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Chapter 17 

Communities   
 
17.1 Food Webs
17.2 Competition
17.3 Symbiosis
17.4 Invasive Species

17.1  Food Webs

Recall from Chapter 16 that a community consists of all the organisms that live in a specific area. Within 
communities, species interact in different ways. For example, lions eat zebras, eagles and storks fight 
over fish, and ship clean the mouths of eels. One important set of species interactions is who eats whom. 
These interactions can be shown in a food chain that contains multiple feeding levels.

At the bottom of a food chain are 
producers. A producer is an organism 
that makes organic molecules using 
inorganic molecules and energy. In 
almost all communities, the producers 
are photosynthesizing organisms such as 
plants. 

A consumer obtains food by eating other organisms. A primary consumer eats producers. Herbivores, 
such as zebras or rabbits, are primary consumers. A secondary consumer eats primary consumers. 
Carnivores, such as lions and wolves, are secondary consumers. In some communities, there are 
consumers that eat at even higher levels in the food chain. The species at the top of a food chain is called 
the top predator. 

A decomposer obtains food by eating dead organic matter. Fungi and bacteria are important 
decomposers in many communities. 

Most ecological communities are complicated enough that food “chains” are more accurately described 
as food webs. Figure 17.2 shows the food web in the Antarctic aquatic community. 

Where are humans on the food chain? Most humans are omnivores who eat at many levels of the food 
chain. We eat plants, animals, and even decomposers, such as certain mushrooms. Of course, some 
humans have a more restricted diet (Figure 17.3). 

FIGURE 17.1 
This food chain includes producers 
(grass), primary consumers (zebras), 
and secondary consumers (lions). 
Decomposers consume dead organisms 
at all levels of the food chain.
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READING CHECK

Can an organism be a producer and a consumer? 

CHECK YOUR ANSWER 

Actually, yes. There are some parasitic plants that both photosynthesize and obtain nutrients from their 
hosts—other plants. This makes them both producers and primary consumers. There are even some 
predatory plants that eat higher up the food chain by trapping insects. The Venus flytrap, which snaps 
special leaves together to catch insects, is probably the most famous. 

FIGURE 17.2 
The Antarctic aquatic food web. 
Can you find the top predator in 
this community? 

FIGURE 17.3

Most humans eat at many levels of the food chain, but some 
humans have a more restricted diet. 
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To learn more about food chains, visit the following website:

https://www.nationalgeographic.org/encyclopedia/food-web/

https://www.nationalgeographic.org/encyclopedia/food-web/

