Provided for non-commercial research and education use.
Not for reproduction, distribution or commercial use.

Trends n_
Ecology &

Evolution

io

Coalescent
genealogy samplers
DNA barcoding for ecologists

Origins of domesticated crops
Darwin in disguise

o
g
g
m
g
;%
:
¥
g
3
¢
s
§
:
2
g

This article appeared in a journal published by Elsevier. The attached

copy is furnished to the author for internal non-commercial research

and education use, including for instruction at the authors institution
and sharing with colleagues.

Other uses, including reproduction and distribution, or selling or
licensing copies, or posting to personal, institutional or third party
websites are prohibited.

In most cases authors are permitted to post their version of the
article (e.g. in Word or Tex form) to their personal website or
institutional repository. Authors requiring further information

regarding Elsevier’s archiving and manuscript policies are
encouraged to visit:

http://www.elsevier.com/copyright


http://www.elsevier.com/copyright

be the more tractable of these options because, by defi-
nition, we can never know exactly how many undetectable
individuals exist. For instance, sampling methods that use
passive gear such as traps and static nets will always be
biased toward the most active and exploratory individuals.
Fortunately, there are also sampling methods that possess
much less bias such as nets that sweep across large areas
for sampling fish [3], actively driving animals into traps,
sampling all nest sites available for breeding in birds [11],
sampling over extended periods of time [5] and visual
observations that could reveal whether certain individuals
with distinct markings are invulnerable to capture [11].

If eliminating all personality-related sampling bias is
not possible, then determining the distribution of any trait
in a population to infer its fitness costs and benefits will be
problematic. Of course, it is still early days for research on
animal personality in nature, and although personality
traits can be stable over time and are often heritable [2], it
is not clear that personality-related biases will necessarily
be present in all contexts and life stages. Therefore, the
bias we describe here could vary across ecological contexts
and life stages, creating variable amounts of bias in the
traits we are interested in quantifying. Nonetheless, this
much seems clear: sampling bias due to personality vari-
ation exists and is likely to be widespread, indicating that
future studies should take this problem seriously by mak-
ing efforts to minimise its impact when sampling.

[Letters
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Oil palm: disinformation enables deforestation
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In a recent article in Trends in Ecology and Evolution,
Fitzherbert et al. [1] discuss the exponential expansion of
oil palm (Elaeis guineensis) agriculture. The article sounds
a warning call about the potential impacts of oil palm
expansion on tropical forests and biodiversity, particularly
in Malaysia and Indonesia; this concern is shared by many
environmentalists and concerned scientists [2,3]. However,
in spite of efforts by conservationists to curtail deforesta-
tion due to oil palm, the global market for palm oil con-
tinues to expand. Why have efforts by conservationists
failed to halt the expansion of oil palm plantations at
the expense of tropical forests? We contend that part of
the reason could be the aggressive public relations cam-
paigns undertaken by the oil palm industry to promote
public acceptance of palm oil and to dismiss the concerns of
conservation biologists and environmentalists. It is not
unlike the campaign that some energy companies waged
against efforts to curb global climate change.
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For example, the Malaysian Palm Oil Council (MPOC)
has repeatedly claimed that oil palm expansion in that
country does not threaten biodiversity because ‘land [has
been] mainly converted from former rubber, cocoa and coco-
nut cultivation, and no rainforest land has been used since
1990’ (see http://www.mpoc.org.my/envo_100407_02.asp).
This claim was recently debunked by a study concluding
that for the period 1990-2005, 55-59% of the total extent of
oil palm expansion in Malaysia, and at least 56% of that in
Indonesia, had likely occurred at the expense of old-growth
or secondary (logged) forests [3]. Oil palm advocates have
also claimed that oil palm plantations are actually beneficial
for biodiversity. One promotional video goes so far as to call
them ‘planted forests’ rather than plantations (see http:/
www.mpoc.org.my/main_mediacenter.asp). Fitzherbert
et al. and other researchers have shown that, in fact, oil
palm plantations harbor far fewer forest-dwelling species
than either primary or logged forests [1,3].

Another argument often made by the oil palm industry
is that because many developed countries have destroyed
more of their original forest cover than either Malaysia or
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Indonesia, politicians and conservation groups from these
Western nations lack the moral authority to interfere with
oil palm development in Southeast Asia (see http:/
www.mpoc.org.my/envo_020706_01.asp). We leave it to
the reader to decide whether such an argument is persua-
sive. However, it is important to note that forests in
Malaysia, Indonesia and elsewhere in the tropics contain
a far greater diversity of species — many of which are
threatened or endemic — than do forests in most developed
(i.e. temperate-zone) countries [4-6]. Thus, deforestation
due to oil palm expansion threatens to drive far more
species to extinction than did prior episodes of deforesta-
tion in countries such as the United States and United
Kingdom.

The Malaysian government recently announced that it
will ban the conversion of ‘protected forests’ and ‘forest
reserves’ to oil palm plantations, and will only allow areas
zoned for agriculture to be developed (see http:/news.mon-
gabay.com/2008/0626-palm_oil.html). This decision was
apparently made to improve the international image of
the country’s oil palm industry. But it provides little opti-
mism for conservationists for two reasons. First, it is unclear
what type of land has been or will be designated for agri-
culture. If, for example, unprotected secondary forests are
no longer considered forest (because they have been logged)
and are instead classified as agricultural land, then oil palm
conversions will likely continue. Second, immediately fol-
lowing the above announcement the Malaysian government
also declared that it has acquired land in Aceh, Indonesia
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(45 000 ha), Papua New Guinea (105 000 ha) and Brazil
(100 000 ha) for oil palm development (see http:/news.mon-
gabay.com/2008/0709-amazon_palm_oil.html). This further
suggests that oil palm agriculture will continue to expand at
the expense of tropical forests.

To effectively mitigate the threats of oil palm to biodi-
versity, conservationists need to persuade consumers to
continue to demand both greater transparency in land-use
decisions by governments and greater environmental
accountability from oil palm producers. A prohibition on
the conversion of primary or secondary forests to oil palm is
urgently needed to safeguard tropical biodiversity. Until
that happens, oil palm might well be the single most
immediate threat to the greatest number of species.
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Communication takes place when a signal
produced by a sender influences the prob-
abilistic response of the receiver. This
definition brings to mind birds singing,
moths wafting odors or fruit flies produ-
cing love songs. But what about neurons,
bacteria, slime moulds and our own
genes? The purpose of Sociobiology of
Communication is to push the envelope
of the definition of communication. Two
themes run throughout. One is that communication takes
place in many taxa and under many circumstances in
which it has not previously been appreciated. The second
theme is signal reliability: how can signal ‘honesty’ be
maintained when it would pay signalers to deceive recei-
vers?

The table is set for both themes in the first chapter by
Amotz Zahavi. He gives a cogent explanation of his

Sociobiology of
Communication
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handicap principle and offers the intriguing but deba-
table advice that ‘explaining the special investment (the
handicap) required by a signal provides a better under-
standing of its message than the common practice of
deducing the message encoded in the signal from the
reaction of the receiver to it.” If the same signal attracts a
mate while it repels a rival, he tells us, it is neither a
courtship nor a threat display but a signal of strength.
Zahavi then employs the handicap approach in under-
standing signals in two rather diverse systems, babblers
and slime moulds. There are no data presented here, just
a forceful argument based on first principles. But as the
rest of the book shows, hypotheses such as these are
indeed testable.

A most interesting chapter is by Diggle et al. on
quorum sensing in bacteria. In a well-studied example,
Vibrio bacteria congregate in the light organ of a squid.
The bacteria produce diffusible signals that bind to
specific receptors. Once a threshold is reached, the bac-
teria start to emit light. It is thought that the light is a



