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Humans and Ecosystems

This article is accessible to students only when assigned.

Freckle Level: 9A

Plants and animals are not the only living beings that create
changes in the environment. Humans too have a major impact
on the environment. In fact, scientists have been studying the
effects of human activity on the earth for over fifty years. And
while we may have to wait decades to see the enduring effects of
our lifestyle choices, there is no doubt that human activity is
harming ecosystems across the planet.

Ecosystems are responsible for the livelihood of millions of plant
and animal species. They also play a huge role in human survival:
they provide us with water, ensure we have oxygen to breathe,
and supply us with the food we eat. It is crucial that these
ecosystems stay intact, both for the animals and plants that
depend on them and for humans.

Human activities—from our use of gas-guzzling cars to our
reliance on plastic—are impacting these ecosystems. Let’s take a
look at several human activities and how they are changing our
Earth’s ecosystems.

Deforestation and Land Conversion

For centuries, humans have cleared trees to use the land, a
process called deforestation. Today, we utilize huge machines
that can remove trees at a faster rate than ever before,
destroying our rainforests at a rate of 78 million acres per year.
Urbanization has also led to the rapid construction of roads and
buildings, completely changing the earth’s surface. Concrete has
replaced native plants, and soil nutrients have been removed
from the ground, forcing animals to find new homes. The
expansion of cities has also created migratory obstacles for
animals.

Highway construction in the middle of a wooded area

Writing

Skills: Informative, Writing Conventions
As an environmental lawmaker,
your job is to create laws that will
reduce the impact of humans on
the environment. Describe one
law you believe should be passed,
and explain both the purpose of
the law as well as the positive
impact it will have on the
environment.

Vocab

crucial
utilize
degradation
displacement
atmosphere
climate
ecosystem

Reading

Skills:

RI.1: Explicit Information

RI.4: Word Meaning & Choice

RI.1: Explicit Information

How do pesticides impact marine

ecosystems? Select all that apply.

Pesticides drain into marine
ecosystems and contaminate
them.
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Not only do deforestation and land conversion cause vegetation
degradation, animal displacement, and an imbalance of nutrients
in certain areas, but these processes also affect the earth on a
larger scale. Trees and other plants take in carbon dioxide (CO )
and release oxygen, a process called the carbon cycle. With the
massive clearing of trees comes an increase of CO  in the air,
which contributes to global warming. Carbon dioxide and other
pollutants in the atmosphere trap the sun’s heat and warm the
planet. This warming changes the earth’s weather and climate,
including its land, oceans, and atmosphere, and not in a good
way.

Pollution

Waste dumping, water contamination, and air pollution are all
the result of human activity. Littered trash can easily be mistaken
as food by hungry animals. If consumed, it can cause them to
become seriously ill or even die. Landfills are large dumping
areas filled with household and industry waste. The high levels of
methane gas created by these landfills also exacerbates global
warming. Pesticides used on crops are absorbed into the
groundwater and drain into large bodies of water. Some
fertilizers can cause overgrowth of bacteria and algae and throw
marine ecosystems off balance. These chemicals poison the
ecosystems that depend on this water. Cars, trains, and factories
also pollute the air. They give off carbon dioxide, methane, soot,
and other greenhouse gases. This impacts the people and
animals that breathe this air. Greenhouse gases also contribute
to global warming. As the planet warms, less rain falls. Water
becomes a scarce resource for plants and animals.

Pesticides being sprayed on farm crops

Overhunting and Overfishing

Humans rely on animals as a main source of food, as well as for
many other needs. While one person hunting or fishing is not too
damaging, overhunting or overfishing can upset entire
ecosystems. Hunting, trapping, and fishing wildlife at
unsustainable levels can deplete entire animal populations.
Humans have even hunted some animals, like the passenger
pigeon, into extinction. A healthy ecosystem has a balance of
predators and prey. Overhunting one animal species can impact
both the predators that depend on it as a food source and the
animals that it consumes. This can throw an ecosystem
completely off balance and even cause it to collapse.
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Report issue

RI.1: Explicit Information

Which sentences from the text

support the idea that ecosystems are

negatively impacted by urbanization?

Select all that apply.

Report issue

RI.1: Explicit Information

Which of the following statements

must be true in order for an

ecosystem to function properly?

Pesticides cause algae
overgrowth and imbalance
marine ecosystems.

Pesticides pollute the air and
contribute to global warming.

Pesticides make it difficult for
animals to migrate.

Hunting, trapping, and fishing
wildlife at unsustainable levels
can deplete entire animal
populations.

Concrete has replaced native
plants, and soil nutrients have
been removed from the ground,
forcing animals to find new
homes.

The expansion of cities has also
created migratory obstacles for
animals.

The weights used in commercial
fishing also drag along the ocean
floor, destroying the coral reef
habitats.
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Commercial fisherman bring in over 100 million tons of fish per
year.

Commercial fisherman use massive nets to catch large quantities
of fish. Not only are many of these fishermen overfishing, they
are also throwing away “bycatch,” unwanted fish that get caught
in these large nets. Bycatch results in the death of over a million
sharks each year. The weights used in commercial fishing also
drag along the ocean floor, destroying the coral reef habitats.
Scientists maintain that some fisheries need to reduce their
fishing or even shut down altogether in order for commercial
fishing to be sustainable.

Solutions

With over 7 billion people on Earth, it would be impossible and
unrealistic to expect everyone to stop eating meat, creating
waste, and chopping down trees. After all, we need food and
shelter to survive, and our growing and advancing communities
would not be possible without urban expansion. However, there
are small steps we can take on a daily basis to minimize our
impact on the environment and the ecosystems that we must
keep in balance.

Taking public transportation reduces the number of cars on the
road.

We can take public transportation, bike, or walk to work and
school instead of driving. This will reduce the amount of carbon
dioxide emissions we put into the air. We can also reduce the
pesticides we use on our lawns and on farms, thereby lessening
the likelihood of polluting nearby water sources. We can also use
less energy in our homes by turning off the lights and opening
windows instead of using air conditioning units. Using less
energy will reduce the pollution released into the air by the

Report issue

RI.4: Word Meaning & Choice

What does it mean to hunt animals at

"unsustainable" levels?

Report issue

RI.4: Word Meaning & Choice

What is "land conversion", as

described in the text?

An ecosystem must have more
prey than predators.

An ecosystem must have only
plant producers.

An ecosystem must have no
contact with humans.

An ecosystem must have a
balance of predators and prey.

to hunt them in a way that
utilizes inhumane methods

to hunt them in a way that
maintains the balance of their
ecosystems

to hunt them in a way that
upsets the balance of their
ecosystems

to hunt them in a way that
ensures there are enough
surviving animals

Land conversion is turning
unspoiled land into land used by
humans.
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power plants that supply this energy. We can also reduce the
waste we produce by simply buying less, reusing the items we do
buy, and recycling and composting when possible.

If nothing else, we must be more conscious of our actions and
how they impact the ecosystems around us. Without balanced,
healthy, and functioning ecosystems, we are unable to survive
ourselves.

Report issue

RI.4: Word Meaning & Choice

"With over 7 billion people on Earth, it

would be impossible and unrealistic to

expect everyone to stop eating meat,

creating waste, and chopping down

trees." How does the word

"unrealistic" impact the meaning of

this sentence?
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Land conversion is planting trees
on land with sparse vegetation.

Land conversion is sharing land
among plants, animals, and
humans.

Land conversion is cutting down
trees to use for building homes.

It emphasizes how important it
is that we drastically change our
behaviors.

It emphasizes how foolish it
would be for someone to think
such a massive change would be
possible.

It emphasizes how significant
even the smallest lifestyle
changes can be on our
ecosystems.

It emphasizes how reasonable it
is to expect people to change
their lifestyles.


