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The 150th anniversary of ecology was celebrated in 2016
with a round table discussion at the European Parliament,
Brussels. There was an aspiration to develop a social col-
lective mind of what ecology, as a science, represents in
the present threatened world. The date, 14 September, was
chosen because it was on that day Haeckel had published
his “Ökologie und Chorologie” (Haeckel, 1866, II:286–289,
reprinted in Acot 1998:II, 703–706) where he defined the
term:

By ecology, we mean the whole science of the re-
lations of the organism to the environment includ-
ing, in the broad sense, all the “conditions of ex-
istence”. These are partly organic, partly inorganic
in nature; both are of the greatest significance for
the form of organisms, for they force them to be-
come adapted. Among the inorganic conditions,
(. . . ) we consider the physical and chemical prop-
erties of its habitat, the climate (light, warmth, at-
mospheric conditions of humidity and electricity),
the inorganic nutrients, nature of the water and of
the soil, etc. As organic conditions we consider
the entire relations of the organism to all other or-
ganisms with which it comes into contact, and of
which most contribute either to its advantage or its
harm. Each organism has among the other organ-
isms its friends and its enemies, those which favor
its existence and those which harm it. The organ-
isms which serve as organic foodstuff for others or
which live upon them as parasites also belong in
this category of organic conditions of existence. In
a word, ecology is the study of all those complex
interrelations referred to by Darwin as the condi-
tions of the struggle for existence.

During the 20th century, ecology matured as a science
and it was marked by different leading scientists. In 1935,
Arthur Tansley published a paper (Tansley, 1935; translated
by Stauffer 1957:140–141) where he defined the concept of
ecosystem:

Though the organisms may claim our primary in-
terest, when we are trying to think fundamentally
we cannot separate them from their special envi-
ronment, with which they form one physical sys-
tem. These ecosystems, as we may call them, are
of the most various kinds and sizes. They form one
category of the multitudinous physical systems of
the universe, which range from the universe as a
whole down to the atom.

With this definition Tansley showed the relevance of
studying interactions between organisms and of organisms
with abiotic factors, as well as including man as an impor-
tant asset in understanding ecosystem processes. Thus, with
this new ecology unit he allowed the development of stud-
ies on ecosystems’ evolution trends, using different time and
spatial scales (Deléage, 1993). Henceforth, it was also possi-
ble to understand how organisms function as ecosystem engi-
neers (Jones et al., 1996) and how humans play a major role
in environmental change issues (Likens, 1993).

But the “age of ecology”, as Worster (1994) called it,
was influenced by Rachel Carson, Barry Commoner, Eugene
Odum, Paul Ehrlich, and James Lovelock. While the first two
published books pointed towards the negative role of humans
in the environment, the others created scientific knowledge
about ecological theories and how they could give scien-
tific answers to environmental problems, effectively creating
a bridge between science and society (Ehrlich and Ehrlich,
1990; Lovelock, 2000; Odum and Barret, 2005). After World
War II, and with the public dissemination of those books,
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ecology became a political movement to fight environmen-
tal policies within society. Many other people, besides biol-
ogists and scientists, took part in this movement. But while
some viewed humans as a force opposing nature, ecologists
considered humans just as another animal species in nature.
The science of ecology ends up defending the same values of
protecting natural environment from destruction, but it uses
scientific data to justify the options (Likens, 1993; Chapin III
et al., 2002).

Costanza et al. (1997) estimated the value of ecosystem
services raising the contribution of ecosystems and their eval-
uation to sustainable human well-being. This work had a
broader impact on the scientific community with the de-
velopment of numerous works, debates, and on-the-ground
evaluations in different parts of the world. However, only
in 2005 after the United Nations published the first Mil-
lennium Ecosystem Assessment did the notion of ecosys-
tem destruction and its impact on global changes and hu-
man safety have a significant impact on society and poli-
tics (Rockström et al., 2009; de Groot et al., 2012; Costanza
et al., 2014). Henceforth, the concept of human ecological
footprint became a measure of human impact on our planet,
and as a signa for the need to use a different approach to
obtain prosperity based on well-being. The critical impor-
tance of ecosystem services challenges ecologists to estab-
lish an effective bridge between ecological and economical
approaches (Costanza, 2012). This highlights the need for
better measurements, good on-ground data, and new scien-
tific approaches to develop more credible models adapted to
today’s society perceptions and problems (Carpenter et al.,
2009).

Presently, ecologists are researchers that work in interdis-
ciplinary teams to tackle the complexity of ecosystems and to
provide predictable scenarios and operational solutions rele-
vant for the sustainability of our world. In the present cen-
tury, ecology is an integrative science that provides explana-
tions about the challenges we face today that can reframe the
relation between humans and nature. Today, the science of
ecology is providing the knowledge necessary to reach the
“sustainable development goals” of the United Nations.

Ecological data and knowledge can prove valuable in tack-
ling economic challenges and health problems in order to
create a more sustainable biosphere and a more equitable
society based on a transdisciplinary paradigm. We need to
reframe the definition of a scientist, an ecologist, who can
work either with molecular biologists to understand the evo-
lutionary histories of species in ecosystems or with microbi-
ologists to convey the role of understudied microbes in the
whole ecosystem functioning. Ecologists can go either to the
sea to look for the trophic chains responsible for fish man-
agement and carbon sink or to the ice sheets to understand
how the loss of function within those limiting ecosystems
has a bigger impact on climate change. Ecologists contribute
to filling the knowledge gap with regards to ecosystem com-
plexities. For that they can also use both satellites and so-

phisticated computer programs to model large environmental
changes and predict further consequences.

Ecologists should also be able to communicate with citi-
zens using a clear and simple, understandable scientific mes-
sage. But they also need to show their endeavors, challenges,
and breakthroughs for people to understand that science is
not a tangible and immutable object that can be overcome
without obstacles.

Following the political messages addressed last year in
European Parliament during the 150th anniversary of ecol-
ogy, the Portuguese Ecological Society (SPECO) proposed
14 September as the day to host different kinds of public and
media events closely related to ecology, in a broad sense.
This initiative is apparently not the first one. Other institu-
tions all over the world are using different dates to celebrate
“Ecology Day”, sometimes combined with “ecological foot-
print” and focused on the relationship between humans and
the environment.

We propose concentrating these diverse and sparse activi-
ties on this particular day, with a historic meaning, to give the
opportunity to citizens of all ages to freely speak with ecol-
ogists, to develop practical workshops, to visit field exper-
iments, particularly those in LTER (Long Term Ecological
Research Network), to discuss basic and applied approaches,
and to visit museums or exhibitions related to ecology. Dis-
semination of all these events is the core of our entire mis-
sion – which means reaching the media and different au-
diences. Together these activities will be launched on web
pages and may constitute an umbrella of the different eco-
logical societies all over the world, for those who want to
participate. The great mission of this celebration should be
to show ecology as a science to the public. Staying together
within this mission we believe we could potentially convey
the importance of ecology and ecosystem studies to peo-
ple outside the scientific community, including policymakers
and economists.
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