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Patches of habitat are seldom isolated from each other

because species disperse. To account for the dynamics of

varying species compositions, the original view of habitats

as mosaics of islands (i.e. theory of island biogeography;

MacArthur and Wilson 1967) developed into models of

patch dynamics (Pickett and White 1985) and metapopu-

lation dynamics (e.g. Fahrig and Merriam 1994). This work

has produced one of the most widely held generalities in

ecology; the positive relationship between species diversity

and size of habitat and reducing distances between like

patches.

It is rather curious, however, that little attention has

assessed whether surrounding habitats can mediate such

within-patch and among-patch dynamics. Nearly 70 years

ago, it was recognized that ‘‘each patch in this space–time

mosaic is dependent on its neighbours and develops under

conditions partly imposed on them’’ (Watt 1947). Only

recently has the importance of the surrounding matrix been

recognized in modern studies (Taylor et al. 1993). Cer-

tainly, in my kelp forest system, I have been struck by

moderating effects of the matrix on proximity between

patches (Goodsell and Connell 2008) and how proximity

mediates the effect of increasing habitat (Goodsell and

Connell 2002).

For these reasons, I found the study by Matias (2013) to

be heightened reminder of the importance of the matrix.

Matias (2013) experimentally demonstrated that the

response of animals to habitat characteristics was dependent

on the surrounding matrix. The responses of assemblages of

benthic macro-invertebrates to manipulations of topo-

graphic complexity were mediated by the surrounding

habitat; submerged in rock pools or emerged rock. In his

account for these results, he points to value in future

assessments that allow us to understand how the matrix

modifies the physical environment and biological resources

as well as the interplay between such local-scale drivers and

the regional pool of species in surrounding habitats. Indeed,

by recognizing the broader landscape and regional proper-

ties, we may be in a better position to anticipate the outcome

of local processes within the patches of habitats we study.
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