
Ecology 12/16      Name:       Per:     
Plant Predation, Defense & Competition 

 
Introduction 
In an ecosystem it is vital to understand the complexity of interactions that occur within the habitat.  This 
assignment provides an opportunity to consider specifically how plants interact with predators and one 
another, and how they affect and respond to these interactions. 
 
Part 1: Predation and Defense 
Read pages 296-298 and 301-305 (Ch. 15) in Elements of Ecology (2003).  Define the terms provided and answer 
the questions below. 
 
Vocabulary 

• chemical defense – unfavorable/toxic substances produced to deter threats (predators, competition) 

• structural defense – physical characterisics evolved to deter predators: coloration, armor, spines, hairs 

• mimicry – physical similarities to an organism or object that have evolved to confuse/deter predators 

• behavioral defense – aggressive/submissive actions to threaten/deter predators or competitors 

• predator satiation – offspring produced in mass numbers at the same time because so many will be 
eaten by predators 

• herbivory – feeding on plants 

• grazing – feeding on non-woody plant parts from many different plants 

• defoliation – removal of leaves from plants 

• meristem – growing parts of plants 
 
Summary 
1. Explain why herbivores concentrate on consuming juvinile (young) parts of plants.  Explain why is this 

particularly damaging. 
 
Predators focus on young plant parts because they are easier to digest. 
 
This can be harmful to plants because the young plant parts contain significant nutrients for plant growth 
and health. 

 
2. Give a specific example of how moderate grazing can stimulate some plants. 
 

Can promote growth in plants whose growing tissue is at/under soil surface. Removal of old tissue 
promotes growth of new tissue. 

 
3. Summarize the various palnt defenses against predation.  Distinguish between qualitative and quantitative 

inhibitors. 
 
Characteristics that have evolved to avoid detection, selection and capture by predators. 
 
Quantitative inhibitors – energy expensive chemicals in plant tissue that cannot be digested or taste bad 
Qualitative inhibitors – easily produced poisons that affect the metabolism of predators 

 



Part 2: Competition 
Read pages 204-209 (Ch. 11), 242 (Ch. 13) and 270 (Ch. 14) in Elements of Ecology (2003). Define the terms 
provided and answer the questions below. 
 
Vocabulary 

• intraspecific competition – competition between members of the same species 

• interspecifc competition – competition between members of different species 

 
Summary 
1. Define competition and explain how it relates to populations density. 

 
Competition is a process that requires energy to be expended by both organisms (-,-) and increases as 
population size and density increases. 
 
 
 

2. Discuss the difference between interference and exploitation. 
 
Interference reduces access to resources by presence of competitor. 
 
Exploitation reduces availability of a resource due to consumption by some – leaving none for others. 
 
 

3. Complete the chart below which illustrates relationships amongst species in an ecosystem. Come up with 
your own example if one is not given in the reading. 

Type of 
Interaction 

Responses of 
organisms 

A and B (use +/-/0) 
Description and Example 

Neutral 0,0 No effect on one another – resource partitioning 

Mutualism +,+ Both organisms benefit 

Commensalism +,0 One benefits, the other is unaffected 

Competition -,- Both negatively affected – both expend/lose energy 

Predation +,- Predator benefits, prey does not 

Parasitism +,- Parasite benefits, host does not 

 


