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Re: IAPT research award proposal by Vania Nobuko Yoshikawa 
 
 
Dear members of the IAPT Research Grants Program Committee for 2020, 
 
I am writing in full support of Ms. Yoshikawa’s research proposal to investigate the phylogeny 
and clarify the taxonomy of the recently discovered “Amazonian Pachira clade” (Bombacoideae, 
Malvaceae). I do not know Ms. Yoshikawa personally but have worked closely with her advisor, 
Dr. Marília Cristina Duarte, and trust that she will receive sound advice for all traditional and 
molecular-systematic aspects of the project. 
 
After decades of work on numerous genera of Bombacoideae and basal Malvoideae, I view 
Pachira s.l. as a difficult group desperately in need of a modern revision. André Robyns 
provided a broad taxonomic framework in 1963 but that has long been outdated by thousands of 
additional collections, which include many new species. More recent neotropical floras, at the 
country-level or below, include treatments of Pachira s.l., but the species concepts within these 
need to be harmonized by someone who can take a comprehensive look at the group at a larger 
geographic scale.  
 
Considering the Bombacoideae clade as a whole, there are two major gaps in our taxonomic 
and phylogenetic knowledge: the Catostemma clade and the Pachira s.l. clade. Thus, Ms. 
Yoshikawa’s focus on the Amazonian Pachira clade is a good strategic choice. The resulting 
phylogenetic information would address the monophyly of Pachira and Eriotheca, which is a 
major unresolved issue in Bombacoideae; it has been unclear for decades as to whether 
maintaining the two genera is justified. It’s possible that Eriotheca is indeed separate and yet a 
third genus is needed to classify the extra-Amazonian clade of Pachira, especially if 
unambiguous morphological characters are discovered that allowed these clades to be 
distinguished in the herbarium and in the field. 
 
A stable phylogeny for the group would have significant practical and intellectual benefits. 
Regarding the former, a reliable phylogeny would allow us to avoid the shifting taxonomic 
landscape that followed Robyns’s 1963 monograph, during which scores of new combinations 
for neotropical species names were made under Bombacopsis, Pochota, Pachira, and 
Rhodoghapalopsis. That process engendered confusion for taxonomists, conservationists, 
regulators, commercial interests, and the popular literature. Regarding intellectual benefits, the 
Amazonian Pachira clade is divided into ecological subgroups that appear to be distinct clades: 
one of species growing in seasonally flooded (igapó) forests and the second comprising species 
of white-sand (campinas) habitats, each with very distinct morphological adaptations. 
Clarification of the rooting and ancestral states of these subgroups, and confirmation of this 
pattern of diversification would be quite valuable.  
 




