Succession

An important and often misunderstood concept in ecology is succession. Succession refers to the series of changes observed in a plant community following a disturbance event (Connell and Slayter 1977). A disturbance event, such as a wildfire, flood, landslide or hurricane, is an event that changes cession, think of a severe forest fire that kills many trees. What was once a closed forest with very little light reaching the ground is now a very open and bright place. Plants and seeds that were in the shade can take advantage of the new available resources, including sunlight. The plant species that will thrive in the new, open environment may be different from those that grew under the closed forest canopy. These plants are called early successional plants because they thrive in recently disturbed environments. They are also called colonizers, ruderals or weeds. Over time, as colonizers grow, they change the environment again (by shading, or changing soil conditions), which creates opportunities for a different set of plant species. These plant species that establish after the early successional species are called late successional species. They are generally less tolerant of disturbance events. These species also often grow more slowly and live longer than early successional species and only become prevalent a while after the disturbance event. Plant communities can be thought of as going through cycles of disturbance followed by succession followed by disturbance and so on. This is not to say that these cycles, and the resulting communities, are ever identical or exactly repeatable.

