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Abstract:  The insight that genetic processes can lead to unusual patterns in small 
populations is at least 240 years old. But to what extent these genetic processes affect 
naturally small populations has only been the subject of close attention in the past 30 or 
so years. I will first summarize what we know about one particular genetic process, 
inbreeding depression. Because I mainly work on birds I will illustrate my talk primarily 
with data from bird populations. Data from birds make it clear that severe inbreeding 
depression can occur in nature even in isolated island populations. Furthermore, I will 
present data that show that the degree of inbreeding depression can be strongly 
affected by the environmental conditions to which the birds are exposed.  However, 
while evidence is accumulating that the magnitude of inbreeding depression in natural 
animal populations can be substantially modified by environmental conditions, I will 
argue that inbreeding depression is not necessarily always most pronounced when 
environmental conditions are poorest.  I will put the results obtained form birds into a 
larger context and ask what we really know about inbreeding depress ion in the wild and 
what we currently fail to understand. 
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