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Overview 
 
Tropical ecosystems are home to a bewildering array of flora and fauna. Tropical 
ecosystems are also remarkably productive and are crucial to the livelihoods to 
hundreds of millions of people. This course will cover a variety of tropical ecosystems, 
with the aim of understanding how they work, and the degree to which they can be 
explained by a shared set of ecological principles. A recurring theme through our 
exploration of tropical ecology will be the issue of how tropical biodiversity has 
developed and how it is maintained. Emphasis will be placed on readings of primary 
literature, basic quantitative analysis, and most of all, on direct experience in the field. 
The sustainable use of tropical ecosystems and their potential fates will conclude the 
course.  
 
Course Objectives 
 
By the end of the semester, course participants should  
 

• Be able to extend one’s understanding of ecological and evolutionary principles 
and their application 

• Be acquainted with tropical ecosystems – variety, distribution, biogeography, 
history and biodiversity 

• Be able to compare temperate with tropical systems as well as different tropical 
systems with each other 

• Be capable of analysing long-term datasets to better understand the dynamics of 
tropical systems and the principles that allow the maintenance of tropical 
diversity 

• Be able to design a field study to test a hypothesis/question derived from 
observations in the field 

• Have spent time in as many tropical systems as possible, and to be able to 
recognise key elements and to understand their ecology 
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Assignments 
 

• Field trip reports: 20% (10% x 2) 

• Summary and presentation on a selected topic. To be done as a group project: 
10%  

• Individual project – developing a research question and addressing it through the 
analysis of a long-term dataset: 30% 

• Group project – developing a research question and addressing it through a 
short field study: 30% 

• Evaluation of peer review feedback: 10% 
 
Schedule 
 

Week Date Topic  Notes 
 

Block 1: Introduction and developing a feel for tropical ecosystems 
 

1 11 August Introduction to tropical ecology What is ecology? 

2 18 August Biogeography, evolution and development 
of tropical ecosystems 

In what ways are tropical 
systems (of a given kind) 
similar?  

3 25 August Biogeography and the distribution of 
tropical organisms 

What, if anything, is unique 
to tropical ecosystems?  

 
Block 2: Gaining an acquaintance for tropical ecosystems 

 

4 1 September NTU forest activity  

5 8 September Field trip: coastal systems  

6 15 September Data analysis: an introduction / Bukit Timah  

7 22 September Field trip: forest systems  

Recess Week  

8 6 October Field trip: marine and intertidal habitats 
(tentative) 

 

 
Block 3: Understanding the origins and maintenance of tropical diversity 

 

9 13 October Marine diversity and ecology: classic studies  

10 20 October Field trip: Group project  

11 27 October Field trip:   

12 3 November  Sustainable use and tropical ecosystems – 
an oxymoron? 

 

13 10 November Tropical Ecosystems – what does the future 
hold? 
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