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The excitement that their sessions 
generated was stimulating for all ages. 
For me it recalled the vitality of the 
first INTECOL Congress in 1974 held 
in The Hague. That Congress sought 
to build a very big picture of how the 
world’s ecosystems work (van Dobben 
et al. 1975). This was to be achieved by 
integrating the findings of the 10-year 
long International Biological Programme 
(IBP) where compatible measurements 
and analysis had been applied to all 
the world’s major ecosystem types. Just 
about all the big names of the subject 
presented at the Congress (the brothers 
Odum, Margalef, Patten, etc.) and the 
accumulated effect was overwhelming to 
a then young ecologist such as myself. 
Yet all was not well at the end of IBP. 
The big picture proved elusive and the 
reaction of research ecologists (and 
funding) was to move away from full 
ecosystem scale and concentrate again 
on smaller scale studies with few species; 
topological food-web properties rather 
than energetics.

So how does Ecology look seen through 
the eyes of the London INTECOL 
Congress some 40 years later?

“we seem to have moved from ….ecology as a 
cabinet of curiosities to a new …. cabinet of 
dynamic curiosities”  

Well, very busy, we seem to have moved 
from Bob May’s reflection on early 
ecology as a cabinet of curiosities to a 
new or contemporary cabinet of dynamic 
curiosities in which different modules 
of few species are more elegantly 
understood, while the bigger picture 
sought at the first INTECOL Congress 
still evades us. We have progressed but 
are we progressing fast enough given 
the challenges of demands on ecosystem 
services, of climate change and the dark 
forces of pathogens and parasites? 

So that’s my Beef, my Rant – ecology is 
not moving forward fast enough to meet 
its big challenges.

How do we speed up? Ironically the 
fascinating plenary session on political 
engagement provided one model from 
the Office of the Chief Scientist (Bob 
again) where it was said that their Model 
for problem assessment was to be careful 

to establish a wide range of scientists’ 
views including maverick views of the 
problem and their potential solutions and 
then move on to analyse the proposals. 
It would be good to see us put this into 
practice in our own discipline.

Why don’t our textbooks take this 
approach and include a section towards 
the end of each chapter, which seeks and 
lays bare disagreements over concepts, 
terms and approaches? In this way the 
next generation of ecologists will at least 
open their minds to new starting points 
for solutions more quickly.

But can Ecology as a discipline take 
criticism? When in New Scientist I 
published (Cousins 1985) a critique 
of IBP’s trophic level approach and 
proposed a return to body size analysis 
of whole food chains I received a stern 
rebuke from Frank Golley, President of 
the Ecological Society of America saying: 
“don’t rock the boat”. Closer to home 
when A Critique for Ecology (Peters 1991) 
was published, John Lawton’s review of 
the book in Nature reprimanded those 
who had sanctioned its publication; 
I am proud to say I reviewed the 
manuscript for CUP’s editor Alan 
Crowden, now of the BES Bulletin, and 
strongly recommended publication. We 
need to try to learn from informed and 
constructive critics such as Rob Peters, 
which is why I have nominated him for 
the ‘Rant’ picture here. Sadly he died in 
1996 aged just 49. 

steve cousins
stevecousins@uwclub.net

Ecologists, and policemen, seem to be getting younger. The vitality of the INNGE 
group (International Network of Next Generation Ecologists pronounced in-jee) at 
the INTECOL 2013 London Congress confirmed this. 
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Now here is some real criticism. I am 
reminded of Michael Ghiselin (1987) 
who said ‘ecologists are unclear about 
the nature of their fundamental units and 
about what such units do’. That’s pretty 
serious and the statement remains deeply 
challenging.  

For starters I will throw in the terms 
‘ecosystem’ and ‘trophic level’ both 
of which have important definitions in 
young Lindeman’s 1942 paper that was 
the basis for IBP and both, in my view, 
are worthy candidates as dysfunctional 
terms if we take Ghiselin’s statement 
to heart. ‘System’ is a weasel-word full 
of subjectivity, such that we can set 
system boundaries with abandon and 
still sound scientific. But this is at the 
cost of actual science and assessing 
repeatable properties wherever we view 
eco‘systems’. I know what a human 
object is, e.g. the human being, but 
a human ‘system’ can be pretty much 
anything, so it is with ecology, but we 
lack the ecological object. In that spirit 
what we think of as ecosystems are 
perhaps ‘Photonsheds’ (Cousins 1990) 

catchments of solar energy that pass 
assimilated energy through the food 
web to the local top predator; they 
then have Size (measured area/volume), 
biodiversity of the area and can integrate 
the dynamic curiosities found there.  

In one of the Congress coffee breaks I 
discussed the pace of change in Ecology 
with BES President’s Medal winner 2013 
(!) Dave Raffaelli who made the insightful 
remark that it is the lens through which 
you view ecology that determines how 
you make progress in the subject. My 
ego was stroked to find that Dave had 
recently cited my own attempt (Cousins 
et al. 2005) to change the lens on 
how trophic interactions are measured 
and modelled in order to resolve the 
failure of trophic-level based ecosystem 
dynamics. From The Hague in 1974 it 
has taken me 30 years to get to that 
point for terrestrial ecosystems. While 
at sea, Julia Blanchard’s paper to the 
Congress integrating body size structures 
of fish species in the North Sea showed 
just what the IBP folk were trying to 
achieve even if it took 40 years to deliver 
it. Blanchard’s was a spectacular piece 
of work. Rob Peters would certainly 
have applauded it.  So we are making 
progress, we just need to speed up and 
see well-informed criticism as a useful 
motor for faster change. 
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