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Für meine Familie – Nah und Fern.

The Road goes ever on and on
Down from the door where it began.
Now far ahead the Road has gone,
And I must follow, if I can,
Pursuing it with eager feet,
Until it joins some larger way
Where many paths and errands meet.
And whither then? I cannot say.
- J.R.R. Tolkien (1954)
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Preface

Friederike G. Engel
Even though I was fascinated by and enjoyed being in nature for as long as I can
think, I still remember the exact moment when I first realized that ecology is super
cool. I was in high school, studying for my final exam in biology. As I was going
over the material, it suddenly “clicked”: This all made sense! Of course, there
were parts that I had to memorize, but there was a certain logic to ecological
processes and theories that spoke to me. Everything was connected, one process
explained another, and I could much better understand what was going on around
me in nature. Since that day, I continued on the path to becoming an ecologist. I
wanted to understand why certain species live in specific areas, how several
species can coexist, and why some species disappear.
During my B.Sc. and M.Sc. studies, I got involved in experimental biology and
was able to independently design my first experiments. I tested how different pH
levels influence soft coral growth, studied the effects of hormones in the rivers on
fish metabolism, and finally started experimenting with entire communities of
organisms. I wanted to find out how changing conditions influence species
diversity and ecosystem functioning in phytoplankton communities. The
mechanisms governing the interactions between organisms and their environment
intrigued me and fueled my interest in community ecology. Coupled with the
eminent threat of global climate change and the global biodiversity crisis, this area
of study was highly relevant to me.
My early attempts as an ecologist culminated in four years of doctoral research in
experimental community ecology of benthic microalgae. During these years,
through many ups and downs, such as new discoveries and failed experiments, I
investigated interactions and habitat properties that influence diversity and
ecosystem functioning of benthic microalgae in estuaries. In this thesis, I present
the results of my work for which I experimentally tested how different predicted
global change scenarios influence the community dynamics of benthic
microalgae. This thesis marks the beginning of my journey as an experimental
ecologist.
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