
Centre for Process Systems Engineering 

2018 Seminar Series: New Frontiers in Systems Engineering 

Prof. Jordi Bascompte (University of  Zurich) 
Plant-animal mutualistic networks:  

the architecture of  biodiversity 
 

Abstract: The mutualistic interactions between plants and the animals that pollinate them or disperse 
their seeds can form complex networks involving dozens or hundreds of species. These networks are highly 
heterogeneous, nested, and built upon weak and asymmetric links among species. From an ecological point of 
view, such general architectural patterns maximize the number of coexisting species and increase the range of 
variability that these mutualistic networks can withstand before one or more species goes extinct. However, be-
cause pylogenetically similar species tend to play similar roles in the network, extinction events trigger non-
random coextinction cascades. This implies that taxonomic diversity is lost faster than expected if there was no 
relationship between phylogeny and network structure. From an evolutionary point of view, the indirect effects 
arising from these network patterns may drive trait coevolution within species-rich assemblages, so that even 
the most specialized species are more influenced by indirect effects than by their direct partners.   
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