Humans Are Organisms, Too
Organisms, populations of organisms and communities of populations all interact with each other and
with the non-living elements in their environment. In this chapter, you will learn how humans fit into
this picture and how they impact organisms and ecosystems in both beneficial and harmful ways.

links in the chain

Humans are organisms. They are not producers because they cannot use energy
directly from the sun to make their own food. Humans are consumers, and energy
is passed along to them through the producers and consumers they eat. This means
that humans are links in food chains, too.
Some humans eat only plants. They are called vegetarians. Most humans are
omnivores and balance their diet by getting energy from both plants and animals.
Like other consumers, humans have hunted and foraged for food to survive. In
Missouri today, people still farm and hunt for food, but many have learned to
depend on supermarkets for their vegetables and meat.
It may seem as if modern Missourians do not interact as closely with plants and
animals as they did in the past, but any human activity affects other organisms.
Ponds are a good example of human interaction. Missouri has very few natural
ponds. Most natural ponds in our state are the result of cave systems collapsing
and forming sinkhole ponds or oxbow ponds forming when a bend of a stream or
river gets cut off from the main channel. However, there are many healthy pond
ecosystems in Missouri because people build ponds.

Trees from Missouri forests give us the wood
products we need each day. Careful harvesting
removes mature trees for use as lumber and paper.
Harvesting trees provides space and more sunlight
on the forest floor for the next generation of trees as
well as healthy habitats for other forest organisms.
Volunteers
adopt sections of
forests and keep
records of the
forest’s health.
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Anyone interested in trails and in having safe,
enjoyable places to hike and bike or horseback
ride can volunteer to adopt a section of
conservation area trails to monitor.

Even in cities,
humans interact with and
affect other organisms in their
environments. People who put out
bird feeders, bird baths and bird houses
provide food, water and shelter for
Missouri birds. People who plant native
flowers and grasses provide food and
shelter for birds, insects and
many other animals.
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People work together to bring parks and hiking trails back into their
cities. These green spaces provide habitat for native trees and other
plants and attract birds, butterflies, rabbits, foxes and many other
organisms necessary for a healthy ecosystem.
Hunting and fishing are ways for humans to interact with their
environment just as other predators do. The Missouri Department
of Conservation studies animal populations and then sets rules and
regulations for people to follow when they hunt, trap or fish. Harvesting
animals, such as deer, turkey, raccoons and fish, according to these rules
and regulations has a beneficial effect on the ecosystem. Careful hunting,
trapping and fishing helps to manage and balance wildlife populations.
Hiking, bird watching, butterfly watching, mushroom hunting and
outdoor photography are other ways humans enjoy and interact with
other organisms in different ecosystems.
Unfortunately there are human activities that have harmful effects on
other organisms. When people carve their initials on the bark of a tree, the
carving leaves the tree’s trunk open to disease and insects. People who hike
or ride ATVs, bicycles or horses off marked trails through streams, forests and
prairies can damage these ecosystems. Some people litter, and litter is not
only harmful to organisms and their environment, it is also ugly.

OPERATION GAME THIEF
Wildlife in Missouri belong to the
people of Missouri. One way
people can protect wildlife
is to report poachers. Call
1-800-392-1111.

Humans have
opportunities to keep
ecosystems healthy
and balanced. Humans
also have the power to
make choices that could
unbalance them forever.

Native plants are plants that grow
naturally and have the special structures
needed to survive in an area. Gardening
with native plants benefits many other
organisms, including the gardener!

8

37

However, many people obey regulations and care for and enjoy the living and nonliving things around them. They also take action to protect Missouri’s ecosystems by
volunteering and joining organizations such as Stream Teams.
Stream Teams are groups of children and adults who adopt sections of Missouri
rivers, streams and creeks. They test the quality of the water and clean up litter that
has been dumped, dropped or blown into the water.
People also adopt portions of highways and city streets. They work together
to pick up trash and litter that has collected on their adopted roadway.
The more humans explore and experience ecosystems like ponds,
forests and prairies, the more they understand and enjoy them and the
more they want to care for and protect them. Many people are
careful not to harm other organisms when they are exploring
and discovering nature. They leave environments exactly
as they were when they arrived—if not better!
These humans understand that they
are organisms in ecosystems, too.

summary

A human is an organism living with other
human organisms to form populations of
humans. Human populations living among other
populations of organisms become part of a
community. Add the non-living things, such as
sunlight, water, temperature, soil, landforms and
air, and humans become part of an ecosystem.
Humans have opportunities to keep
ecosystems healthy and balanced. Humans also
have the power to make choices and decisions
that could unbalance ecosystems forever.
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Stream Teams have
picked up nearly 11,200,000 pounds
of trash from streams, rivers and
creeks. It would take 1,400,000
gallons of milk to weigh that much.

When kids pick up litter (and
remind others not to litter), they
interact with and affect their
environment in a positive way.

