAJ2) (Web ref. 11) of fossil and 
extant dinoflagellates at generic, specific and 
infraspecific ranks.
New names of fossil and extant fungi (and 
fungi-like groups, such as Peronosporomycetes) 
should be registered with MycoBank (Web 
ref. 12) , which links to the associated Index 
Fungorum (Web ref. 13). These databases 
have search functions for tracking down over 
100 000 fungi names.
From the mid-1950s to mid-1980s, the Catalog 
of Fossil Spores and Pollen was issued in 
loose-leaf volumes and on card stock, and 
provided standardized descriptions and 
illustrations of palynomorph taxa. Traverse et 
al. (1970) provided a history and status of the 
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project at that time. The Genera file of fossil 
spores and pollen by Jansonius & Hills (1976 
to 1990) was published as a Special Publication 
of the Department of Geology, University of 
Calgary, and consisted of 4811 filing cards. 
I am not aware of any online access to these 
palynomorph catalogues.
Beyond all of these databases, there is the 
simple Google search. Google is remarkably 
powerful in detecting taxon names, even if 
many of the links it provides do not tell much 
about the taxon. To simply know that a taxon 
name already exists can be useful in itself.
Testing the indices
To my knowledge no single database 
encompasses all generic names covered by 
the Code. So let us see how some of the major 
online databases fared in detecting the names 
of a selection of genera that I have established, 
as set out in Table 1.
The take-home message from the tabulated 
results is that one cannot trust the major online 
systematic databases to be complete at this 
stage. A Google search is apparently as effective 
at detecting names of recently published fossil 
genera as any of the major databases. Finally, 
there is no substitute for knowing one’s field 
and good investigative research to track down 
that name, holotype or illustrated specimen. 
For the future
In the long-run, however, it would be immensely 
useful for those entering systematic research 

to have access to a single comprehensive 
database of all taxon names (including animals, 
bacteria and other micro-organisms) and their 
author details. For fossils, the International 
Organisation of Palaeobotany should seriously 
investigate directing some resources towards 
integrating the names of fossil plants into the 
existing large databases of extant plants to help 
avoid issues such as that encountered with 
Roebuckia.
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Article details Did the database recognize the genus?
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Academia.edu and ResearchGate No No Yes No Yes, but no 

authors
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et al., 2002)
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No
Yes, but gives an 
invalid author-
ity

No No Yes

Nogoa McLoughlin 2012 Alcheringa Yes, via Taylor and Francis No No No No No No Yes, but low in 
the search list
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Editorial note
At the last minute we have discovered The 
International Fossil Plant Names Index 
(http://fossilplants.info), a developing Russian 
web facility which might eventually address 
these issues in relation to fossil names. None of 
Stephen’s test names are as yet included in it.
We are grateful to Bob Hill for contacting 
Stephen when we requested an article from the 
palaeontological field to cover this subject and 
to Stephen for providing the article.

Eds

Article details Did the database recognize the genus?
Genus, author and date Journal Available online IPNI ING GNI IGNFP GBIF Fossilworks Google search

Roebuckia McLoughlin, 1996 Records of the Western Austra-
lian Museum

Yes, but only recently through the WA Museum 
and ResearchGate No No No Yes No No Yes

Medwellia Nagalingum & 
McLoughlin (in McLoughlin 
et al., 2002)

Memoirs of the Australasian 
Association of Palaeontologists

Yes, but only since 2011 via personal copy on 
Academia.edu and ResearchGate No No Yes No Yes, but no 

authors
Yes, no taxon authors; 
but gives full reference 
to paper

Yes

Rintoulia McLoughlin & 
Nagalingum (in McLoughlin 
et al., 2002)

Memoirs of the Australasian 
Association of Palaeontologists

Yes, but only since 2011 via personal copy on 
Academia.edu and ResearchGate No No Yes No Yes, but gives 

incorrect authors
Yes, no taxon authors; 
but gives full reference 
to paper

Yes

Gladiopomum Adendorff, 
McLoughlin & Bamford, 
2002

Palaeontologia africana Yes, but only since 2011 via personal copy on 
Academia.edu and ResearchGate No No No No No No Yes

Rehezamites Pott, McLoughlin, 
Lindström, Wu & Friis 2012

International Journal of Plant 
Sciences Yes, via the journal No

Yes, but gives 
an invalid 
authority

No
Yes, but gives an 
invalid author-
ity

No No Yes

Nogoa McLoughlin 2012 Alcheringa Yes, via Taylor and Francis No No No No No No Yes, but low in 
the search list

[Table. 1. extended]

http://www.iapt-taxon.org/nomen/main.php
http://www.iapt-taxon.org/nomen/main.php
http://pubs.usgs.gov/bul/1300/report.pdf
http://pubs.usgs.gov/bul/1396/report.pdf
http://pubs.usgs.gov/bul/1517/report.pdf
http://books.google.se/books?id=Zih8b6st49MC&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.se/books?id=Zih8b6st49MC&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.se/books?id=Zih8b6st49MC&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://www.ipni.org
http://fossilworks.org/bridge.pl
http://gni.globalnames.org/name_strings
http://www.gbif.org/species
http://botany.si.edu/ing/
http://www.algaebase.org/search/genus/
http://dinoflaj.smu.ca/wiki/Main_Page
http://www.mycobank.org/
http://www.indexfungorum.org/
http://fossilplants.info



