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Management 
decisions 
C. M. Perrins 

The Balance of Nature? Ecological 
Issues in the Conservation of Species 
and Communities. By Stuart L. Pimm. 
University of Chicago Press: 1992. Pp. 
448. $62, £49.50 (hbk); $26.95, 
£21.50 (pbk). 

CONSERVATIONISTS are increasingly tak­
ing decisions about how best to protect 
this species or that habitat. Only recently 
has there been a consensus that it is 
usually more beneficial to conserve 
whole communities rather than just spe­
cific species (it is still easier to raise 
money for a showy, endangered bird or 
mammal than for its habitat). But where 
does the manager go for advice? And 
how good is the information available 
from ecologists? 

This book is about communities and 
their characteristics. Stuart Pimm pro­
vides a useful overview of the current 
state of knowledge about communities, 
dealing with their stability, resilience 
(the rate at which they recover their 
former state after some disturbance), 
persistence (how long a population re­
mains around one level before changing 
to another) and resistance to change. His 
general thesis is that "ecologists have 
given relatively little attention to long­
term, large scale processes, and that, 
when they do, the importance of multi­
species dynamics becomes increasingly 
important" . 

Pimm reviews the now copious data 
on communities and also the large range 
of theories, often backed up by compu­
ter modelling, predicting what communi­
ties may do under different circum­
stances. Particularly instructive are those 
occasions when the ecologist has ex­
perimentally (or man inadvertently) 
altered a community in some way. A 
species may be added to, or lost from, a 
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community and the repercussions of this 
can be examined. To put it mildly, the 
results may not always be anticipated. 

The trouble for conservationists and 
managers is that the ecologists' studies 
often do not yield clear, consistent re­
sults that can safely be used as a basis for 
management programmes for different 
communities. For example, it might 
seem obvious that the removal of a 
predator would lead to an increase in 
the numbers of a species on which that 
predator preyed. In practice, however, 
this may well not be the case; indeed, 
removal of the predator may even lead 
to a decrease. This counterintuitive out­
come may arise if there are two (or 
more) competing prey; the removal of 
the predator may lead to an increase in 
one of the prey species which will in­
crease the effects of its competition on 
the other, to the latter's detriment. 

An impressive amount of thought and 
study has been devoted to such issues 
over the past 15-20 years. But from time 
to time one is brought up short by the 
gap between observations and nature. 
Take Pimm's analyses of the success of 
man-made introductions of new species. 
Only some 15 per cent of attempted 
game-bird introductions have been suc­
cessful and upwards of 75 individuals 
need to be released to obtain that level 
of success. This is enough to put off 
almost anyone who might wish to 
attempt such introductions. For the most 
part, this is probably a good thing, but 
what of the conservation projects in 
which attempts are made to reintroduce 
a species into the wild? Are their 
chances of success as low as this? If only 
small numbers of a species are available, 
is it worth trying at all? Nevertheless, 
most natural introductions of plants and 
animals to new habitats (such as islands) 
presumably involve very few individuals, 
perhaps only a single pair. Of course, we 
have no idea of the success rate, but 
popUlations obviously can flourish from 
such modest beginnings. (The same wor­
ries apply to theories about the mini­
mum population size needed to maintain 
genetic diversity.) 

The Balance of Nature? will be of most 
use to ecologists, although I must con­
fess that it left even me feeling a bit at 
sea. The subtitle suggests that the book 
is also intended to be read by conserva­
tion managers, but I doubt whether it 
will reach this audience. Too many of 
the topics have such conflicting data that 
the book inevitably becomes complex 
and lacking in clear proposals. This is a 
shame, because conservation managers 
have to act and ecologists can often give 
them useful advice. 0 
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