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The William Skinner Cooper
Award of the Ecological Society of
America honors an outstanding re-
cent contribution in geobotany, phys-
iographic ecology, plant succession,
or the distribution of organisms
along environmental gradients. The
2003 Award is presented to Drs.
David R. Foster, Glenn Motzkin, and
Benjamin Slater of Harvard Forest,
for their 1998 paper, “Land-use his-
tory as long-term broad-scale dis-
turbance: regional forest dynamics
in central New England,” published
in Ecosystems 1:98–119. This paper
deals with a fundamental issue in
modern physiographic, landscape-
scale ecology: how human activities,
in the form of land transformations,
have altered the structure of the New
England landscape and the basic re-
lationships between forest type and
environmental variables.

In this research, the authors sum-
marize a range of data on patterns
of human population spread, land use
change, and associated changes in
forest composition in central New
England. They conclude that pre-
settlement vegetation was highly
variable within the region, and was
distributed in a way that corre-
sponded well to known climatic gra-
dients. One of the primary impacts
of land-use change, the authors ar-
gue, has been to disrupt that original
order. Much of the regional variation
has been lost from second-growth
forests, and what is left is a homog-
enized version of the previous land-
scape structure.

These insights have obvious rel-
evance to our understanding of New
England’s forested landscape, but
there are broader implications of this
work as well. David Foster and his
co-authors do an outstanding job of
redefining land-use change as an
ecological process, and analyzing its
impacts with the same framework
that has been applied to other dis-
turbances. Although land-use im-
pacts have long been recognized,
this paper “mainstreams” land-use

The oldest of the awards granted
by the ESA, the George Mercer Award
is given in memory of a young British
ecologist who was killed in action in
World War I. The award is made to
an author less than 40 years old, in
recognition of a single outstanding pa-
per in ecology published during the
past two years. The winner of the
Mercer Award for 2003 is Dr. Jean L.
Richardson of Brock University, for
her paper, “The relative roles of adapta-
tion and phylogeny in determination
of larval traits in diversifying anuran
lineages,” published in 2001 in The
American Naturalist 157:282–289.

This paper describes a bold, syn-
thetic approach to an issue at the
heart of evolutionary ecology. Ecolo-
gists and comparative biologists have
picked away at the issue of the rela-
tive roles of adaptive evolution and
phylogenetic inertia in causing pat-
terns of trait variation. Many past
studies have focused on one or a few
traits and/or a narrow range of taxa.
Dr. Richardson recognized that a con-
vincing comparison of the roles of
adaptation and phylogeny would re-
quire analysis of a large number of
well-chosen phenotypic traits in a set
of species encompassing substantial
phylogenetic diversity. She selected an
ideal study system (pond anurans) in
which the dominant selective forces

and relevant traits were well studied,
and an appropriate range of taxo-
nomic diversity existed.

In this paper, Jean Richardson de-
scribes the results of a substantial em-
pirical effort in which she measured
19 morphological, physiological, and
behavioral traits of larvae of 14 frog
and toad species representing three
families. The data are skillfully ana-
lyzed with an array of sophisticated
multivariate techniques. The results
support some role for both natural se-
lection and ancestral trait values in
determining the course of multi-
variate phenotypic evolution, but per-
haps more importantly, demonstrate
that neither force dominates. Along the
way to this conclusion, she also nicely
illustrates the value of independent
contrast correlations in unraveling the
nature of multivariate evolution. Dr.
Richardson’s convincing illustration of
the complexity of the adaptive land-
scape sets a new standard for studies
aimed at explaining broad patterns of
variation in ecologically important
traits. The ESA is pleased to present
the 2003 Mercer Award for such an
outstanding paper.

Mercer Award Subcommittee:
Stephen Heard (Chair), Brian Enquist,
Susan Mopper, Shahid Naeem, Judy
Stamps, Mike Willig, and Alice Winn.
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