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Direct predator-prey (= vertical) interactions are crucial in determining the
structure of communities and the energy flows from primary to higher trophic
levels. In nematode assemblages, resource availability (= bottom up effects) is
often considered key to the abundance, but less so to the diversity of
assemblages. The impact of predation on prey nematode population dynamics
and assemblage structure is less well studied. There is evidence from mostly
intertidal habitats for such top-down controls by macrobenthos on nematode
abundances, and more recently, similar top-down effects have been suggested
for predatory nematodes. The importance of bottom-up and top-down effects,
particularly on assemblage structure and diversity, nevertheless remains poorly
understood. One important reason is that the impact of these vertical
interactions on horizontal interactions, i.e. between species belonging to the
same trophic level or guild, has not been properly studied. Recent evidence
demonstrates that inhibitory and facilitative interactions between taxonomically
(and supposedly also functionally) highly similar species are crucial in
determining assemblage structure and functioning. These horizontal
interactions, while not necessarily driven by competition, are strongly affected by
resource availability and diversity, but also by predation. In microcosm
experiments with predacious and bacterial-feeding marine nematodes, the top-
down effects on prey populations and assemblages depended as much on the
modification of horizontal interactions as on direct predator-induced prey
mortality. This undoubtedly translates into ecosystem functioning, but according
to patterns which are difficult to predict. We will illustrate the interplay between
vertical and horizontal interactions using model experiments with estuarine
nematodes, and then expand on this to incorporate other indirect (i.e. ‘non-
trophic’) interactions between meiofauna and organisms from different trophic
levels.
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