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Figure 6-5. Typical food chair

: Afield ecosystem (A) and a pond ecosystem (B)




Main Idea: How do the many populations of organisms interact with each other?
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Figure 6-6. A simplified food web near a pond



A.  Ecological niche (Definition) – the role that each species plays in the ecosystem.

1.  Only one   species  at a time can occupy a particular niche.

a.  If two species attempt to fill the same role (niche) in an ecosystem,  competition results.

b.  Usually, one species will be more suited to the niche , which forces the other species to move on or face elimination.

c.  Eventually, only one species will occupy each niche .

2.  Although not true, sometimes it appears as if different populations occupy the same niche:

a.  For example, deer and moose often live in the same area, and seem to eat the same plants.  A closer examination reveals that the deer and moose have different food     preferences and only compete when food is very scarce.

b.  Similarly, several bird species may seem to nest and feed in the same tree.  In reality, it is more probable that the birds are nesting     in different parts of the tree and eating different insects.

3.     Competition for a particular ecological niche often occurs when a foreign species enters an area.  The new species may be more successful than the native species, partly because the newcomer may not have any natural enemies to control its population.

a.  Humans frequently bring foreign species into an area either on purpose or accidentally.

1. One accidental example is the zebra mussels that were brought to the Great Lakes on cargo ships.  The zebra mussel has become a major problem in New York waterways.


B.  Relationships in an Ecosytem
1.  In every ecosystem, populations of different species are linked together in a complex web of interactions.

a.  Sometimes these relationships are competitive(organisms act against each other); occasionally they are  cooperative
(organisms help each other).

1.  A cooperative example: termites have one-celled organisms in their     intestinal tracts.  These unicellular organisms help the termites  digest their food.  The tiny organisms are helped because they gain a place to live and plenty of  food , and the termites can make use of a food supply that they would not be able to digest without this cooperative relationship.

2.  Food chains (definition) – the food chain shows what organism eats what.

a.  Organisms are defined/described partly based on how they obtain their food:

1. Autotrophs or Producers (Definition) organisms that produce their own  food ; they are the source of energy for all other living things on Earth.

2.  Heterotrophs or Consumers (Definition) – must acquire food (energy) by consuming other organisms.

a.  Herbivores (Definition) – heterotrophs that can only survive on plant tissues.

b.  Carnivores (Definition) – heterotrophs that only survive by eating animal tissue.

3.  Decomposers (Definition) – an organism, generally a bacteria  or fungus, that consumes dead    organisms and organic wastes.

a.  Decomposers  recycle materials that can then be reused by producers.


4.  Scavengers (Definition) – are consumers (such as vultures) that eat      dead organisms. 


a. They are nature’s 

“clean up crew.”

**b.  Scavengers, however, are not decomposers.  Dead bodies and wastes still have to be broken down by decomposers. 

5.  Parasites (Definition) – are organisms that attack other live organisms (called host organisms), but rarely kill them.  


a.  Parasites usually live on or in the body of their host.

For example, ticks may live on a dog and also feed on its blood. 

If the parasite’s host dies; the parasite will die, because it will run out of food.

3.  Food Webs (Definition) – are diagrams that show the more complex feeding relationships        among producers, consumers, and decomposers.

a.  Normally, each organism feeds on more than one kind of organism.  Because organisms normally have more than one food source, food chain diagrams are oversimplified (too simple to fit real life).

b.  The food web shows the many interconnected  food chains that exist in the ecosystem.

c.  Organisms have several food choices, so ecosystems often remain stable even when one population shows a major decline in numbers (because the predators of these decreasing organisms can pick another food choice).

1.  The organisms that feed on the declining population simply rely more heavily on one of their other food choices until the declining population recovers.

There will be a quiz on this entire packet on ___________

There will be a TEST on this entire packet on _________





















































































































































































































� Unit XIII: Ecology Notes [Notes2000 #7]
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