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A pitcher of things to come 
Jonathan B. Shurin

Big conclusions can be drawn from the tiny ecosystems that flourish in carnivorous pitcher plants. 
Manipulating habitat size and predator abundance reveals which is more important to ecosystem dynamics.

The creation by humans of novel combinations 
of species and environmental conditions is 
rapidly driving Earth’s ecosystems into un-
charted territories. Information about ecologi-
cal interactions can be gleaned only with great 
investment of time, effort and money. Thus, 
creative approaches are required to extract 
the greatest insight into these changes from 
the fewest data.

Writing in PLoS Biology1, Gotelli and Elli-
son wrestle with this problem, and show how 
simple experiments can illuminate a network 
of community interactions. The immediate 






