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A NEW CONSERVATION FOCUS FOR
THE ASSOCIATION FOR TROPICAL
BIOLOGY AND FOR BIOTROPICA

By Richard Primack, 2002-2003 President of ATBC (primack@bu.edu)

The membership of ATB has overwhelmingly voted to change our name to the Association for
Tropical Biology and Conservation. Cur journal Blotropica will now have a new section on conservation
topics. These new developments reflect the changes occurring in the research of Association members. The
Association and the journal will still publish and celebrate high-guality research in tropical biclogy. At the
same time, we recognize that in most, if not all, tropical systems, human impacts along with natural ecologi-
cal factors determine which species are present and how the biological community is structured and func-
tions. Many members of the Association already investigate these impacts, and are restoring the damage
that has been done. The change in name will help to identify the Association and journal with this expanding
focus of inquiry and research. Conservation research was well-reflected at the symposia held in our two past
meetings held in Panama and Bangalore, and is apparent in the articles being published in Biotropica.
Further symposia and a workshop at our upcoming meeting in Scotland will continue this direction. The
following are a few of the major conservation themes which our society will take up in coming years.

Threats to tropical ecosystems: destruction

Everywhere we look as tropical ecologists, we see habitats in peril, from forests to coral reefs to man-
groves to tropical alpine zones. Rain forests have been tracked most completely, as they can be monitored
uging remote sensing. In many tropical countries of the world, particularly on islands and in locations where
human population density is high, most of the original forest habitat has already baen destroyed. In tropical
Asia, fully 65% of the primary forest habitat has been lost, with especially high rates of deforestation in the
Philippines {only 6% left), Thailand (22%), Sri Lanka (18%) and Vietnam (17%). The extent of loss is similarly
high in areas of Africa and Latin America. Recent rates of deforestation vary considerably among countries,
with particularly high annual rates of over 2% reported in such tropical countries as Malaysia (2.5%), the
Philippines (3.7%), Thailand (2.8%), Costa Rica (3.1%), and El Salvador (3.5%). These high rates of habitat
destruction affect species extinction and ecosystem processes, and represent major topics for tropical ecolo-
gists. What is the most effective way to protect biclogical communities in the face of this destruction? On a
larger scale, how will forest loss affect regional weather patterns and evolutionary processes? How can habi-
tals be restored once they have been damaged by human activities? If these aren't urgent and central prob-
lems, what ara?

Fragmentation

Even where habitat remains it is often extensively fragmented. Experimental studies carried out in the
Amazon and elsewhere show that when a habitat is fragmented, the potential for dispersal and colonization
of plants and animals is reduced. Fragmentation also changes the microenvironment at the fragment edge,
impacting species composition. Important edge effects include changes in light, femperature, wind, humidity,
and incidence of fire. Because species of plants and animals are often precisely adapted fo temperature,
hurnidity, and light levels, changes in these factors will eliminate species from habitat fragments. As large
tropical areas are increasingly fragmented over large areas by logging, road construction and other human
activities, we need to know how this affects the ecology of the region. In particular, how does habitat frag-






