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Introduction

Botanica Helvetica has traditionally published scientific

papers on all aspects of botanical research. The present issue

is specifically devoted to alpine plants. It illustrates how they

have adapted to the specific environmental conditions of

mountain environments in the past and how they respond to

human-induced environmental change presently or in the

future.

Being based in an Alpine country, Botanica Helvetica has

traditionally included a high proportion of studies from the

Alps or other mountain regions. The fraction of papers

dealing with mountain plants has even been increasing

recently. Our most prominent contributions, i.e. those writ-

ten by famous botanists (e.g. Stebbins 1984) and those most

read and most cited in recent years (e.g. Stehlik 2000;

Landolt 2006; Parisod 2008) deal with alpine plants.

These observations led us to the decision to prepare a

special issue on alpine plants. By devoting an entire issue to

this topic, we wish to strengthen the emerging link between

the journal of the Swiss Botanical Society and research

about mountain plants and vegetation.

Alpine issue(s)

Alpine plants and mountain vegetation are of particular

interest to botanists for several reasons. First, the harsh

abiotic conditions, strong environmental gradients and

isolated habitats create a particular setting for plant evo-

lution. Population processes and genetic differentiation are

expected to differ between lowland plants and alpine

plants (Zoller and Lenzin 2006; Stöcklin et al. 2009;

Till-Bottraud et al. 2010). Mountain regions also harbor

particular plant community types, both at high elevations

(Béguin et al. 2006; Gerdol et al. 2010) and in the valleys

or forelands (Wallnöfer and Hotter 2008; Prunier et al.

2010a, b).

Second, the Alps have gone through a fascinating

history of recurrent climatic changes, glaciations and

postglacial recolonisation phases, as well as multiple

disturbances. The postglacial vegetation history of the

Alps is particularly complex due to the existence of

multiple refugia and recolonisation pathways, which have

created the specific patterns of species distribution,

genetic diversity and vegetation composition observed

today. Understanding the processes involves a multitude

of questions in the fields of biogeography, phylogeogra-

phy and paleobotany (Bauert et al. 2007; Gugerli et al.

2009; Mraz et al. 2009; Gobet et al. 2010), which are also

highly relevant for predictions of responses to future

changes as well as conservation strategies (Gobet et al.

2010; Prunier et al. 2010b),

Third, mountain ecosystems are particularly sensitive to

recent anthropogenic disturbances such as land-use chan-

ges, nutrient inputs and global warming. They are thus

particularly suitable to study the effects of these distur-

bances (Frei et al. 2010; Pearce et al. 2010; Vittoz et al.

2010).
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Each of these topics is addressed by one or several papers

in the present special issue. The collection of papers pre-

sented here jointly contributes to a better understanding of

plant responses to environmental change—hence the title of

this alpine issue.

The future

As editors, we constantly seek to improve Botanica Helve-

tica’s visibility and attractiveness. Having observed an

intrinsic trend for recently published articles to be focused

on mountain plants and vegetation, we believe that the

journal will benefit from being entirely focused on alpine

botany in the future. A tendency towards a narrow thematic

focus can be noticed among scientific journals: Some

10–20 years ago, well-established journals with a wide

scope were most popular among authors and readers, as

evidenced by their high citation indices. These have in

recent years been equaled or even surpassed by some jour-

nals on more clearly defined topics.

We have consulted botanists from Switzerland and

abroad about their opinion on devoting a journal to alpine

botany. The generally positive responses encouraged us to

pursue this idea.

As from next year, Botanica Helvetica will thus focus

on plant research in mountain regions under the new name

‘‘Alpine Botany’’. We hope that the collection of articles

published in this special issue will encourage many

authors from around the world to submit their next man-

uscript in this field of research to our journal. We wish to

stress that any paper about Swiss plants and vegetation

will still be considered for publication given the close link

between Switzerland and the Alps. Guidelines for authors

will be available soon on the homepage of Botanica

Helvetica.

Until now, Botanica Helvetica was edited collabora-

tively by a team of editors, each of whom was responsible

for part of the submitted manuscripts. The editorial

responsibility has now been taken over by Prof. Dr. Jürg

Stöcklin (University of Basel), who was elected as new

editor of the journal at the annual meeting 2010 of the

Swiss Botanical Society. He has already done an important

work in preparing the transition from Botanica Helvetica

to Alpine Botany and has appointed an international edi-

torial board to assist him in editorial decisions. The current

team of editors has herewith completed its mission and

would like to thank all authors, reviewers and readers for

their respective contributions to the existence and success

of the journal.
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