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 The book should, therefore, be required reading for those interested in a par
 ticular phase of the environmental movement in India. Nevertheless, it should be
 recognised that good journalism makes excellent reportage but is not always
 amenable for good trend analysis. Thus, some of the projections made by the
 author into the future may be born more out of optimism rather than reasoned
 discussion. In his Introduction, Sharma posits that, 'Landscapes represent specific
 natural and social environments. They bear the marks, not of a fixed relationship
 with humanity, but of changes brought about by the impact of shifting political,
 economic, and social actors upon them.' But, at the same time, given 'the vast
 range of environments, and the diversity of the people living symbiotically with
 and claiming rights over their landscape', there is no such thing as 'a single per
 spective or a single movement on environmental issues in the 1990s'.

 A lack of a common perspective then begs the question of how the 'everyday'
 is related to the 'episodic' or how the 'local' interacts with the 'global'. Further
 more, if there is a 'multiplicity of conflicts' then how is the 'possibility of common
 united action' to materialise? How are 'democratic institutions' to change in order
 to fulfil the condition of 'sustainability'? These are questions that are posed by
 Sharma himself. He attempts to answer them by arguing that 'some inspiring and
 persuasive leaders have emerged on the ground', and the movements led by them
 'have shown enormous skill and readiness to enter into dialogue with those in
 positions of political power'. In addition, 'the relationship between environment,
 labour, and labour organisations has undergone a critical shift' and, therefore,
 'organisations and movements that are articulating environmental issues ... are
 the organisations of the future'.

 Inspirational leadership and creative organisations alone cannot supplant the
 need for a common understanding of the political nature of all development. That
 needs a much greater and vigorous debate about the connections between political,
 social and economic actors within the landscape. Given Mukul Sharma's long,
 and outstanding, engagement with environmental issues on the ground for almost
 two decades, the reader may be forgiven for expecting that he would provide
 some clues about the related discussion. He does not—and this is the only flaw in
 an otherwise excellent presentation.

 117 Uttarakhand

 JNU, New Delhi 110 067
 Dunu Roy Dunu Roy

 Shekhar Singh, A.R.K. Sastry, Raman Mehta and Vishaish Uppal (eds), Setting
 Biodiversity Conservation Priorities for India:. Summary of the Findings and
 Conclusions of the Biodiversity Prioritization Project. New Delhi: World Wide
 Fund for Nature—India, 2000, 707 pp., vols I and II.

 India is an enormous country, encompassing a tremendous diversity of ecosystems.
 In addition, it is home to a diversity of different states, each with their own
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 languages and political systems. Across the country are a multitude of conservation
 organisations, social welfare organisations and economic development agencies,
 in some cases with links to international organisations. Establishing an effective
 national conservation strategy in this complex environment is a great challenge.
 Yet such a strategy is needed to effectively utilise the resources of the country and
 the funds and expertise of international organisations and funding agencies. Such
 a strategy also needs to be accepted by Indian society, and this can only be done
 if the strategy emerges from a broad consensus, rather than being developed by a
 small, elite group of experts, whether from within India itself or outside of India.
 This book, then, represents the efforts of hundreds of scientists, social scientists,
 government officials, conservation officials and local leaders, the great majority
 of them from India itself, to develop a set of conservation priorities for India. The
 emphasis here is on developing priorities as a process toward reaching consensus.
 This report does not presume to describe what needs to be done to protect
 biodiversity, so much as describing the process of identifying those priorities.

 The report, despite its impressive length and weight, is only a summary of
 many, much longer documents, which are available from WWF—India and the
 chapter authors. The first chapters describe the process itself of establishing
 priorities, including methodology, design, values and mapping. The largest sectidn
 of the report is a set of chapters covering deserts, rangelands, wetlands, coasts,
 oceans, forests, islands, mountains, biosphere reserves, sacred groves and national
 parks and sanctuaries. Several chapters in this section also focus on individual
 states, including Tripura, Meghalaya and Arunachal Pradesh. A third section
 describes establishing priorities for species, with special chapters on trees,
 medicinal plants and wild relatives of crop plants and domesticated species. The
 next set of chapters describes priorities involving social, political and legal issues,
 with a great emphasis placed on including all people involved in and affected by
 biodiversity. The book concludes with chapters on environmental ethics, biosphere
 reserves and religion as applied to conservation in India.

 This huge effort at priority setting for India has to be contrasted with other
 such efforts put together by a group of 'experts', often flown in for the occasion,
 sitting in a conference center, deciding what the priorities should be for a country.
 In this effort for India, over forty lead organisations, and hundreds of participants

 developed an approach which would represent a consensus of opinion for national
 conservation efforts. The result is not a tidy group of chapters which compre
 hensively covers each major group of organisms, major ecosystems and individual
 states, and clearly describes what needs to be done. This would be the expectation
 of many people seeing the title of the report. However, given the diversity of
 opinions, organisations and agendas within India, such a report would be premature
 and might likely create further conflict and political inaction. In a country as
 socially and politically diverse as India, consensus has to emerge from an extended
 and transparent public process, and this is what is shown in this report. The chapters
 describe how priorities were established rather than a detailed conservation action
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 plan. The first phase of thé project appears to be successful, and the next step will
 be to translate these priorities into action. This process will likely happen through
 more extensive discussion and linkages between the government of India, Indian
 conservation organisations, international conservation organisations and inter
 national funding agencies. And like everything related to conservation and devel
 opment in India, the process will require patience, more patience, and then, even
 more patience.

 Biology Department Richard Primack
 Boston University
 5 Cummington Street
 Boston, MA 02215
 USA

 Richard Primack

 S.P. Hubbell, The Unified Neutral Theory of Biodiversity and Biogeography.
 Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001, $35. ISBN: 0-691-02128-7.

 Plant communities differ with respect to the number, abundance and spatial dis
 tribution of species, at both local and regional scales. The factors shaping these
 patterns have been among the most important issues confronting ecologists and
 conservation biologists during the last two to three decades. Communities every
 where are characterised by a few simple features: the presence of a certain number

 of species, some species being more abundant than others and the spatial structuring

 based on the location of individuals. Past efforts to understand these patterns
 have been piecemeal, and few have dared to develop a theory that could parsi
 moniously explain the emergence of these patterns. Hubbell, in this book, proposes
 a unified theory of biodiversity and biogeography. The novelty of the approach
 and the unorthodoxy of Hubbell's conclusions render this monograph a landmark
 in the science of biodiversity.

 Hubbell's obsession is with the dynamics of the structure of forest communities.

 His observations of the structure and dynamics of plant communities in permanent

 plots scattered all over the world significantly contribute to the penetrating ques
 tions he raises in the book. While describing the simple but repetitive patterns of
 species abundance observed in diverse communities, he reviews various attempts,
 starting from Fisher. It turns out that earlier researchers were merely complacent
 with describing patterns and had in fact identified the wrong signals in the species

 abundance patterns. They did not seriously search for the processes underlying
 the patterns and those who did (e.g., McArthur's broken stick model), did not
 offer meaningful mechanisms. Hubbell's inquiry begins from these earlier attempts,
 and ends in raising serious doubts about the role of niche differentiation and inter

 specific competition in shaping species assemblages.
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