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Ecology is the study of the living and non-living things in the environment.
This is the study of the animals and plants around you, and how soil, water,

light and temperature affect these animals and plants. These living and 

non-living things form what is called the ecosystem.

A group of plants and animals live together in a particular habitat, such as

a woodland, a pond, or a hedgerow. Animals or plants of the same type or

‘species’ are called a population. For example, there may be a population 

of rabbits, a population of grass, and a population of foxes, as part of a 

community which lives in the habitat of a field.

A food chain shows how one animal may obtain its food from eating more than 

one type of plant or animal. At each level of the food chain’ energy is

transferred from the plant producer to the herbivores and then to the

carnivores at the end of the chain. For example, when a cow eats grass
about 60 per cent of the energy present in the grass is lost when it 

excretes waste faeces. About 30 per cent is used up by the cow in moving,
breathing, etc. Only about five per cent is used for making muscle in order

to grow. So when the cow is eaten by humans only five per cent of the

energy taken in by the cow is available as food.

Looked at another way, of the five tonnes of hay which could be produced

from a hectare of land, only about 0.1 tonne of meat is produced. If that

same hectare of land was used to produce crops, a hectare of land could grow

about 20 tonnes of potatoes. It is evident that it is much more efficient

for humans to obtain food from producers, that is plants, than from

consumers who have wasted most of their energy in just existing.

One of the more serious effects humans have on the environment occurs

through the use of chemical pesticides and fertilisers. Insecticides used

to kill disease-carrying insects can affect other animals in the food chain.

Although used in very small quantities, the concentration of the chemical

builds up at each level of the food chain so that the top carnivore receives

a high dose of chemical, often enough to kill it or affect its reproduction.

Insects breed rapidly, so if a few insects are able to resist the 

insecticide, then they quickly become a pest again and this time will be

resistant to the insecticide.

