Environmental Close-Up: Animals That Benefit from Human Activity

Some animals thrive wherever humans are common.  Rats and mice have migrated throughout the world, where they feed on the crops that humans raise.  In some areas, as much as 50 percent of the crop may be lost to rodents and insects.  In some parts of the world, bounties are given for every rat killed.  Skunks, foxes, coyotes, rabbits, and many birds thrive where human activity provides a mixture of woodland, farmland, and land devoted to housing.

Pigeons are common animals in many cities, where predation is reduced and they have access to bits of food left by human activity.  Storks in Europe build their large nests of sticks in chimneys, and they are protected by the local people.  Many other birds, such as barn swallows, chimney swifts, and the European house sparrow, use human structures (as indicated by the birds’ common names) as places to build their nests.


Peregrine falcons have been introduced into cities, where they nest on window ledges and rooftops and feed on pigeons, which are often considered pests.  Many people place birdhouses and bird-feeding stations near their homes.  Bird feeders have extended the range of many birds that would not normally be able to survive the winter months.


Manatees benefit from human activity in a different way.  Periods of cold weather in Florida can threaten this tropical aquatic mammal.  When the water temperature drops below 18°C (68°F) manatees can suffer hypothermia.  During such cold periods it is common to see hundreds of manatees congregating near the warm water discharge points of electrical generation facilities.  During the winter of 1996, biologists counted nearly 700 manatees at five power plant sites in Florida.  This is more than one-third of all the manatees believed to remain in North America.
