Environmental Close-Up: The Changing Nature of the Climax Concept

When European explorers traveled across the North American continent they saw huge expanses of land covered by the same kinds of organisms.  Deciduous forests in the East, coniferous forests in the North, grasslands in central North America and deserts in the Southwest.  These collections came to be considered the steady-state or normal situation for those parts of the world.  When ecologists began to explore the way in which ecosystems developed over time they began to think of these ecosystems as the end point or climax of a long journey beginning with the formation of soil and its colonization by a variety of plants and other organisms.

As settlers removed the original forests or grasslands and converted the land to farming, the original “climax” community was destroyed.  Eventually, as poor farming practices destroyed the soil, the farms were abandoned and the land was allowed to return to its “original” condition.  This secondary succession often resulted in forests that resembled those that had been destroyed.  However, in most cases these successional forests contained fewer species and in some cases were entirely different kinds of communities from the originals.  These new stable communities were also called climax communities, but they were not the same as the original.


Ecologists began to recognize that there was not a fixed, predetermined community for each part of the world and began to modify the way they looked at the concept of climax communities.  The concept today is a more plastic one.  It is still used to talk about a stable stage following a period of change, but ecologists no longer feel that land will eventually return to a “preordained” climax condition.  They have also recognized in recent years that the type of climax community that develops depends on many other factors than simply climate.  One of these is availability of seeds to colonize new areas.  Two areas with very similar climate and soil characteristics may contain different species because of the seeds available when the lands were released from agriculture.  Furthermore, we need to recognize that the only thing that differentiates a “climax” community from a successional one is the time scale over which change occurs.  “Climax” communities do not change as rapidly as successional ones.  However, all communities are eventually replaced, as were the swamps that produced coal deposits, the preglacial forests of Europe and North America, and the pine forests of the Northeastern U.S.

So what should we do with this concept? Although the climax concept embraces a false notion that there is a specific end point to succession, it is still important to recognize that there is a predictable pattern of change during succession and that later stages in succession are more stable and longer lasting than early stages.  Whether we call it a climax community is not really important.
