
Ecologists have long 
known that natural and an-
thropogenic environmen-
tal changes drive changes 
in ecosystems, and that 
those environmental 
changes occur at multiple 
temporal and spatial scales. 
A considerable body of 
research in many systems 
has demonstrated the 
importance of short-term 
ecosystem changes, such 
as those due to disturbanc-
es or recent human activi-
ties.  Likewise, paleoecolo-

gists examine long-term 
changes, at the scale of 
hundreds to thousands of 
years or longer, generally 
at either coarse or very fine 
spatial scales. The 200 km 
Roanoke River floodplain in 
eastern North Carolina has 
experienced ecological and 
environmental changes at 
a range of temporal scales, 
making it a challenge to 
determine the relative im-
portance of recent changes 
(hydrological modification) 
versus longer-tem changes 

(sedimentation due to 
post-settlement land-
clearance). However, the 
implications are significant 
in terms of ecosystem 
conservation and restora-
tion. In my presentation, 
I will discuss the process 
of designing a study to 
characterize long-term en-
vironmental change across 
a landscape and illustrate 
how geomorphic changes 
appear to have driven 
major ecosystem changes 
over recent centuries.
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