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Answers to examination-type questions 
 
1. Why should the monoclimax model of succession imply that communities 

are structured by their species interactions? Illustrate your answer with 
examples. 

 
Answer 
The introduction will need to describe the alternate views of Clements and the 
individualistic model proposed by Gleason and Ramensky. The latter implies 
that communities are configured by their abiotic factors and that their early 
succession will be largely allogenic. The monoclimax model suggests there 
are a limited number of possible configurations, and that the succession is 
predominantly autogenic- the processes of facilitation and inhibition will 
determine successional sequences. Tolerance largely applies to late 
successional communities so introduce the idea of stress-tolerators. All of 
these terms need to be defined. 
 A good answer should state that a limited number of species 
configurations in a particular location would provide support for autogenic 
processes and the Clements model. This suggests that, over time, a 
succession should settle upon similar assemblages. It implies that the 
interactions between species and their co-evolution govern the community 
structure. It is worth noting that competitive interactions will become more 
important with time, and this alone will determine which species can form an 
equilibrium community, even without close associations. It will also explain the 
loss of the early colonisers. It is worth noting that much of the early work was 
done on terrestrial plant communities, with the associated suggestion that 
climate was the dominant factor. 
 Note that autogenic processes are likely to be key in most late 
successional communities, but introduce here two or three contrasting 
examples, including perhaps a non-terrestrial succession, to review the 
validity of the model in different contexts. 
 Note that few subscribe to the monoclimax model, but despite the 
prevalence of variation in many biomes (and the support this offers for the 
Gleason view), it is clear that autogenic processes are crucial to most natural 
communities in the latter stages of their succession. A number of supporting 
examples, such as a freshwater lake, a sand dune or a glacial moraine, can 
demonstrate these points. 
  
 
2. At the level of the landscape, explain how the intermediate disturbance 

hypothesis could explain the increased species richness of a plant 
community composed of a mosaic of local patches cycling through 
different stages. 

 
Answer 
A good answer should draw on one or more detailed examples of a mosaic 
community and the factors known to drive them through the cycles. The 
choice of examples here is important because the creation of gaps (and their 
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subsequent colonisation by other species) helps to establish the link with the 
intermediate disturbance hypothesis. The introduction should set out what is 
implied by intermediate levels of disturbance – a frequency and scale most 
members of the community can accommodate so few species are lost. Most 
importantly, the disturbance makes it difficult for highly competitive species to 
dominate resources and creates opportunities for other species to colonise. 
The answer needs to explain, probably with the aid of a graph, why Connell 
and others suggest that species richness will decline if a small number of 
highly competitive plant species come to dominate a location. Examples are 
needed here, perhaps detailing external disturbances (e.g. floods, fires etc.) 
and internal disturbances (death of mature trees, nutrient depletion etc.). High 
species richness, according to the hypothesis comes with species turnover – 
colonisations and local extinctions. Some mention of fugitive species and their 
adaptations would be useful. 
 
This answer also requires a detailed description of the patch dynamics of a 
mosaic community (e.g. the mosaic of moorland heather communities, or the 
frequency of fire in coniferous woodlands), with details of changes in species 
richness in both the plant and animal communities. A good answer would also 
describe changes in the ecosystem function, and come to some sort of 
conclusion about the relative roles of biotic and abiotic factors in the chosen 
example. 
  
 
 
 
 


