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Are you Plant Sure?
This booklet is all about making sure you are sure about 
your ornamental garden plants. It includes information 
about plant naming conventions, how to identify unlabelled 
plants and resources available to help you research a plant 
to be to be confident you have identified it correctly.

Plant Names 
Establishing the correct name for a plant is a critical 
first step in understanding the characteristics of the 
plant and determining if it is suitable for your needs. 
Identifying the correct plant and its corresponding 
features and growth habits will help you anticipate 
potential risks or benefits of the plant for humans, 
gardens or natural environments.

Naming plants accurately has economic 
implications too. For example, correct names are 
essential to protect the investment in trademarking 
and developing new varities and cultivars of plants.

 

History of the Naming System  
for Plants
Taxonomy is the global classification system for 
living things. The rules around naming plants 
ensure there is structure and consistency to identify 
each and every living organism. Taxonomy uses a 
hierarchical system of grouping and ranking.

Names often reflect physical features of the plant. 
(not always, they are also named after people too!).  
Most scientific names are of Greek or Latin origin. 
For example the genus name Eucalyptus is a Greek 
name describing the fruit. It means referring to the 
bud that has a cap on it. 

DNA can also be used to determine unique species 
and assign names to separate or group different 
plants. DNA analysis can also be used to identify 
unique species and re-assign names by showing 
which plants are more closely related genetically, 
even though they may look different.  

People are still discovering new species of plants.

Did you know that there are over 1000 species of Acacia 
worldwide? Acacia species are commonly called  
‘wattle’ in Australia.
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Understanding Plant Names
If the plant is labelled you can identify what type of plant 
it is by the naming convention, or the way it is written.

Every plant has a  
species name.
At the simplest level, each plant 
has a name made up of two parts, 
the genus and the species. These 
names are both printed in italics e.g. 
Tibouchina heteromalla with the first 
part always starting with an upper 
case letter and the second part with 
a lowercase letter.

This label shows 
the correct species 
name ‘Nandina 
domestica’ and the 
cultivar name ‘Moon 
Bay’ as shown on 
the back of the label 
‘Nandina Moon 
Bay’. This plant is 
trademarked owned.

This label shows the Common name ‘Wisteria’ and variety 
name ‘Amethyst Falls’ on the front label.

On the back of the label it shows the correct species name 
‘Wisteria frutescens’ variety ‘Amethyst Falls’. Note on the 
back label it shows the plant is PBR protected. This means 
the cultivar is proven to be distinct, stable and uniform and 
has been through trials and scientifically peer reviewed as 
a unique variety of plant.

This label shows 
common name 
‘Lavendar’ and 
Variety name 
‘Avonview’

Greenlife Industry Australia have developed National Plant Labelling Guidelines 
to reduce confusion and standardise label information. The guidelines cover:

1.   Correct botanical names – nomenclature 
2.   Intellectual property – Plant Breeders Rights and Trademarks  
3.    Potentially harmful plants – health and environment https://www.ngina.com.

au/Attachment?Action=Download&Attachment_id=182

Plant breeder’s rights (PBR) are used 
to protect new varieties of plants that 
are distinct, uniform and stable.

https://www.ipaustralia.gov.au/plant-
breeders-rights/understanding-pbr/
pbr-basics
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Infraspecific Naming 
There are other ranks of classification below species which include subspecies (abbreviated “subsp.” 
or “ssp.”), variety (“var.”), form (abbreviated “f.”), cultivar, etc. These ranks are said to be infraspecific. 

A plant can be the same species but be;

• branded differently (trademarked and labelled under a brand name

• Plant Breeder’s Rights (PBR) protected and bred to have different attributes (a new variety – could 
be same genotype, different phenotype

• the same species but different form, meaning growth habitat is unique (prostrate form or upright 
form

• each plant has a unique scientific name which you might see listed in italics and brackets after a 
plant’s common name.

Other naming conventions
It is important to note that conventionally, specific names can be followed by attributions (names or 
initials of the taxonomist who described the species). These are unitalicised but not enclosed in single 
quotes e.g. Tibouchina heteromalla Cogn., Rosa alba L., Murraya paniculata (L.) Jack. These are not 
cultivars. 

Cultivars and Hybrids
A cultivar is an assemblage of plants that a) has been selected for a particular character or 
combination of characters, b) is distinct, uniform and stable in those characters, and c) when 
propagated by appropriate means, retains those characters. Any plant identified as a cultivar e.g. 
Acer rubrum ‘October Glory’ can only be risk assessed using the Plant Sure Scheme Cultivar Tool. 
NOTE: Cultivar parents must be first assessed using the full risk assessment Tool (Ornamental Plant 
Decision Support Tool).

Cultivar names may be written after the generic or the specific name of the parent species e.g. 
Tibouchina ‘Jules’ or Tibouchina heteromalla ‘Jules’; Acer ‘October Glory’ or Acer rubrum ‘October 
Glory’. 

Conventionally, all words in a cultivar epithet start with a capital letter (except words like ‘the’, ‘a’, ‘at’, 
‘or’, ‘by’, etc, unless they are the first word), they are never italicised, and are enclosed in single quotes. 

However, it is common to find non-scientific literature omitting the quotation marks or using the 
abbreviation “cv.” to designate a cultivar. Similarly, an “x” before or after the generic name of the 
parent plant may be used to show that the plant is a hybrid.

These are historical naming techniques applied to cultivars prior to 1995, when global naming 
standards were initiated. 

Cultivars can be a combination of two species (man-made genetic cross) whereas a hybrid is a 
naturally occurring genetic cross.

Understanding Plant Names
If the plant is labelled you can identify what type of plant 
it is by the naming convention, or the way it is written.
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How to Identify Unlabelled Plants
If the plant is not labelled, or you think the label is incorrect, 
there are a range of ways to research and identify the plant.

• inaturalist - a global biodiversity plantform for 
plants and animals

• PlantNET - the National Herbarium of NSW 
Royal Botanic Gardens

• Facebook plant identification groups e.g. 
Plant Identification Australia, NSW Native Plant 
Identification, Queensland Plant Identification

• PictureThis - capable of identifying  
10,000+ plant species with accuracy of 98%

• PlantSnap - identify over 600,000 plants, flowers, 
trees, succulents, mushrooms and cacti

• PlantID - a database of over 250,000 plants 
across species of trees, leaves, flowers, fruits, bark

• Plants of South Eastern NSW – includes 2,700 
species from across NSW

• Wattle: Acacias of Australia - covers over 1,200 
species in Acacia and three related genera

• EUCLID: Eucalypts of Australia - provides 
complete descriptions of 934 species and 
subspecies of Angophora, Corymbia and 
Eucalyptus plus an interactive identification key

If you’re short on time, try one 
of these plant identification 
apps available through the 
App or Play store:

Plant ID Apps
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If you’re willing to invest a bit more time, or you don’t have any luck getting a quick ID through an app, you 
can ID the plant by attempting to “key it out”. When it comes to plants, a “key” is a way to identify a plant by 
making a sequence of choices between two or more contradictory statements to methodically determine a 
plant identity by process of elimination.

To carry out this process, you need a key that has been developed for the type of plant you are trying to 
identify. You need to know of the type of plant (tree, shrub, flower, native, exotic etc) you’re likely dealing with, 
so you know what type of key to start with. 

• The Royal Botanic Gardens in Victoria maintains a free online database called KeyBase https://keybase.
rbg.vic.gov.au/ which provides easy to use plant keys for a range of species from Australia and overseas

• The Royal Botanic Gardens Sydney maintains a free online plant database called PlantNET which has 
considerable information on the taxonomy of NSW plants. See https://plantnet.rbgsyd.nsw.gov.au/  and 
select ‘identification keys’ from the menu to access traditional dichotomous (two option) keys based on 
Flora of New South Wales volumes

• Many of the above apps provide dichotomous keys to allow further identification

• You can consult plant journals, books or some of the resources listed in the ‘online databases’ listed below 
for further plant key information.

Key it out

You need to decide what type of plant it is and whether it is a flowering plant, tree, groundcover or shrub.

Figure 1 shows the hierarchical naming of the plant.



For more information go to www.gardeningresponsibly.org.au

Dive Into The Research
A wealth of information is available online to allow plant enthusiasts 
to conduct their own research and plant identification.

If all else fails, or you just want to go straight to the 
scientists, you can submit a plant sample for free 
identification.

The Australasian virtual Herbarium provides 
information and links to Australia’s plant records 
https://avh.chah.org.au/about 

In New South Wales the Herbarium (part of the Royal 
Botanic Gardens Sydney) provides a comprehensive 
plant identification service, with emphasis on wild 
(native and naturalised) and cultivated plants of New 
South Wales. 

Assessments are free for members of the public for 
up to 12 specimens per year. Detailed instructions on 
how to submit a plant for assessment are available at 
www.rbgsyd.nsw.gov.au/science/plant-id-disease-
diagnostic-services/botanical-identification-service

The Australian National Herbarium at the Centre 
for Australian National Biodiversity Research also 
provides plant identifications and advice on most 
botanical subjects. 

Plant identification services for non-commercial 
enquiries by members of the general public and 

amateur organisations are free as long as batches 
contain less than 10 specimens. 

Specimens must be pressed and air-dried as per 
their instructions prior to posting for assessment. Full 
details on how to submit a specimen for assessment 
are available at www.anbg.gov.au/cpbr/plant-
enquiry-service/

Submit for Scientific Assessment

• The Australian Network for Plant Conservation has published a comprehensive botanical bibliography 
of useful resources to help in identifying native and naturalised plants, fungi and algae. The resource is 
freely available at  
www.anpc.asn.au/bot-bib/. The bibliography summarises identification resources by geographical 
region and  
major plant groups and is a great list of online and hardcopy resources at your disposal.

• The Australasian Virtual Herbarium at https://avh.chah.org.au/ contains information on over eight 
million specimens of plants, algae and fungi. It also supports an ‘explore your area’ (https://avh.ala.org.
au/explore/your-area) function powered by the Atlas of Living Australia. 

You can search by post code or GPS coordinates and see a detailed map of all the species that have 
been recorded at that location.

• Australian National Botanic Gardens. Centre for Australian National Biodiversity Research  https://www.
anbg.gov.au/index

• To see if your plant of interest is restricted in NSW, visit the Weedwise website at https://weeds.dpi.nsw.
gov.au/
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Consult Local Experts 
If you’ve got a theory about your plant’s identity but want to test your theory with 
others, try consulting your local nursery, garden club or a qualified horticulturist. 
There is a huge community of plant lovers and experts across Australia that are 
more than happy to help answer your questions.

The Plant Sure Scheme is proud to partner with the Nursery & Garden Industry 
NSW & ACT and the Australian Institute of Horticulture. 

The Australian Institute of Horticulture https://www.aih.org.au/ is a professional 
member based organisation for professional horticulturists including scientists 
and educators, landscapers, landscape architects, production and retail nursery 
staff. You can contact AIH to find a Registered Horticulturist near you.

The Nursery & Garden Industry NSW & ACT (NGINA) is the peak industry body for 
operators in the nursery and garden industry. You can find your local nursery at 
https://www.ngina.com.au/.

The Garden Clubs of Australia is a not for profit umbrella group for over 750 
garden clubs and societies. https://gardenclubs.org.au/

The Australian Plant Society https://austplants.com.au/ love Aussie plants, 
knowing, growing and conserving.


