
 
 
David Pimentel, Ph.D. ‘51, professor emeritus of agricultural sciences, entomology and ecology, 
was an influential champion for the environment and was recognized as an international 
authority on many important interactions between humans and the environment.  Professor 
Emeritus Pimentel published over 700 scientific items, of which 40 were books, and served on 
many national and government committees. He was the first agricultural researcher to argue 
against DDT use before it was banned, and his research exposed the environmental and 
economic limitations of biofuels such as ethanol.   
   
Professor Pimentel was a significant contributor to the development of ecological perspectives 
on the Cornell campus and was responsible for initiating the first course in introductory ecology. 
He was ahead of his time in recognizing ways that species can affect each other’s evolution, 
thereby contributing to an explosion of research on “coevolution” between species. As an 
energetic and proactive department head, modest about his own accomplishments, he fostered a 
greater sense of cohesion and collaboration among the faculty and with other departments. He 
built one of the most respected entomology programs in the country by hiring faculty engaged in 
both basic and applied research.   
 
Professor Pimentel had wide ranging scientific interests, all grounded in an effort to promote 
wise stewardship and use of resources through scientific understanding. To provide alternatives 
to chemical pesticides, Dr. Pimentel proposed that native pests could be controlled by 
introducing new parasites and predators, based on his observations of successful control of pests 
in new associations and his genetic feedback model. This model was itself revolutionary and 
presaged the current field of ecoevolutionary dynamics. In addition to his genetic feedback 
model Dr. Pimentel also made important contributions to several fundamental ecological 
concepts including diversity-stability, the influence of competition on community structure and 
how spatial resource patterns influence populations. Early in his career, Dr. Pimentel studied the 
introduced mongoose in Puerto Rico. He later produced several works on invasive species and 
was one of the first to document the extraordinary economic costs of biological invasions. 
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Professor Pimentel worked with a wide group of colleagues, including many students, to 
synthesize understanding of several important topics that impact sustainable human societies 
including energy use in agriculture, agricultural losses to pests, biofuel production, soil erosion 
and soil health, impacts of climate change on agriculture, and the impacts of invasive species.   
   
Professor emeritus Pimentel was born in Massachusetts in 1925 and raised in Fresno, California. 
After serving in the U.S. Air Force during World War II, he received his bachelor’s degree from 
the University of Massachusetts, Amherst, in 1948 before earning his doctorate in entomology 
from Cornell in 1951. He was elected to the Audubon Society, the American Institute of 
Biological Sciences and the National Academy of Sciences. In 2007, the University of 
Massachusetts, Amherst, awarded him an honorary doctorate. Professor emeritus Pimentel died 
December 8, 2019. 
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