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The cover images are eye catching and the internal layout, using
numerous full colour photographs, diagrams and figures, and the
use of marginal bullet points, all serve to draw you into the text.
The main text is also supported by a number of ‘stand alone text
boxes’ which provide more detail on aspects of the theme under
consideration, for example a case study or an account of a relevant
experiment.

Aimed at the undergraduate and taught masters market, this
book is probably not likely to be read from cover to cover in
sequence by many (except reviewers) and, in spite of the extensive
list of authors, careful editorial work has ensured that the chapters
do have basically the same style and approach to the subject
matter.

The book is organized into three parts and an introductory
chapter. The introduction covers basic oceanography, placed into
a biogeography context, and basic ecology, centred on biodiversity
and consideration of size and abundance. Part one then deals with
‘Processes’, including chapters on ‘Primary production processes’
and ‘Microbial production and the decomposition of organic matter’.
Part two considers ‘Systems’, with chapters on ‘Estuarine ecology’,
‘Rocky and sandy shores’, ‘Pelagic ecosystems’, ‘Continental shelf
seabed’, ‘The deep sea’, ‘Mangrove forests and seagrass meadows’,
‘Coral reefs’ and ‘Polar regions’. Part three covers ‘Impacts’, and
has chapters on ‘Fisheries’, ‘Aquaculture’, ‘Disturbance’, ‘Pollution’
and ‘Climate change and conservation’. Each chapter ends with
a series of summary points and suggested further reading. The
text is well supported by references to published works and
some on-line material. The bibliography is comprehensive and
useful.

The material presented is relevant to the target audience, the
aim of providing a comprehensive and integrated account of
contemporary marine ecology, and the role of this ecology in
understanding and managing the marine environment. This is
achieved by the use of subject specialists to author the individual
chapters. This produces a suite of nine authors for the book’s 15
chapters. Individual authorships are not assigned and those who
know the field can entertain themselves with a game of spot the
author!

The three-part structure will be very useful for the target
audience; it combines the traditional focus on types of marine
environment with a consideration of the processes driving them
and the human activities impacting them. However, there is minimal
cross-referencing between chapters and this will make it harder to try
to integrate in the minds of students the role of physical/chemical
processes and human activities in marine systems. Whilst I must
congratulate the authors on crafting a single readable work from
the efforts of nine individuals, in terms of style, it does not read
as an integrated synthesis. When preparing the second edition,
and I certainly feel this work will deserve one, the authors should
be encouraged to look at each others’ contributions and signpost
these links explicitly. The authors’ preface states the desire to
provide an integrated account. As it stands, it is an authoritative
and comprehensive account, but the integration remains for the
reader, instructor and student to develop. This is not necessarily
a bad thing, as it can serve as the basis for in-course discussions and
workshops.

Those using this for teaching will welcome the associated on-line
resources, which include the artwork and also links to the website
URLs cited in the book. Overall, I think this book is an excellent
addition to the range of available marine ecology text books and has
many advantages over its competitors, not least the fact that it is
international in its coverage and not USA centred! I will certainly be

using it as the main text book for basic marine biology courses from
now on.
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The prefix ‘meta-’ has been used in a variety of senses, including
to refer to something at a higher level (providing a bigger picture),
something that refers to itself (metadata is data about data), something
that is subsequent or more developed, and something that is behind
(for example a metathorax). This book is about metacommunities,
each of which is a set of local communities (a collection of species
in a particular locality or habitat) linked by dispersal. It thus plainly
concerns something at a higher level than the historically prevailing
focus on individual local populations and communities, or that of
the more recent focus on metapopulations (a set of local populations
of an individual species linked by dispersal). It is also in some sense
about something that is self-referential, in that the very notion of
metacommunities is recognition that local communities do not exist
independently of one another, but constitute some larger entity.
It is arguably about a more developed notion than that of the
metapopulation, in that it recognizes that species do not exist in
isolation from one another. However, it also reflects something that,
at least in any explicit sense, has been surprisingly behind in ecological
thinking.

The stated objective of this volume is ‘to provide for a broad
community of basic and applied ecologists the essential conceptual
building blocks for further exploration of metacommunities’ (p. 7).
This is attempted in 20 chapters, divided amongst five sections
addressing, respectively, an introduction (one chapter), core concepts
(two chapters), empirical perspectives (six chapters), theoretical
perspectives (four chapters), and emerging areas and perspectives
(seven chapters). The last four sections are each prefaced by a short
introduction, reinforcing an evident drive towards maintaining a
broad overview throughout much of the volume.

The chapters in the introductory section and that on core
concepts provide a valuable review of why it is important to
have a metacommunity perspective, rooted in spatial processes and
species interactions, and the main issues that it concerns. They
provide a convincing argument for why a metacommunity approach
can fundamentally alter interpretation of ecological patterns and
processes, and it would not be a surprise if some of these chapters
become highly cited. The empirical perspectives section documents
an array of real-world examples of different facets of metacommun-
ities (including assemblages variously centred on mosses, pitcher
plants, zooplankton, rock pool invertebrates, butterflies and beetles).
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These chapters perhaps serve as much to highlight that which is
not known as that which is about the full diversity of metacom-
munities that must exist. Regardless, some of the study systems are
undoubtedly fascinating. Law and Amarasekare (p. 235) observe
that ‘At the roots of metacommunity dynamics lie stochastic,
multispecies, birth-death-movement processes that occur in het-
erogeneous environments’. The section on theoretical perspectives
instructively brings together a variety of modelling approaches
to explore these processes. The section on emerging areas and
perspectives comprises seven chapters tackling a heterogeneous
set of topics, including the future directions for metacommunity
ecology. There is ample material here to inspire numerous novel
and valuable empirical and theoretical studies. Finally, the book
concludes with a two-page coda, listing the major findings of the book,
an inclusion that could usefully be employed in many other edited
volumes.

Used as a noun, a ‘meta’ was one of the conical columns that
marked the turning point in a race in a Roman circus, although it
came more generally to mean a turning point. Whether this volume
will fulfil such a pivotal role, in the way that key edited volumes on
metapopulations arguably did, remains to be seen. It would not be a
huge surprise if it did.
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The text is a disjointed collection of papers presented at an
international conference convened in Nairobi, Kenya, in 2002.
The conference was organized to discuss problems associated
with headwater resources management in mountainous regions.
Unfortunately, the diverse nature of the papers makes it impossible
to develop a useful text for academic instruction or for applied
development programming. While the issues addressed by the
authors are clearly relevant to watershed management and address
important problems for people living in mountainous areas, the text
adds little to existing knowledge other than to confirm the existence
of environmental problems in portions of Africa and India that have
been identified in numerous other regions of the world.

There are several themes that permeate the text. Some of the
most frequently articulated themes are as follows: water is a scare
resource, water resources are not managed well, holistic planning
and implementation procedures are required for effective watershed
management, the watershed is the best unit of analysis of water
resources problems, degradation of water resources is a global
problem, agriculture is a major claimant on existing water resources

and is a major polluter, the demand for high quality water will increase
in the near term and scarcity will become even more problematic
in the long term, mountain areas are one of the major sources of
surface and groundwater for down-stream users, and most water
resource degradation and scarcity issues are sociological in nature and
not technological. While these issues are important environmental
concerns, they have been articulated many times during the past
three decades and in much more cogent and convincing ways. The
primary contribution the text makes to the existing literature is that
the papers are focused on watersheds that have not received much
research attention in the past.

The physical science papers in the text address water resources
issues that range from climate change to stream characteristics.
Attempts are made to demonstrate how these factors affect quantity
and quality of water resources in headwater regions and at the
watershed level.

The quality of the science employed in the conduct of the research
reported in these studies appears to vary extensively. Numerous times
a reader is unable to evaluate the credibility of the data sources and
the validity and reliability of the measurement devices used in the
studies, given the information provided in the papers. Without such
information a reader is unable to evaluate the merits of the findings
presented. Some of the assertions made in the text appear to have
been made from casual observation rather than rigorous empirical
analysis. This is especially true when comments are made that the
major factor contributing to the water resources problems identified is
increase in resident populations. Such comments are not very useful
when sociological research has not been conducted to determine what
specific behaviours have contributed to the creation and maintenance
of the environmental problems identified.

The social science papers included in the text are particularly
subject to criticisms about the lack of empirical support for broad
general assertions made by the contributing authors. Many of the
statements made about the impacts of social, economic and political
factors on water resources problems and watershed development in
both the physical and social science papers are advanced with little or
no data to support them. For example, several of the authors argue
that local people have developed good environmental management
skills via trial and error; unfortunately, no data are provided to
support such assertions. What criteria were used to assess the
abilities of local people to effectively manage headwater resources?
What constitutes effective resources management practices? How
did the management practices of the local people compare with
established scientific recommendations for the local environmental
conditions? What would have been the outcomes for local people,
if alternative management systems had been applied? How were
these questions assessed in terms of data and statistical modelling?
Unless such questions are addressed adequately, the assertions
made in the text about the utility and effectiveness of indigenous
knowledge are nothing more than suppositions by the authors. The
conclusion advanced in the text that water resources development
in headwaters should be based on indigenous knowledge is not
appropriate given the lack of empirical tests to examine the impacts of
alternative development approaches on the environment and resident
populations.

The text advances a myopic perspective relative to the involvement
of local groups in the management of watersheds. Arguments
advanced in some papers for integrated and holistic watershed
planning, are refuted in others that advance planning for the socio-
economic viability of local people at the cost of others in the watershed
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