English digest of ALTER-Net feature in regional German newspaper "Göttinger Tageblatt"

Why is diversity of life forms important? Are small insect pollinators more crucial for the functioning of an ecosystem than large and popular animals like deer and fox? How many species are out there at all, and which of those can indicate integrity and health of their habitats? How can such biological aspects of diversity be combined and integrated with social and economic demands in a sustainable manner? 

Questions like these are tackled by a European research network, in which the Forest Ecosystems Research Centre (FERC) of Göttingen University is taking part as one of 24 partner institutions from 17 countries. ALTER-Net is a "Network of Excellence", a new instrument of research funding in the European Union, with the paramount ambition to achieve deep and durable integration of research capacities, which would otherwise remain scattered and fragmented. The network is covering research on all kinds of terrestrial and freshwater ecosystems, FERC is contributing particular expertise on forest ecology. 

There is absolutely no precise knowledge of the total number of species on earth, nor in a particular region such as central Europe or even the Göttingen district. How can we suspect then that biological diversity is threatened? "Because biodiversity is relying on habitats", says Michael Bredemeier, a senior scientist at FERC, who is acting as chief contact of the Göttingen research center to ALTER-Net. "When habitats are lost or get strongly fragmented, species bound to those habitats will be endangered". 

The problem is sophisticated, the influence of man is not always detrimental for biodiversity. For instance, the landscapes of central Germany have naturally a relatively low diversity - without the influence of man the land would be covered almost entirely by rather monotonous beech forest. Human activity throughout history has created a more diverse mosaic-type landscape. More recently, however, industrialization of agriculture with concomitant habitat destruction and pesticide application, manipulation of river and wetland dynamics, monoculture plantations in forestry, and many other parallel developments have led to the actual menace to biological diversity. 

The joint work in ALTER-Net also shows, however, that there are ways out of the diversity crisis if prudent use and management of ecological resources is applied. Habitat loss is in many cases not irreversible, as can be demonstrated for instance by a comparison of the Göttingen land map from the 1770s with the actual satellite image: the town's municipal forest has expanded in area and recovered from severe structural degradation over 230 years time, although the human population increased from about 10,000 to over 120,000. Owing to strongly improved efficiency of agricultural production, and the switch from wood based energy to fossil energy, pressure on the forest is now much less. Strong ecological and conservational preferences in the management caused that the Göttingen municipal forest is today an outstanding example of a diverse and stable ecosystem, and much appreciated by the town's people. 
