Birds and Their Environment
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Part of Atlanta Audubon Society’s Learning About Birds curriculum series.

What is an Environment?
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An environment is the habitat and conditions that surround a living thing and
influence its behavior. The ability for birds to adapt to their environment
determines whether they can survive as individuals and collectively as a
species. An environment may change due to biotic factors (living things) or
abiotic factors (nonliving things such as soil, water, weather, and climate).

Birds are an important part of an ecosystem.
An ecosystem is a place where living and nonliving things
interact and exchange energy. Food webs are found
within an ecosystem.
Food webs are made up of trophic levels. Trophic levels
are the positions that organisms take within a food chain.
It defines where an organism gets energy from and what
it may provide energy to. In nature, food chains are more
complex than this diagram and are referred to as food
webs.
Many of the birds mentioned in the diagram can be con‐
sidered part of more than one trophic level depending on
what kind of ecosystem it lives in.

Can you think
of a species of bird that
falls into more than one
trophic level? Can you guess
what a tertiary consumer
is? Try thinking of some
examples of birds that would
be in this category.
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A producer is an organism that uses
sunlight to make food. Plants are
producers.
A primary consumer is an
organism that eats a producer, also
known as an herbivore. Many birds
fall into this category such as
sparrows, finches, cardinals, doves,
and dabbling ducks. Many insects are
primary consumers as well.
A secondary consumer is an
organism that eats a primary
consumer. Birds that fall into this
category include chickadees, war‐
blers, woodpeckers, diving ducks,
shorebirds, and birds of prey.
A decomposer is a consumer that
feeds off animal waste and dead
organisms. Vultures, crows, and
some gulls fall into this category.

Environmental Changes Affecting the Rusty Blackbird
The Rusty Blackbird lives in forests along rivers and agricultural lands. It plays an important
ecosystem role in the southeastern United States during the winter by feeding on nuts and
worms and providing food for hawks. The number of Rusty Blackbirds has mysteriously
declined by over 85% in North America over the last 40 years. Several hypotheses are
being researched, including how the Rusty Blackbird's diet has changed and how the use of
pesticides by humans may be affecting their survival. Testing these hypotheses will help us
figure out if human actions can be changed to restore the Rusty Blackbird population and
the important role it plays in the food web.
~Patti Newell , PhD candidate at University of Georgia’s Warnell School of Forestry & Natural Resources.

Chippy Challenge—Weave the Web

The organisms below represent common species found in many Georgia Piedmont ecosystems. Use the descriptions to
connect at least ten organisms to each other in a food web. Be sure you represent all trophic levels. How many combinations can you come up with? Can you connect all of the organisms?

Downy
Woodpecker






Ants,
Caterpillars
Beetles
Seeds
Nuts
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Skipper Caterpillar
 Leaves

Carolina
Chickadee
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 Insects
 Spiders
 Seeds
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Eastern Screech
Owl





Rodents
Songbirds
Insects
Earthworms

Ruby-throated
Hummingbird
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 Nectar
 Small flies and bees
 Spiders
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Common
Raccoon
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 Fruits
 Vegetables
 Eggs
 Insects
 Spiders
 Fish
 Rodents

Canada
Goose
 Grass
 Fruit
 Seeds
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Marbled
Orb
Weaver
 Insects
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Black-eyed
Susan

Bumblebee
 Nectar
 Pollen

Chipping
Sparrow

Grasshopper


Leaves

 Grass seed
 Wildflower
seed
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Georgia
Oak
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Red-tailed Hawk
 Mammals
 Songbirds
 Grounddwelling birds
 Snakes
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Elderberry
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Eastern Bluebird

 Caterpillars and
other insect larva
 Crickets
 Grasshoppers
 Fruits

Sunflower

P.Higginbotham

D.Vickers

Golden Mouse
 Seeds
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Black Rat Snake





Small mammals
Other reptiles
Songbirds
Eggs

Mourning Dove
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Trumpet
Honeysuckle

 Seeds
 Fruits
 Human food
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