
Mittelbach, G. M. 2012. Community Ecology. Sinauer As-
sociates, Inc. Publishers. Sunderland, Massachusetts USA.
www.sinauer.com . 400 pages + 166 illustrations. Paperback.
ISBN 978-0-87893-509-3. Price: US$72.95 

This new textbook offers undergraduate and graduate stu-
dents a broad coverage of ecological concepts at the commu-
nity level. The progress in community ecology has been tre-
mendous in the past two decades. The traditional approach
focusing on local communities and considering mostly local
(e.g., niche-based) factors to explain species coexistence has
been broadened with the incorporation of processes operat-
ing at larger spatial and temporal scales. Regional species
pools, metapopulations and metacommunities are now also
considered as possible drivers of community traits like spe-
cies richness or species abundance relationships. Another
area where we see great advances today is the ways how evo-
lution influences ecological patterns and processes. It is long
accepted that natural selection acts in an ecological environ-
ment, but the consequences of rapid evolution – operating at
an ecological timescale – on population dynamics and spe-
cies interactions, and how these feed back to community dy-
namics and ecosystem functioning are being uncovered only
most recently. Likewise, the possible role of species phylo-
genies in community assemblage is also an exciting new
area. These great strides in our understanding of community
ecology are very well presented in this textbook. Similarly,
the current debate on the importance of niche-based and neu-
tral processes determining the structure of communities re-
ceives a reasoned and balanced treatment. 

The sixteen chapters are organized into five Parts. Chapter 1
– preceding Part I – concisely summarizes the roots of com-
munity ecology. In Part I chapters 2 and 3 present readers the
patterns, causes and consequences of biodiversity. Part II
from chapters 4 to 9 deals with species interactions including
competition, predation, mutualism and facilitation. The treat-
ment of these topics is highly instructive proceeding step by
step from simple theory to experimental tests and empirical
patterns. In Part III the pieces introduced in previous chapters
are put together. Chapter 10 describes species interactions in
ecological networks, then chapter 11 deals with food chains
and food webs, particularly focusing on controlling factors
and cascading effects. Part IV is devoted to spatial ecology.
Chapter 12 examines the role of metapopulations in the co-
existence of species in patchy environments, while chapter

13 turns to metacommunities and explores the power of the
neutral theory of biodiversity in explaining real-world spe-
cies abundance distributions. The topic of Part V is the fate
of species in changing environments. Chapter 14 delves into
the mechanisms maintaining species coexistence in variable
environments such like the storage effect or intermediate dis-
turbance. In chapter 15 it is looked at how eco-evolutionary
feedbacks in certain communities may affect population dy-
namics, species diversity, community structure and even eco-
system functioning. Chapter 16 closes the book with the
author’s concluding remarks and a brief personal vision on
the areas of community ecology where substantial progress
is expected in the coming decade.        

Each chapter opens with to-the-point quotes, then the impor-
tance of the subject is described and a brief outline of the
chapter is given. A short conclusions section followed by an
itemized summary at the end makes every chapter highly di-
dactic. Throughout the book, brief treatments to the historical
development of ideas make the text highly readable. Special
attention is paid to support theories with empirical evidences
from both experimental tests and real communities, and
across a range of communities from microbial to vertebrate
assemblages. In addition to giving an easy-to-understand
synthesis of current knowledge, the book is especially good
at highlighting the gaps in our understanding. The book is
very student friendly when it comes to presenting ecological
models; the depth of treatment goes until formulae can be
easily understood by even the not mathematically savvy, and
those interested in more details are provided with sufficient
further readings. The cited literature – listed small print in
three columns over 38 pages – makes a particularly rich col-
lection of relevant works and ample resource for advanced
level students. The text is richly illustrated. The high scien-
tific standard and the attractive style of figures and tables not
only help the understanding but makes reading enjoyable.
This new textbook will definitely fill the role dreamed of by
its author: it will inspire young scientists to choose the field
of community ecology and take part in answering the excit-
ing questions ahead of this discipline. 
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