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Preface

There are many excellent introductory biology textbooks available, so why write another? 
The answer lies partly in the rapid expansion of modern biology and partly in the needs 
and aspirations of modern students.

The second half of the 20th century and the early 21st century have seen such major 
developments as the unravelling of the structure of DNA, the complete cataloguing of the 
genome of humans and other species, and the fi rst successful cloning. These developments 
are refl ected in university biology curricula, which offer new units and courses in 
subjects such as molecular genetics and biotechnology and a much greater prominence 
for molecular biology in introductory textbooks. Simultaneously, other biologists have 
noted with concern the impacts of climate change, increasing human populations and 
changing technologies on natural environments and other species. They note that the rate 
of extinction in species at present is well above the background extinction rate shown in 
the fossil record, suggesting that the world is in a period of human-caused mass extinction 
that is reducing our biological heritage. These realisations are refl ected in the curricula 
too, with new courses and units in conservation biology and restoration biology, as well as 
chapters on conservation in introductory textbooks.

Students majoring in biology at university need a thorough grounding in all these new 
areas as well as the more traditional aspects of the discipline. They are well served by 
existing textbooks, but many non-majors lack the space in their crowded timetables to cover 
all the topics in such detail. Instead, they need to emphasise the biology of direct relevance 
to their major fi eld of study. Unfortunately, for many students it may not be clear how basic 
biology is relevant to their varying majors. This has long been recognised in biomedical 
education, where biology textbooks for physicians, dentists and other health professionals 
take an explicit human emphasis in their examples. Similarly, we believe that there is a 
need for a text with an environmental emphasis for those students needing a semester of 
biology as background for their specialist studies in environmental science, conservation 
biology, sustainable development, environmental engineering and related fi elds.

Environmental Biology is our attempt to meet that need. It begins with an account of 
the human species and our impact on the environment, before developing the biological 
knowledge and skills necessary to solve environmental problems through a consideration 
of scientifi c method (including the major unifying theories of evolution and the cell), 
biodiversity and the interactions of organisms with each other and with the physical 
environment. The fi nal chapters integrate this background material in the applied 
disciplines of conservation biology and environmental restoration. The specialist chapter 
authors are all experienced researchers and accomplished teachers, and they illustrate their 
points with theoretical and practical environmental examples. We hope that this approach 
will enable students with interests in environmental science or sustainable development to 
see immediately the relevance of biology to their major discipline and integrate biological 
knowledge and skills into solving pressing environmental problems.
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