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16.1 Food Chains: Background Information

Energy is one of the basic requirements for all liv-
ing things. Indeed, much of what we call “living”
centers around obtaining food. We use food as an
energy source as well as a source of materials with
which to make and repair our bodies. Even plants
need energy. ' —

Green plants convert and store energy from “
the sun in the process of photosynthesis. Organ-
isms that can make their own food are called auto-
trophs or producers.

Animals and other organisms that do not .
“make their own food” are called heterotrophs or ‘r’
consumers. All heterotrophs (consumers) depend \\\\ {/I
upon the autotrophs (producers) for their energy ﬂ\“ QI(‘I\\\\
and for the chemicals of which they are made. - '

An animal that eats plants is called a primary
consumer or an herbivore. An animal that eats other animals is called a secondary consumer
if it eats herbivores, or a tertiary consumer if it eats other consumers. Since carnivores eat
other animals, they are consumers. An animal that eats both plants and animals is called an
omnivore.

As one organism feeds on or eats another, a “food chain” is formed. An example of a
simplified food chain is shown below:

grass .. .is eaten by . .. grasshoppers, . . . which are eaten by . . . a lizard, . . . which is eaten
by ... afox, ... which dies and is consumed by . . . insects and bacteria

Another way of showing this food chain is:
grass -— grasshopper — lizard — fox — bacteria and insects
Two other food chain examples are:

marine plankton — sardine -» pelican — bacteria

corn — Cow — man —» bacteria

The ultimate source of energy for essentially all food chains is the sun. When the organ-
ism at the end of the food chain dies, the materials from which its body was built are returned
to the environment by bacteria, fungi, worms, insects, and other organisms that are called
decomposers.

It is very important to realize that food chains such as those described here are very
simplified versions of what actually occurs. For example, the grass (or grass seeds) in the first
example would be eaten by a great variety of insects, birds, and mammals. The grasshopper
would be prey for birds, snakes, and other insects as well as lizards. In addition to the fox,
birds of prey and other mammals would feed on lizards. The dead fox might be eaten by a
coyote, crows, or vultures. We use food chains to make the relationships among parts of an
ecosystem easier to understand.

A more realistic representation of what actually occurs in nature would include all of the
aforementioned organisms and many more. Such a representation would be called a food
web.
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16.2 Food Chains: Questions

1. What is the difference between a food chain and a food web?

2. Define, give an example of, and explain the role of each of the following parts of a food
chain:

a. abiotic factors

b. producers

¢. consumers

d. decomposers

e. scavengers

3. What would happen to a food chain if the producers were eliminated?

4. Where do humans fit in most food chains?

5. If all humans were vegetarians, what effect would that have on the number of people
that the Earth could support?
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