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Chapter 1: What IS'Biodiversity?

Biodiversity, a contraction of “biological diver-
sity,” may be defined as the variety of living
organisms and their processes. For use in this docu-
ment, biodiversity refers only to native organisms.
Because of the rather technical nature of this chapter,
the more casual reader is urged to study Figure 1.1 and
continue reading at the summary on page 6.
Biodiversity can be viewed at three levels: commu-
nity diversity, species diversity and genetic diversity
(Fig. 1.1). Each of these levels is composed of three
components:  compositional diversity, structural
diversity and functional diversity. Compositional
diversity is the number of representatives present
within the level being discussed. The number of
species is a measure of the compositional component
of species diversity. Structural diversity is variation
in the way parts are organized. Patterns formed by

plant species are the most easily recognized form of
structural diversity. For example, tree species of
varying heights, due to age or species characteristics,
form multiple layers of canopies in moist forests of
eastern Oklahoma. Structural diversity also occurs in
animal species, such as population structure (sex ratios
or numbers of individuals of different ages). Func-
tional diversity is the variation in processes carried
out in the different levels of biodiversity. Cycling of
nutrients is one process performed by communities.
The number of steps within this cycle and their effi-
ciency varies among communities depending on the
species present.

Biodiversity is dynamic, fluctuating continuously
through the process of succession, disturbance, envi-
ronmental change or stress and other factors. For
example, an eastern Oklahoma grassland may, through







