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Summary

1.

 

Comparative analyses of diversity variation among and between regions allow testing
of alternative explanatory models and ideas. Here, we explore the relationships between
the tree 

 

α

 

-diversity of  small rain forest plots in Africa and in Amazonia and climatic
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variables, to test the explanatory power of  climate and the consistency of  relation-
ships between the two continents.

 

2.

 

Our analysis included 1003 African plots and 512 Amazonian plots. All are located
in old-growth primary non-flooded forest under 900 m altitude. Tree 

 

α

 

-diversity is esti-
mated using Fisher’s alpha calculated for trees with diameter at breast height 

 

≥

 

 10 cm.
Mean diversity values are lower in Africa by a factor of two.

 

3.

 

Climate-diversity analyses are based on data aggregated for grid cells of 2.5 

 

×

 

 2.5 km.
The highest Fisher’s alpha values are found in Amazonian forests with no climatic
analogue in our African data set. When the analysis is restricted to pixels of directly
comparable climate, the mean diversity of African forests is still much lower than that
in Amazonia. Only in regions of low mean annual rainfall and temperature is mean
diversity in African forests comparable with, or superior to, the diversity in Amazonia.

 

4.

 

The climatic variables best correlated with the tree 

 

α

 

-diversity are largely different in
the African and Amazonian data, or correlate with African and Amazonian diversity in
opposite directions.

 

5.

 

These differences in the relationship between local/landscape-scale 

 

α

 

-diversity and
climate variables between the two continents point to the possible significance of an
array of factors including: macro-scale climate differences between the two regions,
overall size of the respective species pools, past climate variation, other forms of long-
term and short-term environmental variation, and edaphics. We speculate that the lower

 

α

 

-diversity of African lowland rain forests reported here may be in part a function of the
smaller regional species pool of tree species adapted to warm, wet conditions.

 

6.

 

Our results point to the importance of controlling for variation in plot size and for
gross differences in regional climates when undertaking comparative analyses between
regions of how local diversity of forest varies in relation to other putative controlling
factors.
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lysis, diversity theory, Fisher’s alpha, tree alpha diversity, tropical forest
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Introduction

 

Tropical rain forests host the highest levels of biodiver-
sity on earth. Nevertheless, our understanding of the
determinants of rain forest diversity is relatively poor
and the causes of the differing diversity levels inside
and between the world’s main rain forest areas remain
uncertain (Richards 1973; Gentry 1988; Sheil 1996;
Givnish 1999; Leigh 

 

et al

 

. 2004; Wills 

 

et al

 

. 2006). In a
comparative study of  the main tropical forest eco-
systems of the world, Richards (1973) concluded that
whenever differences are found, it is Africa that is the
‘Odd man out’: African rain forests always seem to dif-
fer from American and Asian rain forests more than
they do from each other. One of the major differences is
the relative poverty of the African rain forest flora. In
this paper, our goal is to present a comparative analysis
of tree alpha (

 

α

 

) diversity patterns within the rain forest
biome of West and central Africa and South America.

The broad pattern of geographical gradients in spe-
cies richness of terrestrial ecosystems from low in Polar
Regions to high in the tropical rain forest biome is long
established, and recent work has demonstrated that it is

largely attributable to climate (O’Brien 1998; Francis &
Currie 2003; Hawkins 

 

et al

 

. 2003; Field 

 

et al

 

. 2005). It
is therefore sensible to start a comparative diversity
analysis by testing contemporary climatic models of
diversity variation (Richards 1973; O’Brien 2006). We
therefore focus herein on the relationships between
climate variables and a metric of diversity, basing our
analyses on a large data set derived from small forest
plots from both continents.

Patterns of diversity at one spatial scale can be dis-
tinct from, and have distinct drivers from, patterns at
other (coarser or finer) spatial scales (Whittaker 

 

et al

 

.
2001). Besides contemporary climate, sources of rain
forest diversity variation have been ascribed notably to
historical factors (varying from centennial to geological
time scales), soil fertility, constraints related to species
pool size, the intermediate disturbance hypothesis, animal
disturbances, the mid-domain effect, anthropogenic influ-
ence and extreme disturbances (Connell 1978; Phillips

 

et al

 

. 1994; Sheil 1996, 2001; Givnish 1999; Colwell &
Lees 2000; Morley 2000; Plotkin 

 

et al

 

. 2000; Willis &
Whittaker 2002; Newbery 

 

et al

 

. 2004; Rangel & Diniz-
Filho 2005; ter Steege 

 

et al

 

. 2006).
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Spatial patterns of  plant diversity within the rain
forest areas of Africa and Amazonia are not known
with high precision because the underlying species
range data are largely incomplete and highly depend-
ent on the sampling intensity (Kier 

 

et al

 

. 2005; Kuper

 

et al

 

. 2006; Schulman 

 

et al

 

. 2007). ter Steege 

 

et al

 

.
(2006) gathered data from large-scale inventories in
Amazonia (4

 

°

 

 

 

×

 

 6

 

°

 

 blocks) that they analysed at the
genus level. They distinguished two dominant gradi-
ents in composition and function of trees with diameter
at breast height (d.b.h.) 

 

≥

 

 30 cm: a major gradient in
soil fertility and a gradient in dry season length. These
gradients were also correlated with tree diversity.

At the community level, Gentry (1988) concluded that
equatorial forests are more diverse than tropical forests
further from the equator, that woody plant diversity
varies little up to 1500 m elevation, and that local
species richness generally increases with soil fertility
and precipitation. Clinebell 

 

et al

 

. (1995) reanalysed
Gentry’s 0.1-ha Neotropical data set and showed that
annual rainfall and rainfall seasonality were the most
important variables for explaining species richness,
independent of soil quality. With a larger set of typi-
cally 1-ha forest plots (trees d.b.h. 

 

≥

 

 10 cm), ter Steege

 

et al

 

. (2003) reported that dry season length is a strong
predictor of  tree density and of  ‘maximum’ tree 

 

α

 

-
diversity in Amazonia. The metric they used for tree

 

α

 

-diversity was Fisher’s 

 

α

 

 (Fisher 

 

et al

 

. 1943), the
properties of which are discussed below. Hence, their
work suggests that while climate may provide reasonable
statistical models for ‘maximal’ 

 

α

 

-diversity variation
within Amazonia, it is not the only factor influencing

 

α

 

-diversity.
To permit a proper comparison with these findings,

we have assembled tree diversity data from small plots
in the African rain forests. By selecting plots from both
continents that meet given criteria, we attempt what is to
our knowledge the first systematic comparative analysis
of 

 

α

 

-diversity variation between African and Amazonian

rain forests. We aim to answer the following questions:

 

1

 

Do African and Amazonian rain forests exhibit
comparable levels of 

 

α

 

-diversity of trees?

 

2

 

What are the main climatic differences between the
rain forest areas of Amazonia and Africa?

 

3

 

Can climate variables explain 

 

α

 

-diversity variation
within and between the two areas and are the climatic
relationships for Africa consistent with those reported
by ter Steege 

 

et al

 

. (2003) for Amazonia?

 

4

 

Additionally, is tree 

 

α

 

-diversity correlated in the same
way with the climatic variables in both continents?

 

5

 

Does dry season length covary with ‘maximal’ 

 

α

 

-
diversity in African rain forest?

 

Methods

 



 

The Amazon Tree Diversity Network database provided
the Amazonian data (512 plots and transects, http://
www.bio.uu.nl/~herba/Guyana/Amazon_plot_network/
Index.htm). The African 

 

α-diversity data were com-
piled from literature and unpublished data (1003 plots
and transects). References for the African data points
are listed in Appendix S1 in Supplementary material.
The data points selected for this study are located in old
growth terra firme rain forest below 900 m altitude
(above this altitude tropical montane influences appear
increasingly in forest plots). Their minimum and maximum
sizes and stem numbers are as shown in Table 1. Follow-
ing the recommendations of Condit et al. (1998), the
minimum acceptable number of individual trees in a plot
was set to 50. In Africa, plots in monodominant and swamp
forests were excluded. In Amazonia, plots on white sands,
floodplains and swamps were excluded. Data points are
unequally distributed in both continents (Fig. 1).

For each data point, Fisher’s α values were calcu-
lated from the number of species and the number of
individuals of trees d.b.h. ≥ 10 cm. Plots and transects

Table 1. Area, number of trees, Fisher’s α values and altitude for the four data sets (non-aggregated data). full: all plots; 1 ha: c.
1-ha data sets including only plots with area 1–1.5 ha and maximal length = 500 m. Af = Africa, Am = Amazonia.

Area (ha) Number of trees Fisher’s α Altitude (m)

Af-full (n = 1003)
Minimum 0.044 50 1.6 7
Maximum 7.600 2900 85.6 900
Mean ± SD 0.286 ± 0.45 137 ± 200 27.7 ± 13.3 305 ± 205

Af-1 ha (n = 63)
Minimum 1.000 246 7.8 9
Maximum 1.486 781 66.1 814
Mean ± SD 1.023 ± 0.104 475 ± 91 40.4 ± 13.8 456 ± 237

Am-full (n = 512)
Minimum 0.250 144 3.6 0
Maximum 5.000 3251 299.9 841
Mean ± SD 0.968 ± 0.442 571 ± 277 82.4 ± 54.8 193 ± 156

Am-1 ha (n = 144)
Minimum 1.000 324 3.6 9
Maximum 1.500 860 211.0 650
Mean ± SD 1.021 ± 0.100 585 ± 99 74.6 ± 45 153 ± 137

http://
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varied greatly in size and shape, and although area
was known for each plot, the x – y dimensions were
unknown for 46% of the Amazonian data set. To control
for the possible influence of plot area, number of trees
and of plot dimensions (shape) on Fisher’s α values,
results are presented for those reduced data sets that
met stricter selection criteria, as well as for each full
data set. The criteria for the reduced data set are that
plot area is between 1.0 and 1.5 ha and that plot length
is ≤ 500 m. For convenience, we refer hereafter to
these data sets as the full and c. 1-ha data sets using
the following codes: Af-full, Af-1 ha, Am-full, Am-1 ha
(where Af = African, Am = Amazonian).

Climatic data were extracted from the WorldClim data-
base (http://www.worldclim.org, Hijmans et al. 2005),
which provided globally interpolated values for 19
bioclimatic variables (see Table 2).

In addition, dry season length (DSL) was calculated
from the mean monthly rainfall values (DSL = number
of months < 100 mm). We refer hereafter to the 19 original
WorldClim variables plus the calculated dry season length
as ‘20 climatic variables’. WorldClim also provided an
elevation layer based on the Shuttle Radar Topography
Mission (SRTM). We extracted the elevation of each data
point from this SRTM layer. WorldClim is based on
data from 1950 to 2000, and has a spatial resolution
of 30 arc s (approximately 1 km), although it must be
remembered that in the tropics these data were derived
from a very sparse network of climatological observations.

Our definition of Amazonia follows Eva & Huber
(2005), including lowland Amazonia, the Guyanas,
and the Tocantins and Gurupi regions to the east of the
Brazilian Amazon Basin (Fig. 1b). The boundaries of
the Western and central African rain forest areas were

Fig. 1. Tree α-diversity patterns in the rain forests of (a) Africa and (b) Amazonia. The focus of the analyses presented in the
paper is a 2.5-km size squared pixel. On these maps, pixel size is 50 km for display. The 50-km2 pixel’s value is the mean Fisher’s
α value resulting from the aggregation of the 2.5-km2 pixels. The potential rain forest area considered for this study is around 249
million ha in Africa vs. 668 million ha in Amazonia. Note that intervals used are not the same in both continents.

http://www.worldclim.org
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digitized from the land-cover map presented by Mayaux
et al. (2004). The external boundaries of the original
cover of the rain forest were estimated from the present
extent of the closed evergreen lowland forest, degraded
evergreen lowland forest and mosaic forest/croplands
(Fig. 1a).



Following ter Steege et al. (2003), tree α-diversity was
estimated with Fisher’s α calculated for trees d.b.h. ≥
10 cm. Fisher’s α is a constant that represents diversity
in a logarithmic series estimating the number of species
S within N observed individuals (Magurran 2004):
S = α ln(1 + N/α). It has been shown elsewhere that
Fisher’s alpha is a good approximation of the theta
index in the neutral theory of biogeography and bio-
diversity (Etienne & Alonso 2005). Theta is interpreted
as the diversity of the species pool, of which the plot is but
one sample. Condit et al. (1998) compared the values
of several diversity indices between different plots as a
function of the number of individuals sampled. In their
study, Fisher’s α gave fairly invariant estimates of diver-
sity ratios between plots in all samples of > 50 individuals.
Nevertheless, they recommend that comparisons be
based on samples of approximately standardized num-
bers of stems, and that samples of fewer than 50 stems
(or in very diverse forests, of fewer than 100 stems)
should be excluded from analysis.

Plot area and number of stems were variable in our
full data sets (Table 1), which, as just indicated, can bias
diversity estimates. In the c. 1-ha data sets, we controlled
for size and dimensions, and consequently, we also limited
the variation in number of stems, with the smallest sample
being 246 trees, well above the 50 and 100 thresholds iden-
tified by Condit et al. (1998). Fisher’s α was calculated
for each plot, but, to reduce concerns about spatial autoc-
orrelation within the data (Lennon 2000; Diniz-Filho
et al. 2003), data points have been aggregated to a pixel
size of 2.5 km. Each 2.5-km pixel was given the mean α
value of plots included inside the pixel area. We made
no interpolation; many pixels inside each rain forest
area included no plot and remained as no data. The
focal scale of the analysis sensu Whittaker et al. (2001)
is thus the mean α of  small plots inside a 2.5-km size
square. After aggregation, the full and c. 1-ha data sets
included, respectively, 698 and 38 pixels for Africa and
307 and 84 pixels for Amazonia. We further refer to
these 2.5-km size pixels as the aggregated data. Except
in Table 1, all diversity results presented are for the
aggregated data. The values of the climatic variables
and altitude were extracted for the centre of the pixel.
Geographical data were manipulated with ArcGIS®
9.1 (ESRI, Redlands, CA, USA).

We used Pearson’s correlation coefficient to measure
the relationship of Fisher’s α with the 20 climatic vari-
ables and altitude. The t-tests of these correlations were
corrected to take spatial autocorrelation into account

Table 2. Correlations of 20 climatic variables and altitude to tree α-diversity in the rain forests of Africa and Amazonia for the
full data sets and for the c. 1-ha data sets (plots with area 1–1.5 ha and maximal length 500 m, aggregated data). Af: Africa, Am:
Amazon. p: *ordinary t-test ≤ 0.05, **t-test with Dutilleul correction ≤ 0.05. Mean diurnal T° range = mean of monthly
(maximum T° – minimum T°); isothermality = mean diurnal range/T° annual range; T° seasonality = SD × 100; T° annual
range = maximum T° warmest month – minimum T° coldest month; P seasonality = coefficient of variation. A quarter is a period
of three successive months

n
Variable

Af-full Am-full Af-1 ha Am-1 ha

698
Corr. p

307
Corr p

38
Corr. p

84
Corr. p

Mean annual T° mT –0.35 ** 0.21 * –0.44 ** NS
Mean diurnal T° range mdrT 0.20 ** –0.29 * NS NS
Isothermality isoT 0.29 ** 0.39 ** NS 0.32 *
T° seasonality Tsea –0.27 * –0.31 * NS –0.25 *
Maximum T° warmest month Twm –0.32 ** –0.18 * –0.41 ** NS
Minimum T° coldest month Tcm –0.38 ** 0.29 * NS 0.25 *
T° annual range Tar NS –0.36 * NS –0.26 *
Mean T° wettest quarter Tweq –0.37 ** 0.16 * –0.50 ** NS
Mean T° driest quarter Tdq –0.39 ** 0.21 * –0.40 ** 0.23 *
Mean T° warmest quarter Twaq –0.37 ** 0.15 * –0.44 ** NS
Mean T° coldest quarter Tcq –0.32 ** 0.25 * –0.46 ** 0.24 *
Annual precipitation aP 0.23 * 0.40 ** NS 0.36 *
P wettest month Pwm 0.22 * –0.09 NS NS
P driest month Pdm NS 0.55 ** NS 0.34 *
P seasonality Psea 0.25 ** –0.59 ** NS –0.33 *
P wettest quarter Pweq 0.24 * NS NS NS
P driest quarter Pdq –0.09 * 0.53 ** NS 0.31 *
P warmest quarter Pwaq 0.34 ** 0.31 * 0.32 * NS
P coldest quarter Pcq –0.08 * 0.30 * NS 0.46 **
Dry season length dsl NS –0.47 ** NS –0.22 *
Altitude alt 0.37 ** –0.22 * 0.34 * NS



1063
Climate and 
rain forest tree 
α-diversity

© 2007 The Authors
Journal compilation 
© 2007 British 
Ecological Society, 
Journal of Ecology 
95, 1058–1071

(Dutilleul 1993) using PASSaGE version 1.1 (http://
www.passagesoftware.net/, Rosenberg 2001).

As a first step in understanding any differences in
α-diversity between the two continents, we needed to
establish whether the climate regimes of the two rain
forest regions are comparable. This we did at two levels:
first, comparing the climate space of  the entire rain
forest biome, and second, comparing the climate space
of the pixels for which we had diversity data. In order to
compare the complete climatic space of the two rain
forest areas, the WorldClim pixels within each rain forest
region were systematically subsampled with a similar
intensity (~1.5%) in the two continents (Africa,
n = 45 844; Amazonia, n = 112 986). Subsampling was
required because analysis of every pixel in the climate
space was too burdensome on computer processing
power.

Principal components analysis (PCA) of the 20 climatic
variables was applied to extract the main climatic
gradients in (i) the subsample of the WorldClim pixels
of each rain forest area separately, and (ii) the com-
bined diversity data sets of the two continents. This
allowed us to assess (i) how well each diversity data set
represents the climate space of each rain forest region
(i.e. either Africa or Amazonia), and (ii) the climatic
similarity between the two diversity data sets. PCA was
performed for the full and for the c. 1-ha data sets.

In the interaction model proposed by ter Steege
et al. (2003) for the α-diversity of Amazonian forests,
tree α-diversity (Z) is a linear function of the dry season
length and a variety of  undefined ‘other interacting
factors’ (OIFs):

Z = α + β(1 – OIF) DSL + ε 

where α and β are constants and ε is an error term. If
OIF = 0 (the upper bound of the distribution for DSL)
this reduces to

Z = α + β (DSL) + ε.

This is equal to the maximum Z for a given DSL. This
model was efficient in predicting the ‘maximal’ diver-
sity for a given DSL in Amazonia. Here, we tested this
model on the African data set. The parameters α and
β were estimated by applying quantile regression
(Cade et al. 1999) for the 90th percentile, where OIF
approaches zero.

Results

 

In both continents, there is great variation in α-diversity
of forest stands, and this can apply at very local scales:
pixels with low Fisher’s α values are found almost
everywhere. In Africa, pixels with high diversity values
are clustered in the Western portion of central Africa
(Fig. 1a). In Amazonia, the most diverse stands are located
in a narrow latitudinal band just south of the equator,
with the highest concentration of very high diversity
values in the western part of  this band (Fig. 1b).

Mean α-diversity in Amazonia is much greater than
in Africa (Mann–Whitney U-test: P < 0.001, mean α
Africa = 26, mean α Amazonia = 81). Low diversity
values are present in both continents but high diversity
values (α > 100) are absent from Africa (Fig. 2). This
result is maintained in the c. 1-ha data sets (P < 0.001,
mean α Africa = 36, mean α Amazonia = 69, Fig. 2).

 

The rain forest region in Africa features lower mean
values for most precipitation variables. It also has higher
mean elevation, lower mean temperature and higher
mean temperature seasonality than the Amazonian
rain forest region (see Appendix S2).

The position of the four diversity data sets inside the
climatic space of the corresponding rain forest area is
presented in Fig. 3. The diversity data set for Amazonia
spans the climate space of Amazonia very well. The

Fig. 2. Tree α-diversity of small forest plots in terra firme forest (< 900 m altitude) in Africa (Af) and Amazonia (Am), aggregated
data: full-data sets (n Af = 698, n Am = 307), c. 1-ha data sets (n Af = 38, n Am = 84) and points that are inside the climatic overlap
between the two c. 1-ha data sets (over, n Af = 34, n Am = 35).

http://
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Fig. 3. Climatic position of the diversity pixels (aggregated data) in relation to the climate of their respective rain forest area. The
PCA axes are the two main climatic gradients in each rain forest area and are thus not comparable between the two rain forest
areas (PCA of 20 climatic variables, Africa n = 45 844, Amazonia n = 112 986, Axis 1: horizontal, Axis 2: vertical). These axes
represent 60% of the total climatic variance in Africa and 66% in Amazonia. For the significance of these axes, see Appendix S3.
Black points are the position of the diversity data points inside that climatic space (up: c. 1-ha data sets, down: full data sets).
Shaded points are a random selection of ~1-km pixels inside the rain forest area (only 30 000 pixels are displayed for each rain
forest area, but these represent fairly the pattern of the whole rain forest pixel sample).

Fig. 4. Principal components analysis of 20 bioclimatic variables for the two c. 1-ha diversity data sets (Africa, n = 38; Amazonia,
n = 84, aggregated data). Axis 1 represents 43% of the climatic variance, and axis 2 represents 22%. Symbol sizes are proportional
to the Fisher’s α value of the pixel (class interval is 20). Details on the variables are provided in Table 2 and details on the PCA
in Appendix S4. The scaling factor between the scores of the climatic variables and the scores of the pixels is 0.26. The arrows
representing the climatic variables should continue to the origin; we suppressed their basal part to increase the readability of the
figure. Results for the full data sets are presented in Appendix S6.
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African diversity data set coverage appears less com-
plete, lacking extreme values on the two main climatic
gradients. Note that the main climatic axes are different
in the two continents. PCA details and loadings of the
20 climatic variables on the PCA axes for each continent
are given in Appendix S3. Mean values of the climatic
variables for the diversity data sets are presented in
Appendix S2, where they can also be compared with
those of each rain forest region.

The two c. 1-ha diversity data sets (Amazon and Africa)
are presented in a common PCA climate space in Fig. 4
(for details see Appendix S4). The first two PCA axes
represent 65% of the climatic variability. The climate
variables cluster into three main groups: in the top left
are variables associated with high precipitation and
isothermality, in the bottom right are variables associ-
ated with low precipitation and high seasonality, and in
the bottom left are variables associated with high tem-
peratures. Note that in this data set the precipitation
and seasonality variables are largely orthogonal to the
temperature variables, and in particular that total
annual precipitation (aP) is almost exactly orthogonal
to mean annual temperature (mT). Hence, we can rotate
the PCA axes in Fig. 4 and adequately describe the
climate space covered by the first two PCA axes by plot-
ting annual precipitation against annual temperature.
As these two fundamental climatic variables are more
intuitive than the PCA axes and more readily available
worldwide, we adopt them as our main axes of climate
variability in our subsequent analysis.

There is only a partial climatic overlap between the
c. 1-ha diversity data sets in Amazonia and in Africa
(Fig. 4). In Amazonia, the main climatic gradient is
related to precipitation variables and to precipitation
and temperature seasonality (top left to bottom right).
In Africa, the main climatic gradient is mainly related
to temperature variables (top right to bottom left). The
African pixels are generally drier than the Amazonian
pixels.

‒ 

Correlations of the 20 climatic variables and altitude
with the tree α-diversity are presented in Table 2 (results
for untransformed data). The t-tests of these correlations
were corrected to take spatial autocorrelation into
account. We did not apply Bonferroni corrections for
multiple testing. Nevertheless, except for the Amazonian
c. 1-ha data set, the number of significant correlations
is largely greater than would be expected by chance.
Results for transformed data (improving the normality
of the distribution of the diversity data and/or the other
variable) are in accordance with those for the untrans-
formed data (see Appendix S5). The climatic variables
that are best correlated with tree α-diversity differ
between the two continents or are correlated in oppo-
site directions. The most significant correlations with
α-diversity in Africa are negative with temperature and
positive with altitude and precipitation of the warmest

quarter. In Amazonia, the best correlations are positive
with precipitation and isothermality and negative with
precipitation seasonality.

The highest α-diversity values are found in Amazo-
nian pixels in the wet and aseasonal regions, climatic
regimes scarcely represented in the African data (top
left of Fig. 4). Indeed, most African pixels are on the
dry and seasonal side of the graph. As these climatic
differences between the two data sets might explain the
diversity differences, we calculated the mean diversity
values for the pixels within the PCA (axes 1 and 2) ordi-
nation of the combined c. 1-ha diversity data sets where
there was overlap between the African and Amazonian
data (Appendix S4). Even within this subset, α-diversity
is much greater in Amazonia than in Africa (Mann–
Whitney U-test: P < 0.001, mean Africa = 20, mean
Amazonia = 61, Fig. 2).

As the mean annual precipitation and mean annual
temperature gradients are orthogonal (above, Fig. 4),
these two variables are good candidates for a further
climate-controlled comparison of α-diversity across the
two data sets (Fig. 5 and Appendix S6). For low values
of temperature and precipitation, African diversity is

Fig. 5. Mean annual precipitation and temperature for the c.
1-ha diversity data sets (aggregated data). Circles sizes are
proportional to the Fisher’s α value of the pixel (open circles:
Amazonian, shaded circles: Africa). The graph has been
divided into sections. Numbers indicate the mean Fisher’s α
value and standard deviation in each section, the number of
pixels is given in parentheses (Amazonia values are italicized).
Results for the full data sets are presented in Appendix S6.



1066
I. Parmentier et al.

© 2007 The Authors
Journal compilation 
© 2007 British 
Ecological Society, 
Journal of Ecology 
95, 1058–1071

similar to (c. 1-ha data sets) or higher than (full data sets)
Amazonian diversity. For wetter and warmer climates,
the difference between the diversity values of the two
continents widens (Fig. 5).

In Amazonia, DSL is negatively correlated with the
upper quantile of α-diversity (P < 0.0001, Fig. 6). In
Africa, the highest diversity values correspond to
intermediate DSL values and no significant linear rela-
tionship is observed between ‘maximal’ α-diversity and
DSL (P = 0.971, Fig. 6). Results for the c. 1-ha data sets
are similar for Africa. In Amazonia, the negative cor-
relation of DSL with the upper quantile of α-diversity
is weaker (see Appendix S7).

Discussion

  

This analysis is focused on a diversity index, Fisher’s α,
calculated for trees ≥ 10 cm d.b.h. for small rain forest
plots, with greatest weight placed on the analysis of
data for plots of area between 1 and 1.5 ha (the c. 1-ha
data sets). Our analyses are thus of a measure of within-
community (local scale) diversity. Although the results
presented here might differ from those we would obtain
if  analysing coarse-scale diversity data (e.g. Field et al.
2005), it is always the case that comparisons of diver-
sity should be made with reference to scale (Whittaker
et al. 2001). Furthermore, there are insufficient data

currently available for a reliable comparison at sub-
stantially larger plot sizes than detailed herein.

There are significant data gaps for both continents,
owing to a paucity of inventories from large areas, in
particular within tropical Africa. The superposition of
our data set with the distribution of closed evergreen
lowland forest in Africa (Mayaux et al. 2004) indicates
that we lack data primarily from Liberia and for the large
forest areas of D. R. Congo. Significant gaps occur also
in the Brazilian regions adjacent to the Guyanas, the
central Colombian Amazon and large tracts of the (dry
and seasonal) southern Brazilian Amazon (ter Steege
et al. 2003).

The accuracy of the climate data (WorldClim) is
mainly dependent upon the density of weather stations
and on the quality of the interpolation. The accuracy of
interpolated precipitation data in mountainous areas is
not particularly good, because of extreme local rainfall
gradients. Areas with low population density such as
Amazonia have few weather stations and most of these
are located at the periphery of or along rivers. In Africa,
the distribution of the weather stations is quite good,
except in some parts of D. R. Congo. This country also
has very few climate data after 1960. Although these
weaknesses in the climatic data certainly may affect the
values of the climatic variables for individual points, we
do not consider that they seriously undermine the ana-
lyses presented. Our analysis is further limited by the
climatic variables we used. We included the 19 variables
provided by WorldClim and added the dry season length
to aid comparison with ter Steege et al. (2003). These
20 variables are calculated from monthly rainfall and
temperature variables. There is no doubt these are key
climatic variables, although others could have been
selected (cf. O’Brien 1998).

We arbitrarily selected the plots under 900 m a.s.l. in
order to limit the elevational variation between Africa
and Amazonia and to exclude submontane forest.
However, it is well known that the lower elevational
limit of submontane forest is highly variable (Richards
1996; Ashton 2003; Senterre 2005). A selection of sim-
ilar forest types between the two continents based on
the forest structure, functional types, or the presence or
absence of  indicator species would have been more
rigorous but was not possible here because we lack
detailed data for most of the current data points.

The quality of the diversity data is variable. The
number of individuals that will be identified or attri-
buted to a morpho-species is dependent upon the experi-
ence of the botanist who made the inventory as well as
on the time spent on taxonomic analysis and the degree
of specimen vouchering. Additional uncertainties arise
from the fact that for some data points it is not known
whether lianas were also included in the number of
individuals with d.b.h. ≥ 10 cm and how multistemmed
individuals were considered (number of stems d.b.h. ≥
10 cm vs. numbers of individuals).

We selected plots in old-growth terra firme forest. In
compiling the African data set, we obtained data for

Fig. 6. Tree α-diversity (full data sets, aggregated data) as a
function of the dry season length. Lines are the quantile
regressions (quantile 0.9, Africa P = 0.419, Amazonia
P < 0.0001). Results for the c. 1-ha data set are presented in
Appendix S7.
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some plots that were known to have been selectively
logged more than 15 years before the plot was recorded.
We discarded these plots from the c. 1-ha data set. Never-
theless, it is very difficult to be certain that a forest has
never been logged in the past.

Plot shape and dimensions are also well known to
influence diversity data: a long and narrow transect is
likely to include more species than a short and wide
plot of similar area (Condit et al. 1996; Laurance et al.
1998). We also know that Fisher’s α is sensitive to the
number of individuals (Condit et al. 1998). We pre-
sented two series of results: for our full data set and for
a subset limited to plots of 1–1.5 ha that did not exceed
500 m in length (c. 1-ha data set). As both series of results
are comparable, our analyses seem fairly robust to the
sampling variation involved.

‒ 

Within each continent, tree α-diversity is correlated
with climatic variables. However, the explanatory power
of contemporary climatic controls is questioned by
the substantial differences in the form of the climate –
α-diversity relationships in Africa and Amazonia
(Table 2, Fig. 6). This might indicate that either the
contemporary climate cannot provide a fundamental
explanation for the diversity patterns in both continents,
or that our simple empirical approach to determining
these relationships has failed to recognize the real form
of the underlying relationships to climate (for a theo-
retically grounded approach, see O’Brien 1998, 2006;
Field et al. 2005). We also have to remember that there
is only a partial climate overlap between the two diver-
sity data sets (Fig. 4), which limits direct comparison of
the diversity–climate relationships between the two
continents.

There are many theoretical arguments and empirical
observations for the variation in different facets of
diversity phenomena across and within the world’s rain
forests (Givnish 1999; Leigh et al. 2004). Drivers of
environmental change relate to several time frames,
and heterogeneity in contemporary environment may
be differentially evident at different spatial scales of
analysis (Willis & Whittaker 2002). It is very difficult
to confidently link analyses of α-diversity variation to
deterministic environmental factors and/or stochastic
and historical factors. We cannot evaluate the applic-
ability of most ideas and theories that have been put
forward in a meaningful way. The discussion that follows
is therefore necessarily speculative in nature.

Animals have an effect on tree α-diversity and forest
structure: they disperse the seeds of some tree species,
and predate others, while some mega-fauna (e.g. African
elephant) are known to cause stem damage and mortality
(Silman et al. 2003; Sheil & Salim 2004). Regional vari-
ations in the composition, density and distribution of the
fauna might therefore influence tree diversity patterns.

A positive correlation between soil fertility and tree
diversity has been demonstrated in other studies (e.g.

Dubbin et al. 2006; ter Steege et al. 2006). Phillips et al.
(1994) showed that mean annual tree mortality and
recruitment (i.e. stem turnover) is a good correlate of
species richness. We did not test for the correlations
of these two factors with α-diversity in our data set
because for most of the points, we lack soil fertility data
and multicensus data.

The mid-domain effect argument (Colwell & Lees
2000; Rangel & Diniz-Filho 2005) proposes that species
richness gradients may arise by stochastic processes
combined with geometrical constraints imposed by the
edges of the domain in which species are embedded,
and by the cohesion of the species’ geographical ranges.
This line of argument appears of little relevance to pat-
terns in the alpha-scale diversity metric analysed herein
and hence we do not consider it further.

There is some evidence that the Pleistocene and
Holocene histories of climate and vegetation of the two
rain forest areas have been quite different and might
have a relevance to understanding variation in diversity
at a variety of scales. Whilst Pleistocene climate change
clearly impinged on Amazonia, recent palaeo-ecological
analyses indicate that the rain forests persisted without
large-scale simultaneous reduction in their extent across
the basin (Morley 2000; Colinvaux et al. 2001; Bush &
Silman 2004; Cowling et al. 2004; Mayle et al. 2004;
Maslin et al. 2005). It is therefore reasonable to postu-
late that macro-scale species richness patterns across
Amazonia should correspond to expectations of water-
energy theory: highest diversity where globally optimal
temperatures, high precipitation and low seasonality
are combined (O’Brien 1993, 1998, 2006; Field et al.
2005). By comparison, the African tropics are thought
to have experienced more dramatic vegetation changes
during the Pleistocene and Holocene (Dupont et al. 2000;
Morley 2000; Elenga et al. 2004). During the driest and
coolest periods of the Pleistocene (0.6–0 Ma), African
rain forests are thought to have been restricted to
refuges from which they subsequently spread during
the Holocene (Maley 1996; Morley 2000). Most authors
agree on the location of the African Pleistocene forest
refuges but there is controversy concerning their extent
(Colyn et al. 1991; Robbrecht 1996; Sosef  1996; Leal
2001). Our African data set presents a concentration
of data points of high α-diversity in proximity to or
within the proposed locations of  the Pleistocene
forest refuges. This might indicate that high α-diversity
values are favoured by long-term suitability of the area
for tropical lowland forest taxa and thus by a large
regional species pool size.

Recent studies analysing palaeo-ecological data
from both marine and terrestrial signals suggest that
climate changes also occurred in the equatorial region
of West Africa during the late Holocene around 4–
3.8 kyr  (Marret et al. 2006) and around 3 kyr 

(Vincens et al. 1999). Maley (2002) describes a cata-
strophic destruction of African forests about 2500 years
ago. These Pleistocene and Holocene events could pos-
sibly still exert an influence on present-day vegetation.
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For instance, some part of the rain forest species pool
may not have had enough time since these events to
reach all the areas that are forested today, yielding a
dispersal limitation gradient from the forest refugia to
those areas that were covered in savanna. The correla-
tions of tree α-diversity with the climatic variables and
altitude we describe here for the African data set might
therefore reflect a greater degree of departure of species
distributions from equilibrium with current climate
than pertains in Amazonia. Such imbalances as a
consequence of  slow post-glacial spread from ice
age refuges are well described in Europe (e.g. Araújo &
Pearson 2005; Giesecke et al. 2007), but our current
understanding of such phenomena in the tropics
remains tantalisingly uncertain.

     


The lower overall floristic diversity of tropical Africa
when compared with tropical America and Asia is well
documented (Richards 1996; Primack & Corlett 2005).
However, at the local or community level, Reitsma
(1988) and Gentry (1988) showed that a hectare of
African rain forest may contain the same level of  α-
diversity as many equivalent areas in Southeast Asia
and tropical South America. Here we provide a formal
comparison of tree α-diversity between the African
and Amazonian rain forests that has been calibrated
for climate. For low values of mean annual temperature
and mean annual rainfall, the tree α-diversity of small
plots in Africa is equivalent, or even superior, to that in
Amazonian rain forests, but when both mean annual
temperature and mean annual precipitation increase,
the difference between the diversity values increases
(Fig. 5). Gentry (1988), using a much smaller data set,
obtained similar results for all species with d.b.h. > 2.5 cm:
the Central African rain forests may be as diverse as
their Neotropical equivalents for sites with precipita-
tion of 1600–2000 mm. In our data set, for combined
higher values of precipitation and temperature, it may
be argued that African forests were not able to fill up
the ‘species holding capacities’ that the climate provides,
possibly because there are insufficient species in the
regional pool that are adapted to warm, wet conditions.
Indeed, the regional species-pool theory relates local
species richness to the richness of the regional species
pool from which the local community was presumably
assembled (Fox & Srivastava 2006). The regional pool
of species adapted to cool, dry conditions may be quite
large in Africa, however, because of its palaeoclimatic
history, explaining why in cool, dry conditions African
plots seem to have similar or possibly higher diversity
than Amazonian plots.

We expect a smaller regional species pool of tree spe-
cies adapted to warm and wet conditions in Africa than
in Amazonia due to the contrasting history of climate
and vegetation of the two rain forest areas. At the end
of the Middle Miocene, savanna expanded over much

of the African tropics, at the expense of rain forests, and
large areas of the continent underwent uplift, prevent-
ing many lowland rain forest taxa from dispersing into
suitable low-altitude habitats. This resulted in wide-
spread extinction in the rain forest flora from the Late
Miocene into the Pliocene (Morley 2000). In contrast,
palaeoclimate and palaeoecological records suggest
that tropical forests were established in the lowlands of
Amazonia at least by the end of the Miocene and have
been continuously maintained since then (Willis &
McElwain 2002; Maslin et al. 2005). This prolonged
environmental constancy may have minimized extinc-
tion rates in Amazonia (Morley 2000; Colinvaux & De
Oliveira 2001). Extinction processes are also likely to
be stronger in Africa than in Amazonia because of the
smaller African rain forest area. Smaller area is asso-
ciated with smaller population sizes, which in turn
enhances extinction risk. According to the rain forest
limits used in this study, the potential rain forest area
corresponding to the current climate is around 249
million ha in Africa vs. 668 million ha in Amazonia. As
speciation and extinction are processes that operate
over millions of  years, an adequate test of  area’s
contribution to diversity patterns must take into
consideration the fact that biome areas have changed
through time in response to climate. Both the size and
the age of a biome are important factors in explaining
its current species richness, but only when an integrated
measure of both factors is included (Fine & Ree 2006).
Such an analysis has not been performed for the trop-
ical rain forests of the two continents.

A simple way to evaluate the regional species pool
hypothesis would be to compare the number of wet-
affiliated trees in the flora of the two rain forest areas. As
far as we know, such figures have not yet been calculated.
Fine & Ree (2006) provide estimates of the number of
tree species for the Neotropics (22 500) and African
tropics (6500). Although their definition of ‘tropics’ is
very large (areas that never experience 0 °C temperature)
and also includes dry forest and miombo, it is likely
that a similar proportion applies also for the number of
rain forest tree species. We would predict that tropical Africa
and Amazonia have similar regional pool sizes of dry-
affiliate rain forest tree species (possibly with Africa having
a slightly larger pool), but that Africa has a greatly reduced
pool of wet-affiliate rain forest tree species.

It has also been speculated that the lower diversity of
the African vs. the Amazonian rain forest could result
from a stronger anthropogenic impact in Africa (Rich-
ards 1973). This theory is based mainly on the discovery
of charcoal and pottery below mature forests (White &
Oates 1999) and on the fact that many of the large tree
species that dominate the African rain forests are found
to recruit poorly within the forest (especially the light-
demanding species; van Gemerden et al. 2003). The
presence of canopy gaps is insufficient for the regenera-
tion of these trees: they might need larger-scale distur-
bances such as those produced by shifting cultivation.
However, our knowledge of the extent and intensity of
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the long-term human occupation of  the rain forests
is limited, especially in Amazonia (Heckenberger et al.
1999, 2003), as is our understanding of its effects on
forest diversity. It is therefore difficult to evaluate
the historical anthropogenic impacts on rain forest
α-diversity within the two continents.

Conclusion and perspectives

Analysis of large data sets (i.e. A.H. Gentry’s work,
Slik et al. 2003) and the existence of  extended scientific
networks (ATDN, RAINFOR, CTFS) have strongly
improved our knowledge of  rain forest diversity
variation, providing a basis for intensive and efficient
research. Such coordinated efforts are insufficiently
developed in Africa, and as a consequence the literature
about rain forest diversity often lacks reference to
African data. Our comparison of the tree α-diversity of
small plots in the African and Amazonian rain forests
has highlighted the large differences in one facet of
diversity–climate relationships between the two con-
tinents: that pertaining to the alpha diversity values of
small blocks of forest. In the future, understanding of
the lower species richness and diversity of African rain
forests relative to Amazonian and South-East Asian rain
forests will certainly benefit from phylogenetic studies
of the African forest’s component species (Pennington
et al. 2004; Plana 2004) and from further intercon-
tinental comparative analyses of the structure and
dynamism of rain forest communities.

Acknowledgements

We wish to thank C. Adou Yao, M. Betafo, P. Dutilleul, G.
Eilu, C. Ewango, E. Fombod, T. Hart, J. Miller, R.
Ladle, M. Ndoundou-Hockemba, D. M. Newbery, L.
Ngok Banak, Z. Nitua Ngoe, P. Nkeng, R. Nyanga-
douma, T. Nzabi, D. Obiang, A. D. Poulsen, U. Saba, P.
Savill, G. Walters, J. Wong, H. Wright and all the people
who contributed to the field collection of these data
sets. The following institutions, projects and networks
contributed to fund the research and to organize the
field work: ATDN, CARPE, CTFS, CUREF, DFID
(UK), DIVEAC, ECOFAC, FNRS, Forest, Resources
and People, Ghanaian Forestry Service, Limbe Botanic
Garden, Marie Curie Fellowship Association (EU),
National Geographic Society, National Herbarium
of  Gabon, Missouri Botanical Garden, RAINFOR,
Smithsonian Institution, Tropenbos Cameroon
Programme, USAID, The Royal Society and Wildlife
Conservation Society. The Wiener-Anspach Foundation
funded I.P.’s research grant. We thank Jérôme Chave
and an anonymous referee for their constructive com-
ments on an earlier draft of this paper.

References

Araújo, M.B. & Pearson, R.G. (2005) Equilibrium of species’
distributions with climate. Ecography, 28, 693–695.

Ashton, P.S. (2003) Floristic zonation of tree communities on
wet tropical mountains revisited. Perspectives in Plant Ecology
Evolution and Systematics, 6, 87–104.

Bush, M.B. & Silman, M.R. (2004) Observations on late Pleis-
tocene cooling and precipitation in the lowland Neotropics.
Journal of Quaternary Science, 19, 677–684.

Cade, B.S., Terrell, J.W. & Schroeder, R.L. (1999) Estimating
effects of limiting factors with regression quantiles. Eco-
logy, 80, 311–323.

Clinebell, R.R., Phillips, O.L., Gentry, A.H., Stark, N. &
Zuuring, H. (1995) Prediction of Neotropical tree and liana
species richness from soil and climatic data. Biodiversity
and Conservation, 4, 56–90.

Colinvaux, P.A. & De Oliveira, P.E. (2001) Amazon plant
diversity and climate through the Cenozoic. Palaeogeo-
graphy, Palaeoclimatology, Palaeoecology, 166, 51–63.

Colinvaux, P.A., Irion, G., Rasanen, M.E., Bush, M.B. & de
Mello, J. (2001) A paradigm to be discarded: geological
and paleoecological data falsify the Haffer & Prance
refuge hypothesis of Amazonian speciation. Amazoniana-
Limnologia et Oecologia Regionalis Systemae Fluminis
Amazonas, 16, 609–646.

Colwell, R.K. & Lees, D.C. (2000) The mid-domain effect:
geometric constraints on the geography of species richness.
Trends in Ecology and Evolution, 15, 70–76.

Colyn, M., Gautier-Hion, A. & Verheyen, W. (1991) A re-
appraisal of paleoenvironmental history in central Africa –
Evidence for a major fluvial refuge in the Zaire basin. Journal
of Biogeography, 18, 403–407.

Condit, R., Foster, R.B., Hubbell, S.P., Sukumar, R., Leigh,
E.G., Manokaran, N., Loo de Lao, S., LaFranckie, J.V. &
Ashton, P.S. (1998) Assessing forest diversity on small
plots: calibration using species-individual curves from
50 ha plots. Forest Biodiveristy Research, Monitoring and
Modelling (eds F. Dallmeier & J.A. Comiskey), pp. 247–
268. UNESCO, Paris and the Parthenon Publishing Group,
New York.

Condit, R., Hubbell, S.P., Lafrankie, J.V., Sukumar, R.,
Manokaran, N., Foster, R.B. & Ashton, P.S. (1996) Species–
area and species–individual relationships for tropical trees:
a comparison of three 50-ha plots. Journal of Ecology, 84,
549–562.

Connell, J.H. (1978) Diversity in tropical rain forests and
coral reefs. Science, 1999, 1302–1310.

Cowling, S.A., Betts, R.A., Cox, P.M., Ettwein, V.J., Jones, C.D.,
Maslin, M.A. & Spall, S.A. (2004) Contrasting simulated
past and future responses of  the Amazonian forest to
atmospheric change. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal
Society of London Series B-Biological Sciences, 359, 539–
547.

Diniz-Filho, J.A.F., Bini, L.M. & Hawkins, B.A. (2003)
Spatial autocorrelation and red herrings in geographical
ecology. Global Ecology and Biogeography, 12, 53–64.

Dubbin, W.E., Penn, M.G. & Hodson, M.E. (2006) Edaphic
influences on plant community adaptation in the Chiquibul
forest of Belize. Geoderma, 131, 76–88.

Dupont, L.M., Jahns, S., Marret, F. & Ning, S. (2000)
Vegetation change in equatorial West Africa: time-slices for
the last 150 ka. Palaeogeography, Palaeoclimatology, Palae-
oecology, 155, 95–122.

Dutilleul, P. (1993) Modifying the t test for assessing the correla-
tion between two spatial processes. Biometrics, 49, 305–314.

Elenga, H., Maley, J., Vincens, A. & Farrera, I. (2004) Paleo-
environments, palaeoclimates and landscape development
in Atlantic Equatorial Africa: a review of key sites covering
the last 25 kyrs. Past Climate Variability Through Europe
and Africa (eds R.W. Battarbee, F. Gasse & C.E. Sticley),
pp. 181–198. Kluwer Academic Publishers, Dordrecht.

Etienne, R.S. & Alonso, D. (2005) A dispersal-limited
sampling theory for species and alleles. Ecology Letters, 8,
1147–1156.



1070
I. Parmentier et al.

© 2007 The Authors
Journal compilation 
© 2007 British 
Ecological Society, 
Journal of Ecology 
95, 1058–1071

Eva, H.D. & Huber, O. (2005) A proposal for defining the geo-
graphical boundaries of Amazonia. Synthesis of the Results
from an Expert Consultation Workshop Organized by the
European Commission in collaboration with the Amazon
Cooperation Treaty Organization. Office for Official Publica-
tions of the European Communities.

Field, R., O’Brien, E.M. & Whittaker, R.J. (2005) Global
models for predicting woody plant richness from climate:
development and evaluation. Ecology, 86, 2263–2277.

Fine, P.V.A. & Ree, R.H. (2006) Evidence for a time-integrated
species–area effect on the latitudinal gradient in tree diver-
sity. The American Naturalist, 168, 796–804.

Fisher, R.A., Corbet, A.S. & Williams, C.B. (1943) The relation
between the number of  species and the number of  indi-
viduals in a random sample of an animal population. Journal
of Animal Ecology, 12, 42–58.

Fox, J.W. & Srivastava, D. (2006) Predicting local–regional
richness relationships using island biogeography models.
Oikos, 113, 376–382.

Francis, A.P. & Currie, D.J. (2003) A globally consistent
richness–climate relationship for angiosperms. American
Naturalist, 161, 523–536.

van Gemerden, B.S., Olff, H., Parren, M.P.E. & Bongers, F.
(2003) The pristine rain forest? Remnants of historical
human impacts on current tree species composition and
diversity. Journal of Biogeography, 30, 1381–1390.

Gentry, A.H. (1988) Changes in plant community diversity and
floristic composition on environmental and geographical
gradients. Annals of the Missouri Botanical Garden, 75, 1–34.

Giesecke, T., Hickler, T., Kunkel, T., Sykes, M.T. & Bradshaw,
R.H.W. (2007) Towards an understanding of the Holocene
distribution of Fagus sylvatica L. Journal of Biogeography,
34, 118–131.

Givnish, T.J. (1999) On the causes of gradients in tropical tree
diversity. Journal of Ecology, 87, 193–210.

Hawkins, B.A., Field, R., Cornell, H.V., Currie, D.J., Guegan,
J.F., Kaufman, D.M., Kerr, J.T., Mittelbach, G.G., Ober-
dorff, T., O’Brien, E.M., Porter, E.E. & Turner, J.R.G.
(2003) Energy, water, and broad-scale geographic patterns
of species richness. Ecology, 84, 3105–3117.

Heckenberger, M.J., Kuikuro, A., Kuikuro, U.T., Russell, J.C.,
Schmidt, M., Fausto, C. & Franchetto, B. (2003) Amazonia
1492: pristine forest or cultural parkland? Science, 301,
1710–1714.

Heckenberger, M.J., Peterson, J.B. & Neves, E.G. (1999)
Village size and permanence in Amazonia: two archaeological
examples from Brazil. Latin American Antiquity, 10, 353–376.

Hijmans, R.J., Cameron, S.E., Parra, J.L., Jones, P.G. &
Jarvis, A. (2005) Very high resolution interpolated climate
surfaces for global land areas. International Journal of
Climatology, 25, 1965–1978.

Kier, G., Mutke, J., Dinerstein, E., Ricketts, T.H., Kuper, W.,
Kreft, H. & Barthlott, W. (2005) Global patterns of plant
diversity and floristic knowledge. Journal of Biogeography,
32, 1107–1116.

Kuper, W., Sommer, J.H., Lovett, J.C. & Barthlott, W. (2006)
Deficiency in African plant distribution data – missing
pieces of the puzzle. Botanical Journal of the Linnean Society,
150, 355–368.

Laurance, W.F., Ferreira, L.V., Rankin-de Merona, J.M. &
Hutchings, R.W. (1998) Influence of plot shape on estimates
of tree diversity and community composition in central
Amazonia. Biotropica, 30, 662–665.

Leal, M.E. (2001) Microrefugia, small ice age forest remnants.
Systematics and Geography of Plants, 71, 1073–1077.

Leigh, E.G., Davidar, P., Dick, C.W., Puyravaud, J.P., Ter-
borgh, J., ter Steege, H. & Wright, S.J. (2004) Why do some
tropical forests have so many species of trees? Biotropica,
36, 447–473.

Lennon, J.J. (2000) Red-shifts and red herrings in geograph-
ical ecology. Ecography, 23, 101–113.

Magurran, A.E. (2004) Measuring Biological Diversity.
Blackwell, Oxford.

Maley, J. (1996) The African rain forest – main characteristics
of  changes in vegetation and climate from the Upper
Cretaceous to the Quaternary. Proceedings of the Royal
Society of Edinburgh, 104, 31–73.

Maley, J. (2002) A catastrophic destruction of  African
forests about 2,500 years ago still exerts a major influence
on present vegetation formations. IDS Bulletin, 33, 13–
30.

Marret, F., Maley, J. & Scourse, J. (2006) Climatic instability
in west equatorial Africa during the Mid- and Late
Holocene. Quaternary International, 150, 71–81.

Maslin, M., Malhi, Y., Phillips, O. & Cowling, S. (2005) New
views on an old forest: assessing the longevity, resilience
and future of the Amazon rainforest. Transactions of the
Institute of British Geographers, 30, 477–499.

Mayaux, P., Bartholome, E., Fritz, S. & Belward, A. (2004) A
new land-cover map of Africa for the year 2000. Journal of
Biogeography, 31, 861–877.

Mayle, F.E., Beerling, D.J., Gosling, W.D. & Bush, M.B.
(2004) Responses of Amazonian ecosystems to climatic and
atmospheric carbon dioxide changes since the last glacial
maximum. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society
of London Series B-Biological Sciences, 359, 499–514.

Morley, R.J. (2000) Origin and Evolution of Tropical Rain Forests.
John Wiley & Sons, Chichester.

Newbery, D.M., van der Burgt, X.M. & Moravie, M.A.
(2004) Structure and inferred dynamics of a large grove of
Microberlinia bisulcata trees in central African rain forest:
the possible role of periods of multiple disturbance events.
Journal of Tropical Ecology, 20, 131–143.

O’Brien, E.M. (1993) Climatic gradients in woody plant spe-
cies richness: towards an explanation based on an analysis
of southern Africa’s woody flora. Journal of Biogeography,
20, 181–198.

O’Brien, E.M. (1998) Water–energy dynamics, climate, and
prediction of woody plant species richness: an interim general
model. Journal of Biogeography, 25, 379–398.

O’Brien, E.M. (2006) Biological relativity to water–energy
dynamics. Journal of Biogeography, 33, 1868–1888.

Pennington, R.T., Cronk, Q.C.B. & Richardson, J.A. (2004)
Introduction and synthesis: plant phylogeny and the origin
of major biomes. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal
Society of London Series B-Biological Sciences, 359, 1455–
1464.

Phillips, O.L., Hall, P., Gentry, A.H., Sawyer, S.A. &
Vasquez, R. (1994) Dynamics and species richness of trop-
ical rain-forests. Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences of the United States of America, 91, 2805–2809.

Plana, V. (2004) Mechanisms and tempo of evolution in the
African Guineo-Congolian rainforest. Philosophical Trans-
actions of the Royal Society of London Series B-Biological
Sciences, 359, 1585–1594.

Plotkin, J.B., Potts, M.D., Yu, D.W., Bunyavejchewin, S.,
Condit, R., Foster, R., Hubbell, S., LaFrankie, J., Manokaran,
N., Seng, L.H., Sukumar, R., Nowak, M.A. & Ashton, P.S.
(2000) Predicting species diversity in tropical forests. Pro-
ceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United
States of America, 97, 10850–10854.

Primack, R.B. & Corlett, R. (2005) Tropical Rain Forests: an
Ecological and Biogeographical Comparison. Blackwell, Oxford.

Rangel, T. & Diniz-Filho, J.A.F. (2005) Neutral community
dynamics, the mid-domain effect and spatial patterns in
species richness. Ecology Letters, 8, 783–790.

Reitsma, J.M. (1988) Forest Vegetation of Gabon. The Tropenbos
Foundation, Ede.

Richards, P.W. (1973) Africa, the ‘odd man out’. Tropical For-
est Ecosystems of Africa and South America: a Comparative
Review (eds B.J. Meggers, E.S. Ayensu & W.D. Duckworth),
pp. 21–26. Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington, DC.



1071
Climate and 
rain forest tree 
α-diversity

© 2007 The Authors
Journal compilation 
© 2007 British 
Ecological Society, 
Journal of Ecology 
95, 1058–1071

Richards, P.W. (1996) The Tropical Rain Forest: an Ecological
Study, 2nd edn. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.

Robbrecht, E. (1996) Geography of African Rubiaceae with
reference to glacial rain forest refuges. The Biodiversity
of African Plants (eds L.J.G. van der Maesen, X.M. van
der Burgt & J.M. van Medenbach de Rooy), pp. 564–581.
Kluwer, Dordrecht.

Rosenberg, M.S. (2001) PASSAGE. Pattern Analysis, Spatial
Statistics, and Geographic Exegesis. Department of Bio-
logy, Arizona State University, Tempe.

Schulman, L., Toivonen, T. & Ruokolainen, K. (2007) Ana-
lysing botanical collecting effort in Amazonia and correcting
for it in species range estimation. Journal of Biogeography,
doi: 10.1111/j.1365-2699.2007.01716.x

Senterre, B. (2005) Methodological research for the typology
of the vegetation and phytogeography of densest African
tropical forests. Acta Botanica Gallica, 152, 409–419.

Sheil, D. (1996) Species richness, tropical forest dynamics and
sampling: questioning cause and effect. Oikos, 76, 587–590.

Sheil, D. (2001) Long-term observations of rain forest succes-
sion, tree diversity and responses to disturbance. Plant
Ecology, 155, 183–199.

Sheil, D. & Salim, A. (2004) Forest tree persistence, elephants,
and stem scars. Biotropica, 36, 505–521.

Silman, M.R., Terborgh, J.W. & Kiltie, R.A. (2003) Popula-
tion regulation of a dominant-rain forest tree by a major
seed-predator. Ecology, 84, 431–438.

Slik, J.W.F., Poulsen, A.D., Ashton, P.S., Cannon, C.H.,
Eichhorn, K.A.O., Kartawinata, K., Lanniari, I., Naga-
masu, H., Nakagawa, M., van Nieuwstadt, M.G.L., Payne,
J., Purwaningsih, Saridan, A., Sidiyasa, K., Verburg, R.W.,
Webb, C.O. & Wilkie, P. (2003) A floristic analysis of the
lowland dipterocarp forests of  Borneo. Journal of Bio-
geography, 30, 1517–1531.

Sosef, M.S.M. (1996) Begonias and African rainforest refuges:
general aspects and recent progress. The Biodiversity of
African Plants (eds L.J.G. van der Maesen, X.M. van der
Burgt & J.M. van Medenbach de Rooy), pp. 602–611.
Kluwer, Dordrecht.

ter Steege, H., Pitman, N.C.A., Phillips, O.L., Chave, J., Sabatier,
D., Duque, A., Molino, J.F., Prevost, M.F., Spichiger, R.,
Castellanos, H., von Hildebrand, P. & Vasquez, R. (2006)
Continental-scale patterns of canopy tree composition and
function across Amazonia. Nature, 443, 444–447.

ter Steege, H., Pitman, N., Sabatier, D., Castellanos, H., Van
der Hout, P., Daly, D.C., Silveira, M., Phillips, O., Vasquez, R.,
Van Andel, T., Duivenvoorden, J., De Oliveira, A.A., Ek, R.,
Lilwah, R., Thomas, R., Van Essen, J., Baider, C., Maas, P.,
Mori, S., Terborgh, J., Vargas, P.N., Mogollon, H. &
Morawetz, W. (2003) A spatial model of tree alpha-diversity
and tree density for the Amazon. Biodiversity and Conser-
vation, 12, 2255–2277.

Vincens, A., Schwartz, D., Elenga, H., Reynaud-Farrera, I.,
Alexandre, A., Bertaux, J., Mariotti, A., Martin, L.,
Meunier, J.D., Nguetsop, F., Servant, M., Servant-Vildary, S.
& Wirrmann, D. (1999) Forest response to climate changes
in Atlantic Equatorial Africa during the last 4000 years
BP and inheritance on the modern landscapes. Journal of
Biogeography, 26, 879–885.

White, L.J.T. & Oates, J.F. (1999) New data on the history of
the plateau forest of Okomu, southern Nigeria: an insight
into how human disturbance has shaped the African rain
forest. Global Ecology and Biogeography, 8, 355–361.

Whittaker, R.J., Willis, K.J. & Field, R. (2001) Scale and species
richness: towards a general, hierarchical theory of species
diversity. Journal of Biogeography, 28, 453–470.

Willis, K.J. & McElwain, J.C. (2002) The Evolution of Plants.
Oxford University Press, Oxford.

Willis, K.J. & Whittaker, R.J. (2002) Species diversity – scale
matters. Science, 295, 1245–1248.

Wills, C., Harms, K.E., Condit, R., King, D., Thompson, J.,
He, F.L., Muller-Landau, H.C., Ashton, P., Losos, E.,
Comita, L., Hubbell, S., LaFrankie, J., Bunyavejchewin, S.,
Dattaraja, H.S., Davies, S., Esufali, S., Foster, R., Guna-
tilleke, N., Gunatilleke, S., Hall, P., Itoh, A., John, R.,
Kiratiprayoon, S., de Lao, S.L., Massa, M., Nath, C.,
Noor, M.N.S., Kassim, A.R., Sukumar, R., Suresh, H.S.,
Sun, I.F., Tan, S., Yamakura, T. & Zimmerman, E. (2006)
Non-random processes maintain diversity in tropical forests.
Science, 311, 527–531.

Received 9 December 2006;  accepted 21 May 2007
Handling Editor: David Burslem

Supplementary material

The following Supplementary material is available for
this article:

Appendix S1 References and details for the African
tree α-diversity data set.

Appendix S2 Mean and standard deviations of 20 cli-
matic variables and altitude within (i) the whole rain
forest area, (ii) the full diversity data sets and (iii) the c.
1-ha diversity data sets.

Appendix S3 Loadings of the PCA of the values of 20
climatic variables for a systematic sampling inside the
rain forest area of Africa and of Amazonia and corre-
lations between the climatic variables.

Appendix S4 Loadings of the PCA of the values of 20
climatic variables for the combined diversity data
sets, PCA graph for the full data sets, PCA graph with
the limits of the climatic overlap for the c. 1-ha data
sets.

Appendix S5 Correlations of 20 climatic variables and
altitude to the tree α-diversity in the rain forests of
Africa and Amazonia: transformed data.

Appendix S6 Mean annual precipitation and temper-
ature for the full diversity data sets (aggregated data)
with circles sizes proportional to the Fisher alpha value
of the pixel.

Appendix S7 Tree α-diversity as a function of the dry
season length (c. 1-ha data sets, aggregated data) and
quantile regression.

This material is available as part of the online article
from http://www.blackwell-synergy.com/doi/abs/
10.1111/j.1365-2745.2007.01273.x

Please note: Blackwell Publishing is not responsible
for the content or functionality of any supplementary
materials supplied by the authors. Any queries (other
than missing material) should be directed to the cor-
responding author of the article.

http://www.blackwell-synergy.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1365-2745.2007.01273.x

