Metapopulation dynamics in orchids: Variation in extinction rates and stochastic events"
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Dispersal is a fundamental component of the classic metapopulation and may influence population persistence.  Traditional method of population analyses estimate dispersal from re-colonization probabilities.  The limitation of this method is that it only reflects the sum of successful dispersal and the establishment events in a metapopulation and underestimates a number of variables that may influence population dynamics.  We study a naturally fragmented orchid metapopulation where dispersal may occur in the form of seeds that have a very low probability of establishing.  We have five years of data of the orchid Lepanthes rupestris an epiphytic and lithophytic orchid from Puerto Rico, where we permanently identified 250 occupied and 750 occupied sites in 1998 and have sampled twice a year and have increase our sample size since inception.  The orchid is reproductively active throughout the year. The populations are scattered in a more or less linear fashion on trees and rocks along both side of a river.  Median population sizes on the first survey was 23 individuals with a range of 1 to 700 individuals.   Here we show that the dispersal is very limited and extinction is habitat dependent.  We furthermore correlate some of these periods of high extinction to environmental events.  
