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Abstract
Background: Parasites significantly alter topological metrics describing food web structure, yet few studies have explored
the relationship between food web topology and parasite diversity.
Methods/Principal Findings: This study uses quantitative metrics describing network structure to investigate the
relationship between the topology of the host food web and parasite diversity. Food webs were constructed for four
restored brackish marshes that vary in species diversity, time post restoration and levels of parasitism. Our results show that
the topology of the food web in each brackish marsh is highly nested, with clusters of generalists forming a distinct modular
structure. The most consistent predictors of parasite diversity within a host were: trophic generality, and eigenvector
centrality. These metrics indicate that parasites preferentially colonise host species that are highly connected, and within
modules of tightly interacting species in the food web network.
Conclusions/Significance: These results suggest that highly connected free-living species within the food web may
represent stable trophic relationships that allow for the persistence of complex parasite life cycles. Our data demonstrate
that the structure of host food webs can have a significant effect on the establishment of parasites, and on the potential for
evolution of complex parasite life cycles.
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many parasites tend towards high host specificity [18,19],
increasing the diversity of host communities may result in a
concomitant increase in the diversity of parasites [20,21]. Third,
trophically transmitted parasites are dependent upon the feeding
habits of predators and prey for transmission [22]. Consequently,
patterns of parasite diversity are contingent upon, and susceptible
to, the structure and distribution of feeding interactions and the
abundance of host in the free-living community [23]. In essence,
the structure of the host food web is likely to exert a strong
selective pressure on the evolution of parasite transmission
strategies and subsequent patterns of parasite diversity observed
in extant systems [23,24,25].
Clusters of species that have a critical place in the topology of
the host network are likely to provide insight into the diversity of
parasites in ecosystems for two reasons. First, those host species
that fall into core clusters within ecological networks are likely to
experience fewer fluctuations in abundance relative to those that
fall in the periphery of a network [26] providing a reliable resource
for parasites. Second, clusters of tightly interacting species that
drive nestedness and modularity in food webs yield stable
predator-prey trophic links [27,28] and exploiting these stable
links may ensure successful completion of the parasite life cycle.
This is particularly important for helminth parasites with complex

Introduction
Food webs are abstractions of nature that describe community
topology via networks of trophic interactions [1,2]. The information provided by existing topological (who eats whom) webs has
provided a fertile resource for the generation of theory on the
determinants of community structure and the stability of
ecosystems [1,3,4,5,6]. For example, the topology of a food web
may help in understanding the flow of energy through systems
and whether population dynamics are more or less stable in
highly diverse communities relative to low diversity communities
[6,7,8,9]. Further, several topology-based metrics have become
key parameters in the theoretical search for general patterns in
food webs [7], and as determinants of food web stability [9].
Parasites have largely been understudied in these systems, and
there have been few attempts to use the topology of the free-living
host community to describe parasite dynamics [10,11,12].
However, highly resolved topological food webs [13,14] show
features of real structure that may be important in the persistence
of complex parasite life cycles [15]. First, free-living hosts serve as
both habitat and dispersal agents, and if transmission of a parasite
is a function of the density of the final host, an abundance of hosts
will result in an abundance of parasites [16,17]. Second, because
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(common reed); a plant whose presence is typically an indicator
of habitat degradation [34]. Recent large-scale restoration projects
with the goal of creating and enhancing a variety of marsh habitats
for wildlife, and to bring about the recovery of wetland function
[35], have created spatially delineated habitats that vary in time
since restoration: Oritani marsh (unrestored); Mill Creek marsh
(20 years since restoration); Harrier Meadow (10 years); Secaucus
High School marsh (0 years).
Mill Creek marsh (20 year) is a 57-hectare tidal marsh bordered
by highways and residential land (40u479450 N 74u029300 W). The
marsh restoration has resulted in low marsh habitats dominated by
Spartina sp and Distichlis sp that are flushed daily by the tides: tidal
impoundments and lowland scrub-shrub habitats lay along the
marsh/upland ecotone. Harrier Meadow marsh (10 year) is a 32hectare tidal marsh surrounded by tidal mudflats and urban
development (40u479120 N 74u07930 W). The marsh has low
marsh habitat similar in vegetation to Mill Creek, shallow open
water impoundments that are hydrologically connected to the
surrounding mudflats, areas of higher elevation dominated by
Phragmites australis, Lythrum salicaria, and lowland scrub-shrub
habitats. Secaucus High School marsh (0 year) is a 43-hectare
tidal marsh bordered by a river and residential development
(40u489170 N 74u029520 W). The site is currently dominated by the
common reed (P. australis), and contains narrow sinuous channels,
several mosquito ditches, and tide gates. Tidal flow is restricted
and large sections of the marsh receive rare inundation at high
tide: restoration to restore regular tidal flow, and wetland function
are currently underway. Oritani marsh (unrestored) is a 224hectare tidal marsh that has no record of human alteration or use
(40u479570 N 74u059070 W). The marsh is undeveloped and
includes more than 150 hectares of upland area and a smaller area
of high and low marsh with small tidal channels. The upland areas
are dominated by a dense monoculture of common reed (P.
australis). The high marsh areas are dominated by saltmarsh hay
(Spartina patens), while the low marsh areas are predominately
smooth cordgrass (S. alterniflora), marsh fleabane (Pluchea pupurascens), and dwarf spikerush (Eleocharis pavula).
Although the ‘real’ food web is likely to span the entire New
York-New Jersey estuary complex, we constructed four food webs
that are constrained by physical boundaries (roads, urban
development) that surround each marsh site. In addition, we limit
the food webs to those species found in tidally influenced sediment
and the vegetated habitat within the marsh (sensu [36]). By
constraining each food web spatially, we omit birds, mammals,
and invertebrates that are transient in the marsh habitat. Further,
we do not consider the edge of each marsh, and the species located
within this habitat, as part of our community as these species are
likely indicative of the mudflats in the estuary complex, or the
urban development that surrounds each site.
Our preferred taxonomic unit for constructing each food web
was species, although we were limited by our source data. As a
consequence, some members of our food web were lumped into
large categories (e.g. Nematoda, copepods, ostracods). Where
possible, we empirically validated literature records for birds (point
count surveys every three months starting in December 2005 and
ending in December 2007: bird species were recorded if visually
detected within a five-minute period at any of three survey stations
within each marsh), benthos (benthic cores were taken at a depth
of 5 cm every three months starting in December 2005 and ending
in December 2006 at three locations within each marsh), and
fishes (active seine netting, minnow trapping, and trap nets were
deployed every three months starting in December 2005 and
ending in December 2007). However, the majority of species we
document in our food webs were based upon community data

life cycles involving two or more hosts. As a general rule,
transmission between the final intermediate host and the definitive
host occurs via predation. The reliance on this form of
transmission, over evolutionary time, is likely to have favored
parasitism of host species that are central to the structure of food
webs, and fall within interactions that are relatively ‘‘strong’’ (e.g.
[12,24]). Consequently, identifying patterns in the topology of
ecological networks and linking regularities in the networks to
parasite community dynamics is central to understanding how
parasites establish and persist in host communities.
An ideal situation in which to test the effect of network topology
on the emergent patterns of system parasite species richness
would be within a series of islands of varying ages as in MacArthur
& Wilson’s classic island biogeography study [29]. MacArthur
& Wilson posited that the number of species within a discrete and
isolated system was a consequence of the species previously located
there and the processes of immigration extinction and speciation.
A consequence of this is that as a community assembles, the
network and trophic structure of the food web should also change,
revealing patterns of community complexity [30]. In this study, we
use four brackish tidal marshes, each with a distinct host diversity
and community composition as a surrogate for individual islands
with a range of diversity and community complexity. Metazoan
(helminth) parasites are common in invertebrates, fishes and birds
in these marshes [31], and use a variety of vertebrate definitive
hosts, molluscan first intermediate hosts, and fish second
intermediate hosts. These life history strategies are intimately tied
to the trophic interactions between free-living species, and as a
result, the structure of the food web should act as a template for
transmission. Using network centrality metrics [32] that describe
the positional importance of free-living hosts, we quantify
characteristics of the food web that are necessary for complex
parasite life cycles to persist, and the potential mechanisms driving
parasite species richness within host species. We report that the
diversity of parasites within host species is largely determined by
how well connected and central a host is within the network.

Methods
Ethics Statement
Field collections were conducted under scientific permits issued
by the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection,
Division of Fish and Wildlife, Marine Fisheries Administration
(#0558, #0628, and #0746) and Bureau of Freshwater Fisheries
(#0536, #06-008, and #07-019). Prior to necropsy, fish were
maintained briefly in aquaria following animal care protocols
approved by The Animal Care and Facilities Committee at Rutgers
University, Office of Research and Sponsored Programs (Protocol
00-012: NIH Assurance Number A3262-01). Fish euthanasia was
conducted in accordance with the 2000 Report of the American
Veterinary Medical Association Panel on Euthanasia, approved by
The Animal Care and Facilities Committee at Rutgers University
under the protocol described above (Protocol 00-012): fish were
placed in a buffered 300 mg/L solution of tricaine methanesulfonate
(MS-222) until cessation of opercula movement, followed by pithing
of the brain and spinal cord.

Defining the study sites
Sampling occurred within four brackish tidal marshes in the
New Jersey Hackensack Meadowlands (USA): over 90% of the
marshes in the Meadowlands are heavily impacted due to decades
of anthropogenic disturbances [33]. These disturbances, largely in
the form of tidal restriction and habitat fragmentation, have
resulted in marsh habitats dominated by Phragmites australis
PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org
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reciprocal process in which the value for each species is proportional
to the sum of the centralities of those species to whom it is connected
[56]. This implies that species with high eigenvector centrality
values will be those that exist in densely populated substructures in
the food web. A corollary of eigenvector centrality is the value of
betweenness, a quantitative measure for describing the centrality of
species, provided as the frequency with which a node is located on
the shortest path between all other species [56]. Conceptually, those
species with high-betweenness are those that represent ‘‘bridges’’
within the food web. Closeness provides a measure that describes
the relative distance from a focal species to all other species.
Intuitively, closeness provides an index of the extent to which a
given species has short paths to all other species. These tests were
computed in R v2.12.1 statistical programming language [57] with
the sna: tools for network analysis package v.2.0.1. [58]. We
measured an additional descriptive metric of network centrality
using models of core/periphery structure [59]. The idea of network
core/periphery structure in food webs is that there is a physical
centre of the food web (species with high levels of interspecific
interactions) and a periphery of a cloud of points in Euclidean space
(species with fewer direct and/or indirect interactions). To estimate
the core/periphery structure within each network we used
UCINET 6. Last, we measured the modular structure of each food
web using a clustering algorithm to define group-membership [60].
The algorithm, proposed by Allesina & Pascual [60], merges two
important concepts: first, it identifies compartments (sets of highly
interacting species), and secondly forms groups using these data and
metrics that describe the similarity of species ‘‘roles’’ (sets of species
that have similar interaction patterns).

collected from the literature for birds [37,38], fishes [39], and
benthos [40,41]. We included species from these records if they
comprised more than 0.5% of the individuals sampled, but relaxed
this criteria for top predators given their relative importance in the
structure of food webs and role as potential definitive hosts for
parasites (sensu [36]). For basal species we lumped: terrestrial and
aquatic detritus; micro and macroalgae; and the producer
component of the food chain together. Though this represents a
gross simplification of a high level of diversity [42], it has been
used in other parasite food web studies as a method of minimizing
complexity that may not be relevant in parasite transmission [36].
These criteria were used consistently for each food web: the species
that fulfil these rules are listed in tables provided in the
supplementary files (Table S1: Appendix S1).

Food web topology
Food webs consist of a predator(i)-prey(j) matrix with n species,
and were constructed following the methods in Cohen et al. [2,43].
Given our interest in the topology of the free-living host network,
we did not construct parasite subwebs sensu Lafferty et al. [36].
Consequently, our matrices and analyses were limited to
traditional predator-prey interactions. Binary entries in these
matrices indicate whether a predator eats a prey species. Trophic
links were determined for all taxa using primary publications and
monographs [44,45,46]. In cases where the diet description was
overly vague (e.g. benthic invertebrates) we used our discretion,
based upon adult body-size relationships, in assigning trophic links
[47,48]. We further extended links between predators and prey by
inferring links using our empirical parasite records. Given that
parasites are a useful indicator of host diet [49]: the presence of a
parasite species within a host provides a robust indicator of host
diet [22,50]. Thus, a host species that serves as an intermediate
host for a parasite species found in a specific predator will be a
prey item for that predator [22].
Food web metrics were calculated for each predator-prey matrix
and included the number of species (S), the number of observed
links (Lo), the number of potential links (calculated as the number
of cells in the matrix, S2), linkage density (d), directed connectance
(C) [51], and nestedness (N) [52]. Connectance (C = Lo/S2) is the
number of realized links (Lo) divided by the number of possible
links (S2). Measured in this way, C is the average fraction of species
in a community consumed by the average species. Nestedness
describes the extent to which a group of specialist consumers feed
upon a subset of the prey eaten by generalists. To estimate
nestedness we calculated matrix temperature using the software
ANINHADO [53] that compares the extent to which a matrix is
significantly nested relative to a series of null model generated
matrices. The null model used to assess significance was
implemented as Ce in ANINHADO. To allow for across network
comparisons we also calculated relative nestedness [54].
Topology is a concept from graph theory that is used to
characterise the structure and status of a network. To this end, we
calculated features such as node degree, eigenvector centrality,
betweenness, closeness and modularity. The degree (or connectivity;
k) of a node, describes the number of links a singular node makes
with other nodes and provides a fundamental metric. Using these
values we calculated the cumulative degree distribution, a
representation of the fraction of trophic species P(k) that have k or
more trophic links. We examined these distributions by fitting three
different models and ranked model fit using the Akaike Information
Criterion [55]: (a) exponential P(k) , exp(-ck); (b) power-law P(k) ,
k-c; and (c) truncated power-law P(k) , k-c exp(- k/kx). Eigenvector
centrality scores correspond to the values of the first eigenvector of
the predator-prey matrix, and may be interpreted as arising from a
PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org

Field collections and incorporating parasites into the
networks
Information on helminth parasites came from field sampling of
a focal species, Fundulus heteroclitus, and a literature review of
potential parasites of the free-living organisms present in the study
system. Fundulus heteroclitus was selected as a focal species because it
is a highly abundant resident marsh species along the east coast of
North America, likely plays an important role in marsh food webs,
and has a wide range of possible helminth parasites [61]. The
abundance of F. heteroclitus, and its helminth parasites were
measured every three months starting in December 2005 and
ending in December 2007 (eight contiguous seasons: two fall, two
spring, two winter, two summer). Fish were collected using a 4 mm
seine and baited minnow traps; all habitats within each marsh
were sampled for at least 5 days each season. From each seasonal
collection, thirty fish were identified to species, euthanized and
immediately necropsied. Fish necropsy was done using standard
parasitological techniques. Helminth parasites collected during
necropsy were identified using keys and primary literature. In
addition to these empirical data, we selected twenty one
representative parasites, that ranged in life cycle strategy and host
specificity, and were likely to be found in each marsh site given the
presence of particular hosts (see Table S2). Consequently, hostparasite links in these analyses were only included in the web when
the parasite was known to have suitable hosts present for each life
stage of the parasite species. Thus our network is not a
comprehensive host-parasite network, but a subset of parasites
within a network of host interactions.

The topological determinants of parasite diversity
To test whether network topology affects the diversity of
parasites within a host, we used regression tree analysis (RT).
Regression tree analysis develops a set of ‘rules’ derived from
predictor variables that best recreate the observed pattern in the
3
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were realised, resulting in a connectance of 0.083 (Table 2). The
restored marshes Harrier Marsh (10 year) and Mill Creek (20 year)
included 112 and 122 species respectively; the resulting values of
connectance were 0.096 for Harrier Marsh and 0.124 for Mill
Creek Marsh (Table 2). All four of our trophic food webs displayed
cumulative degree distributions that were different from what
would be expected if the link distribution were random (Figure 1).
Each food web had data that were consistent with an exponential
(AICc = –115.54) or truncated power-law distribution (AICc =
–113.52): as measured by AICc there was no difference in fit
between these models (DAIC = 2.02), though the data was not
well represented by the power-law (AICc = –49.25). Good fits of
the data to a power-law distribution were achieved in the range of
1-10 interactions per species (Figure 1), this was followed by a
sharp cut-off for species with more than 10 interactions, resulting
in a poor model fit [68,69]. The identity of the best-fit model is
secondary to our data departing from a power-law distribution;
this suggests that super-generalist species are more rare than would
be expected if the networks were built using a scale-free
distribution to describe the number of interactions per species.
Like many aquatic ecosystems, the food web had high diversity in
the low and high trophic levels and with relatively few species in
the intermediate trophic levels. The linkage density increased
though not markedly so across the gradient of time postrestoration (Table 2).
All networks were significantly nested in comparison to
randomised matrices (p,0.001; Table 2). We report the minimum
AIC found by using the simple group based model [60] that
determined that a configuration that contained 15 groups for
Oritani and Secaucus Marshes, and 18 and 19 for Harrier
Meadow and Mill Creek Marshes fit the data best (Table 2:
Figure 2). Alternate group size configurations and their respective
AIC values are contained in supplementary tables (Table S3).

response variable [62,63]. The response variable in this analysis is
parasite diversity within a host; predictor variables were
topological food web metrics (Table 1). In this technique, trees
are constructed by repeatedly splitting variables along binary
nodes using predictive covariates that lead to an average value of
the response variable. Nodes of covariates may be nested, with the
most basal explaining the largest proportion of variation in the
response variable. A major advantage of this analysis technique is
that it does not rely on the assumptions that are required for the
appropriate use of parametric statistics (i.e. Gaussian distribution
of predictor variables), nor does it make assumptions about spatial
or temporal autocorrelations. Further, regression tree analysis is
not restricted by linearity in predictor and response variables or by
multicollinearity in predictor variables. To avoid over-parameterization, trees were selected using the cost-complexity algorithm,
whereby auxiliary nodes are cut if no significant loss in the mean
square error of the predictions is detected. These trees were
constructed with R v2.12.1 statistical programming language using
the rpart: recursive partitioning package [64]: variable importance
was determined using the caret: classification and regression
training package [65].
To validate the structure of the generated regression tree, we
use random forest methods to generate class predictions based on
several regression trees. In brief, a series of regression trees are
constructed using a random selection of some of the input
predictor variables. A final tree is built, where the predictions are
based upon the aggregate outcome of all the randomized trees
forming the random forest [66]. In these analyses, we use fully
cross-validated regression trees, and random forests with 1000
trees were used to predict parasite diversity within hosts. We
analyzed all food webs together and separately and determined
variable importance using R v.2.12.1 and the randomForest
package [67].
Our a priori hypothesis was that the diversity of complex life
cycle parasites would be higher in those host species that are highly
connected, and fall within densely populated substructures of the
food web i.e. eigenvector centrality score will be the most basal
node in the regression tree.

Parasite community in Fundulus heteroclitus
A total of 960 sentinel fish were studied: 30 collected in each of
the eight seasons between 2006-07 in each of the 4 marshes. Ten
taxa of metazoan parasites were identified including nematodes
Dichelyne bullocki and Contracaecum sp; the digenean Lasiotocus minutus
and metacercaria of Ascocotyle diminuta Posthodiplostomum minimum;
monogeneans Fundulotrema prolongis and Swingleus ancistrus; acanthocephalans Paratenuisentis ambiguous and Southwellina hispida (cystacanth); the copepod Ergasilus funduli; these taxa infected more than
70% of the mummichogs examined. Parasite intensity per host
ranged from 1 to 127.

Results
Structure of the free-living web
The Oritani marsh (unrestored) included 71 species, and had
5041 potential links of which 629 were realised, resulting in a
connectance of 0.125 (Table 2). The Secaucus Marsh (0 year)
included 87 species, and had 7569 potential links of which 627

Table 1. Predictors used in regression tree and random forest model building.

Code

Description

Range

Eigenvector

The value for each species is proportional to the sum of the centralities of those species to whom it is connected.

0.0151–1.00

Betweenness

The frequency with which a node is located on the shortest path between all other species.

0–79.26

Closeness

The relative distance from a focal species to all other species.

0.38–0.74

Degree

The number of links a singular species makes with other species.

1–73.00

Group

Group membership

1–19

Coreness

The relative distance from a focal species to the centre of the food web.

0.002–0.36

Marsh diversity

Species richness

71–122

Trophic generality

Trophic generality (G)

0–55

Trophic vulnerability

Trophic vulnerability (V)

0–70

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0026798.t001
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Table 2. Summary of food web metrics for each of the estuarine food webs.

Parameters:

Oritani Marsh (unrestored)

Secaucus Marsh (0 year)

Harrier Marsh (10 year)

Mill Creek Marsh (20 year)
122

Number of species; S

71

87

112

Potential no of links; S2

5041

7569

12544

14884

Observed no of links; Lo

629

627

1206

1846

Linkage density; d

8.86

7.21

10.77

15.13

Connectance; C

0.125

0.083

0.096

0.124

Relative nestedness; n*

0.75

0.75

0.86

0.81

Number of groups; k

15

15

18

19

Minimum AICGroups

1361.204

1403.699

1851.464

3016.614

Statistics include species richness (S), potential links (S2), observed links (Lo), linkage density (d), connectance (C), relative nestedness (n*), and number of groups yielding
the minimum AIC for the group-based model described in the main text (k).
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0026798.t002

Where are the parasite life stages?

eigenvector centrality as the predominant factor in determining
parasite diversity within a host. Using empirical parasite data from
our field collections of Fundulus heteroclitus, and sampling of twentyone parasite species from primary literature, we find that the best
predictors of parasite diversity within a host are trophic generality,

Our a priori prediction was that the diversity of complex life
cycle parasites would be higher in those host species that are
highly connected, and fall within densely populated substructures
of the food web i.e. the regression tree analysis would support

Figure 1. Log-log plots of cumulative distribution of links per species. (a) Oritani Marsh (unrestored), (b) Secaucus Marsh (0 year), (c) Harrier
Marsh (10 year), and (d) Mill Creek Marsh. Cross marks represent observational data lines, and r2 values represent the fit to the data of the best simple
models: power-law distribution (straight line), truncated power-law distribution (downward curved dashed line), or exponential distribution
(downward curved solid line).
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0026798.g001
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Figure 2. The structure of the food web at Secaucus High School Marsh. The marsh food web (a) without grouping, and (b) with species
sorted according to their group affinity. The lines connect a consumer with a consumed species; the nodes represent species identified in Table S1.
The grouping configuration is determined by [60], assessed using AIC, a configuration containing 15 groups was the best fit of the data. The grouping
algorithm, seeks to partition the species into groups that make the density of connections within each sub-matrix maximal/minimal. Alternate group
configurations are presented in Table S3.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0026798.g002

eigenvector centrality, and trophic generality. For the random
forest tree models (Table 3: Table S4: Figure S2), the variables that
are considered the most important are trophic generality,
eigenvector centrality, closeness, and trophic vulnerability.

eigenvector centrality, and closeness (i.e. they are considered
important variables in both regression tree and random forest
models: Table 3). In regression trees, the calculation of variable
importance is the reduction in the loss function (e.g. mean squared
error) attributed to each variable at each split summed across the
full tree. Consequently, a variable that does not appear as a node
in the tree may explain more of the variability in the response
variable than a predictor identified as a node. For the full
regression tree models (Table 3: Table S4: Figure S1), the variables
that are considered most important are closeness, coreness,

Discussion
These data suggest that food web structure plays a significant
role in the persistence of complex parasite life cycles and the
diversity of parasites within free-living species. The key insight

Table 3. Regression tree and random forest model results.

Model type

Site

R2

Most important variables in model

Regression tree

All

52.97

Closeness, coreness, eigenvector, trophic generality

Mill Creek

47.71

Closeness, trophic vulnerability, eigenvector, group

Harrier Meadow

52.06

Trophic generality, eigenvector, closeness, betweenness

Secaucus High School

46.88

Trophic generality, degree, coreness, eigenvector

Oritani

33.86

Trophic generality, trophic vulnerability, degree, closeness

All

47.39

Trophic generality, eigenvector, closeness, trophic vulnerability

Random forest

Mill Creek

21.88

Trophic generality, eigenvector, group, trophic vulnerability

Harrier Meadow

42.71

Trophic generality, eigenvector, closeness, trophic vulnerability

Secaucus High School

55.77

Trophic generality, closeness, eigenvector, group

Oritani

3.94

Trophic generality, eigenvector, group, betweenness

2

The r value indicates the ability of the model to predict parasite diversity within an host. Also included are the four most important variables from the models listed in
order of importance. See supplementary files for a regression tree graphic.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0026798.t003
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provided by our analyses is that the highly connected species
within a food web, along with modular network structure, are
likely to provide clusters of interactions that allow for higher
transmission efficiency in trophically transmitted parasites. Clusters of interactions are particularly important for parasites with
complex life cycles as they rely on feeding interactions between
trophic levels, a strategy with a failure rate that is potentially offset
by strong trophic links and transmission within food web
compartments. Recent studies of parasitism in food web networks
have also documented the increased use by parasites of free-living
species that occupy central locations in the food web, and in freeliving species that tend to have more predators [12,70]. These data
suggest that over evolutionary time, parasite species might become
embedded in subsets of hosts, or clusters of hosts that ensure high
transmission within the food web.
Several members of the free-living community, characterized by
broad diets and high centrality scores, have significantly higher
diversities of helminth parasites. Functionally, species that fall close
to the centre of a food web (i.e. high closeness and eigenvector
centrality scores), are best placed to accumulate resources and
energy from lower trophic levels [71]. Further, those species with a
broad diet are likely to ingest species that act as intermediate hosts
for a diverse range of parasites, and consequently harbour higher
within-host diversity [70]. One reason why there may be a reliance
on such hosts is because species that fall at the periphery of the
food web, or outside of tight clusters of interactions, are more
susceptible to extinction [26,72]. Consequently, parasite species
that rely on hosts that are central to the food web are less likely to
be subject to fluctuations in host availability and as such, increase
the probability of successful transmission.
A second consideration is that the majority of trophically
transmitted parasites fall within densely populated substructures in
the food web. These link-dense areas (i.e. species with high
eigenvector centrality scores) represent clusters of species that are
linked more tightly together than they are to species in other areas
of the network. These areas, and the interactions they document,
form the basis for the ‘‘groups’’ or ‘‘compartments’’ we describe
(Table 2: Table S3). Discussions of compartmentalization in
ecological networks began in the 1960s, and despite some concerns
[73], the presence of distinct compartments in food webs has been
directly correlated with measures of system robustness [74,75,76].
Furthermore, highly resolved data sets reveal that many networks
are highly cohesive, with several small groups of species connecting
to a single dense core which plays a central role in determining
network structure [74,75]. A significant consequence of network
cohesiveness is that the network may become more robust to
perturbation, as changes are restricted to one area of the network.
Notably, it has been demonstrated in population-level models that
if a pathogen enters a particular compartment, the spread of that
pathogen may be enhanced within these clusters of tightly
interacting species [77]. Though not entirely analogous, it is likely
that compartmentalization in food webs also facilitates the
transmission of complex life cycle parasite species because
transmission within a cluster of species is easier than transmission
between clusters of species.
A fundamental aspect of searching for clusters of interactions is
describing the distribution of feeding links in food webs. The
appearance of a characteristic single-scale distribution of feeding
links in our networks may be related to how these brackish marsh
communities have assembled. It is likely that the mechanisms that
produce the link distribution in our food webs differs from those
that produce scale-free distributions observed in real world
networks [68]. This is largely due to the violation of two
assumptions in amenable models of real world networks: (i) the
PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org

network grows at each time step through the addition of nodes and
links and (ii) there is a preferential attachment of new nodes to
other nodes with a higher number of links [78]. Predator-prey
webs appear to violate the first assumption through the processes
of immigration, extinction, and speciation [79]. Secondly,
although there is yet to be a general consensus as to how new
species link to existing species in food webs, it appears that
immigrants do not always link to the most linked species [30,80].
In an explicit test of the preferential attachment model, Olesen et
al. [80] determined that the assembly process in a plant-pollinator
network was intermediate between preferential attachment and
random; with attachment constrained by the ecology (i.e.
abundance, phenophase length) of the system. This is supported
by our data, and a larger analysis of 16 food webs [8] that suggest
there are fewer super-generalists than would be expected if new
species preferentially attached to other highly linked species. The
proposition that there are a few super-generalists that are driving
the structure of the entire web is supported by the high degree of
nestedness for each of our marsh food webs. These data imply that
there is a distinct group of generalist species that interact amongst
themselves and that there is a tendency for specialist species to
interact with the most generalist species. This topological property
has become a standard measure in food web analyses because of
the potential for core generalist species to drive the evolution of
entire systems.
Complementing the distribution of feeding links, and the
generalist-specialist dichotomy we observed in our networks, is
the presence of distinct groups of highly interacting species which
we identified using the algorithm proposed by Allesina and Pascual
[60]. The presence of such groups may have a significant effect on
the coevolutionary process, and has been discussed in plantpollinator systems [81], and as a potential stabilizing force in food
webs [76]. In the case of our estuarine food webs, the observed
groups represent tight clusters of feeding interactions that act as
transmission routes for trophically transmitted parasites. The
interaction between parasite and host is intimate and persistent,
and there has been considerable selection for parasite stages to
exploit host species that increase the probability for life cycle
success. In some cases, parasites have circumvented diffuse
predator-prey interactions by modifying the behaviour of
intermediate hosts to make them more susceptible to predation
from specific definitive hosts [82]. Though this is a fruitful
approach to increasing transmission efficiency, it is not a
predominant mechanism (reviews in [83]), and it is more likely
that it is the structure of the host food web that exerts a stronger
selective force on parasite life cycles [18,19]. Consequently, it is
likely that through evolutionary time, parasite species become
embedded in groups of hosts that ensure high transmission. Those
highly connected species in our food webs are heavily parasitized
because they potentially provide a stable coevolutionary unit that
complex life cycle parasites may exploit during their evolution and
persistence [71].
The demonstration of modularity in these four estuarine food
webs has implications for ecology and evolution outside of parasite
transmission and life strategies. To our knowledge, there are few
studies that have found modularity in food webs [76,81,84],
though this is likely the result of poorly resolved data and the lack
of sufficiently strong algorithms to detect modules. As the
resolution of food web data improves (see [11]) and studies begin
to incorporate module-detecting algorithms from the social
sciences [59] and physics [85] it is likely that network modularity
will be revealed as a critical component in the functioning of
ecological networks, particularly with regards to the stability of
ecological systems [5]. Indeed, recent work has demonstrated that
7
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compartmentalization may significantly increase the likelihood of
food web persistence [86]. Further, the identification of modules of
species within networks may reveal critical information about the
effect of species extinctions on community dynamics, the impact of
exotic species on native plants and animals, the spread of infectious
diseases within and between communities, and potentially provide
the critical units of tightly interacting species that could operate as
coevolutionary units [87].
One assumption of our study is that our selective sampling of
parasites, and the patterns that emerge, are representative and can
be extended to parasites in general. Though our interpretation is
intuitive, and supported in part by similar findings in other
estuarine food webs [12,70], it is potentially a result of sampling
only 25 parasite species. Our analyses may be biased for two
reasons: firstly, information on parasites is typically more detailed
for common and charismatic host species; secondly, systematic
parasitological sampling of our study region is incomplete, and as
such, we have included parasites based upon host records from
distant locations (i.e. California and Europe). That said, our study
falls within the bounds of previous studies, such as Thompson et al.
[88] who explored the role of nine parasite species in a food web
network, to Lafferty et al. [36] who developed de novo a hostparasite food web that included 33 helminth parasites. Though our
approach may have resulted in an overestimation of parasite
diversity in certain species, the approach we have taken to
including parasite species and the subsequent extrapolation to
generate hypothesis for further testing is appropriate.
To conclude, the analytical food web framework was formally
introduced in the early Twentieth century and has since developed
into a widely appealing and accepted approach to describing
species interactions. While debate continues about the utility of
food webs as synthetic tools it is plausible to suggest that at the very
least, highly resolved food webs provide an opportunity to
integrate processes operating at the level of the free-living
community with those important for parasites. Indeed, previous
studies have documented how parasites permeate entire ecosystems; positions derived from the frequency of complex life cycles,
with one parasite species interacting with many free-living hosts
substantially altering food web metrics [11]. More importantly,
our study has demonstrated how food web structure strongly
influences parasite diversity patterns, a result of the dependence of
parasites upon their free-living hosts and the nature of the
ecological network in which they reside.

number of observations in the group. Further, each of the splits
(nonterminal nodes) is labelled with the variable and its values that
determine the split. The tree explained 52.97% of the total sum of
squares, and the vertical depth of each split is proportional to the
variation explained.
(DOC)
Figure S2 Random forest variable importance. (a) Determined
by calculating the mean square error during each random
permutation (n = 1000), and determining the difference between
the average value and the prediction error on the out-of-bag data;
and (b) the total decrease in node impurities from splitting on the
variable averaged across all trees (n = 1000).
(DOC)
Table S1 List of taxa and species codes in the Mill Creek,
Harrier Meadow, Oritani, and Secaucus High School Marsh food
webs.
(DOC)
Table S2 Life cycle characteristics of select parasites in the
Meadowlands estuary complex. Parasite species marked with a star
(*) represent those identified in field collections of Fundulus
heteroclitus.
(DOC)
Table S3 Arrangement of Mill Creek, Harrier Meadow, Oritani

and Secaucus High School Marsh food webs into group structure
by the algorithm proposed by Allesina & Pascual [60].
(DOC)
Table S4 Regression tree variable importance determined by
the summed reduction in the loss function (e.g. mean squared
error) attributed to each variable at each split. Random forest
variable importance is determined by calculating the mean square
error during each random permutation (n = 1000), and determining the difference between the average value and the prediction
error on the out-of-bag data.
(DOC)
Appendix S1 Food web adjacency matrices for Mill Creek,
Harrier Meadow, Oritani, and Secaucus High School Marsh.
(XLS)

Acknowledgments
We are thankful for the comments and feedback provided by two
anonymous reviewers that greatly improved this manuscript.

Supporting Information
Figure S1 Pruned regression tree analysis of within-host parasite
diversity. The explanatory variables were trophic generality
(num_prey), trophic vulnerability (num_pred), eigenvector centrality, closeness, group membership, marsh diversity and coreness. Each node is labelled with the mean parasite diversity, and

Author Contributions
Conceived and designed the experiments: TKA. Performed the experiments: TKA. Analyzed the data: TKA. Contributed reagents/materials/
analysis tools: TKA. Wrote the paper: TKA MVKS.

References
1. Cohen JE (1978) Food webs and niche space. Princeton: Princeton University
Press . 189 p.
2. Cohen JE, Briand F, Newman CM (1990) Community food webs: data and
theory. Berlin: Springer-Verlag . 308 p.
3. Montoya J, Sole R (2003) Topological properties of food webs: from real data to
community assembly models. Oikos 102: 614–622.
4. MacArthur RH (1955) Fluctuation of animal populations and a measure of
community stability. Ecology 36: 533–536.
5. May R (1973) Stability and complexity in model ecosystems. Princeton:
Princeton University Press . 265 p.
6. May R (1972) Will a large complex system be stable? Nature 238: 413–414.
7. Warren P (1994) Making connections in food webs. Trends Ecol Evol 9:
136–141.

PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org

8. Dunne JA, Williams RJ, Martinez ND (2002) Food-web structure and network
theory: The role of connectance and size. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 99:
12917–12922.
9. Neutel A-M, Heesterbeek JAP, van de Koppel J, Hoenderboom G, Vos A, et al.
(2007) Reconciling complexity with stability in naturally assembling food webs.
Nature 449: 599–602.
10. Huxham M, Raffaelli D, Pike A (1995) Parasites and Food Web Patterns. J Anim
Ecol 64: 168–176.
11. Lafferty KD, Allesina S, Arim M, Briggs CJ, De Leo G, et al. (2008) Parasites in
food webs: the ultimate missing links. Ecol Lett 11: 533–546.
12. Chen H-W, Liu W-C, Davis AJ, Jordan F, Hwang M-J, et al. (2008) Network
position of hosts in food webs and their parasite diversity. Oikos 117:
1847–1855.

8

October 2011 | Volume 6 | Issue 10 | e26798

Food Web Networks and Parasite Diversity

49. Knudsen R, Klemetsen A, Staldvik F (1996) Parasites as indicators of individual
feeding specialization in Arctic charr during winter in northern Norway. J Fish
Biol 48: 1256–1265.
50. Valtonen ET, Marcogliese DJ, Julkunen M (2010) Vertebrate diets derived from
trophically transmitted fish parasites in the Bothnian Bay. Oecologia 162:
139–152.
51. Martinez N (1991) Artifacts or Attributes? Effects of Resolution on the Little
Rock Lake Food Web. Ecol Monogr 61: 367–392.
52. Atmar W, Patterson B (1993) The measure of order and disorder in the
distribution of species in fragmented habitat. Oecologia 96: 373–382.
53. Guimaraes PR, Guimaraes P (2006) Improving the analyses of nestedness for
large sets of matrices. Environ Model Softw 21: 1512–1513.
54. Bascompte J, Jordano P, Melián CJ, Olesen JM (2003) The nested assembly of
plant-animal mutualistic networks. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 100: 9383–9387.
55. Akaike H (1974) A new look at the statistical model identification. IEEE Trans
Autom Control AC19: 716–723.
56. Newman MEJ (2008) Mathematics of Networks. In: Blume LE, Durlauf SN, eds.
The New Palgrave Encyclopedia of Economics. 2nd ed. Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan.
57. Team RDC (2010) R: A language and environment for statistical computing.
ViennaAustria: R Foundation for Statistical Computing.
58. Butts C (2008) Social network analysis with sna. J Stat Softw 24: 1–51.
59. Borgatti S, Everett M (2000) Models of core/periphery structures. Soc Networks
21: 375–395.
60. Allesina S, Pascual M (2009) Food web models: a plea for groups. Ecol Lett 12:
652–662.
61. Harris C, Vogelbein W (2006) Parasites of mummichogs, Fundulus heteroclitus,
from the York River, Virginia, USA, with a checklist of parasites of Atlantic
coast Fundulus spp. Comp Parasitol 73: 72–110.
62. Breiman L, Friedman JH, Olshen RA, Stone CG (1984) Classification and
Regression Trees. California, USA: Wadsworth International Group . 368 p.
63. Olden JD, Lawler JJ, Poff NL (2008) Machine learning methods without tears: A
primer for ecologists. Q Rev Biol 83: 171–193.
64. Therneau T, Atkinson B, Ripley B (2010) rpart: Recursive Partitioning. R
package version 3.1-48 ed.
65. Max K (2011) caret: Classification and Regression Training. R package version
4.78 ed.
66. Breiman L (2001) Random forests. Mach Learn 45: 5–32.
67. Liaw A, Wiener M (2010) Breiman and Cutler’s random forests for classification
and regression. R package version 4.5-36 ed.
68. Amaral L, Scala A, Barthelemy M, Stanley H (2000) Classes of small-world
networks. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 97: 11149–11152.
69. Jordano P, Bascompte J, Olesen J (2003) Invariant properties in coevolutionary
networks of plant-animal interactions. Ecol Lett 6: 69–81.
70. Amundsen P-A, Lafferty KD, Knudsen R, Primicerio R, Klemetsen A, et al.
(2009) Food web topology and parasites in the pelagic zone of a subarctic lake.
J Anim Ecol 78: 563–572.
71. Sukhdeo MVK, Hernandez AD (2005) Food web patterns and the parasite’s
perspective. In: Thomas F, Guegan JF, Renaud F, eds. Parasitism and
ecosystems. Oxford: Oxford University Press. pp 54–67.
72. Allesina S, Pascual M (2008) Network structure, predator-prey modules, and
stability in large food webs. Theor Ecol 1: 55–64.
73. Pimm S, Lawton J (1980) Are Food Webs Divided into Compartments? J Anim
Ecol 49: 879–898.
74. Melian C, Bascompte J (2002) Complex networks: two ways to be robust? Ecol
Lett 5: 705–708.
75. Melian C, Bascompte J (2004) Food web cohesion. Ecology 85: 352–358.
76. Krause AE, Frank KA, Mason DM, Ulanowicz RE, Taylor WW (2003)
Compartments revealed in food-web structure. Nature 426: 282–285.
77. Pastor-Satorras R, Vespignani A (2001) Epidemic Spreading in Scale-Free
Networks. Phys Rev Lett 86: 3200.
78. Barabasi A, Albert R (1999) Emergence of scaling in random networks. Science
286: 509–512.
79. Whittaker RJ, Triantis KA, Ladle RJ (2008) A general dynamic theory of
oceanic island biogeography. J Biogeography 35: 977–994.
80. Olesen JM, Bascompte J, Elberling H, Jordano P (2008) Temporal dynamics in a
pollination network. Ecology 89: 1573–1582.
81. Olesen JM, Bascompte J, Dupont YL, Jordano P (2007) The modularity of
pollination networks. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 104: 19891–19896.
82. Lafferty K (1992) Foraging on prey that are modified by parasites. Am Nat 140:
854–867.
83. Lewis EE, Campbell JF, Sukhdeo MVK, eds (2002) The behavioural ecology of
parasites. New York: CABI Publishing . 358 p.
84. Guimera R, Stouffer DB, Sales-Pardo M, Leicht EA, Newman MEJ, et al. (2010)
Origin of compartmentalization in food webs. Ecology 91: 2941–2951.
85. Guimera R, Amaral L (2005) Functional cartography of complex metabolic
networks. Nature 433: 895–900.
86. Stouffer DB, Bascompte J (2011) Compartmentalization increases food-web
persistence. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 108: 3648–3652.
87. Thompson J (1994) The Coevolutionary Process. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press . 383 p.
88. Thompson R, Mouritsen K, Poulin R (2005) Importance of parasites and their
life cycle characteristics in determining the structure of a large marine food web.
J Anim Ecol 74: 77–85.

13. Lafferty KD, Dobson AP, Kuris AM (2006) Parasites dominate food web links.
Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 103: 11211–11216.
14. Hernandez AD, Sukhdeo MVK (2008) Parasites alter the topology of a stream
food web across seasons. Oecologia 156: 613–624.
15. Parker GA, Chubb JC, Ball MA, Roberts GN (2003) Evolution of complex life
cycles in helminth parasites. Nature 425: 480–484.
16. Holt R, Dobson A, Begon M, Bowers R, Schauber E (2003) Parasite
establishment in host communities. Ecol Lett 6: 837–842.
17. Keesing F, Holt RD, Ostfeld RS (2006) Effects of species diversity on disease
risk. Ecol Lett 9: 485–498.
18. Combes C (2001) Parasitism: the ecology and evolution of intimate interactions.
London: The University of Chicago Press . 728 p.
19. Poulin R (2007) Evolutionary ecology of parasites. Princeton: Princeton
University Press . 332 p.
20. Poulin R, Mouillot D (2004) The evolution of taxonomic diversity in helminth
assemblages of mammalian hosts. Evol Ecol 18: 231–247.
21. Hechinger RF, Lafferty KD (2005) Host diversity begets parasite diversity: bird
final hosts and trematodes in snail intermediate hosts. Proc R Soc B Biol Sci 272:
1059–1066.
22. Marcogliese DJ (2003) Food webs and biodiversity: are parasites the missing
link? J Parasitol S89: 106–113.
23. Marcogliese D, Cone D (1997) Food webs: A plea for parasites. Trends Ecol
Evol 12: 320–325.
24. Poulin R (2010) Network analysis shining light on parasite ecology and diversity.
Trends Parasitol 26: 492–498.
25. Poulin R, Morand S (2000) The diversity of parasites. Q Rev Biol 75: 277–293.
26. Allesina S, Bodini A, Bondavalli C (2006) Secondary extinctions in ecological
networks: Bottlenecks unveiled. Ecol Model 194: 150–161.
27. Wasserman S, Faust K (1994) Social network analysis: methods and applications.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 825 p.
28. Jordano P, Bascompte J, Olesen JM (2006) The ecological consequences of
complex topology and nested structure in pollination webs. In: Waser NM,
Ollerton J, eds. Specialization and generalization in plant-pollinator interactions.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. pp 173–199.
29. MacArthur RH, Wilson EO (1967) The theory of island biogeography.
Princeton: Princeton University Press . 203 p.
30. Piechnik DA, Lawler SP, Martinez ND (2008) Food-web assembly during a
classic biogeographic study: species’ ‘‘trophic breadth’’ corresponds to
colonization order. Oikos 117: 665–674.
31. Anderson TK, Sukhdeo MVK (2010) Abiotic versus biotic hierarchies in the
assembly of parasite populations. Parasitology 137: 743–754.
32. Jordán F (2009) Keystone species and food webs. Philos Trans R Soc Lond B Biol
Sci 364: 1733–1741.
33. Tiner RW, Swords JQ, McClain BJ (2002) Wetland status and trends for the
Hackensack Meadowlands. Hadley, MA: US Fish and Wildlife Service . 34 p.
34. Chambers R, Meyerson L, Saltonstall K (1999) Expansion of Phragmites
australis into tidal wetlands of North America. Aquat Bot 64: 261–273.
35. Weinstein MP (2007) Linking restoration ecology and ecological restoration in
estuarine landscapes. Estuaries and Coasts 30: 365–370.
36. Lafferty K, Hechinger RF, Shaw JC, Whitney KL, Kuris A (2006) Food webs
and parasites in a salt marsh ecosystem. In: Collinge SK, Ray C, eds. Disease
ecology: community structure and pathogen dynamics. Oxford: Oxford
University Press. pp 119–134.
37. Seigel A (2006) Avian response to urban tidal marsh restoration. New
Brunswick: Rutgers University . 144 p.
38. Seigel A, Hatfield C, Hartman J (2005) Avian Response to Restoration of Urban
Tidal Marshes in the Hackensack Meadowlands, New Jersey. Urban Habitats 3:
87–116.
39. Bragin AB, Misuik J, Woolcott CA, Barrett KR, Jusino-Atresino AJ (2005) A
fisheries resource inventory of the Lower Hackensack River within the
Hackensack Meadowlands district. New Jersey Meadowlands Commission.
New Jersey: Meadowlands Environmental Research Institute . 8 p.
40. Yuhas C (2001) Benthic communities in Spartina alterniflora and Phragmites australis
dominated salt marshes. New Brunswick: Rutgers University and New Jersey
Institute of Technology . 86 p.
41. Yuhas C, Hartman J, Weis J (2005) Benthic Communities in Spartina
alterniflora and Phragmites australis Dominated Salt Marshes in the Hackensack
Meadowlands, New Jersey. Urban Habitats 3: 158–191.
42. Breitbart M, Felts B, Kelley S, Mahaffy J, Nulton J, et al. (2004) Diversity and
population structure of a near-shore marine-sediment viral community.
Proc R Soc B Biol Sci 271: 565–574.
43. Cohen J, Beaver R, Cousins S, Deangelis D, Goldwasser L, et al. (1993)
Improving food webs. Ecology 74: 252–258.
44. Daiber DC (1982) Animals of the tidal marsh. New York: Van Nostrand
Reinhold . 422 p.
45. Poole A (2005) The Birds of North America Online. Ithaca, NY: Cornell
Laboratory of Ornithology.
46. Froese R, Pauly D (2009) FishBase 2000: concepts, design and data sources. Los
Baños, Laguna, Philippines: ICLARM . 344 p.
47. Elton CS (1927) Animal ecology. London: Sidgwick and Jackson . 207 p.
48. Memmott J, Martinez N, Cohen J (2000) Predators, parasitoids and pathogens:
species richness, trophic generality and body sizes in a natural food web. J Anim
Ecol 69: 1–15.

PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org

9

October 2011 | Volume 6 | Issue 10 | e26798

