Environmental Close-Up:  Forest Canopy Studies
In the past few years, a new frontier of ecological study has developed.  Scientists have traditionally looked at forest ecosystems at ground level.  Trees were identified, understory species were categorized, and the animals that live on or near the forest floor were studied.  Gradually, scientists began to realize that many kinds of plants and animals that are important parts of forest ecosystems rarely descend from the tops of trees to the forest floor.  They began to devise methods for studying these canopy-dwelling organisms.  Initially, they relied on techniques and gear used by mountain climbers, but that approach was labor intensive and dangerous.  Recently, ecologists have established several sites where large construction cranes have been built in forests.  These cranes allow researchers to study the chemistry, climate, and organisms found in the canopy.

Several surprising discoveries have been made, including the discovery of new species of insects.  A canopy study in an old-growth temperate rainforest on Vancouver Island, British Columbia, identified more than 60 new species of insects.  Researchers estimate that hundreds of new species will eventually be identified.  Similar studies in tropical forests have identified hundreds more new species of insects.  Studies in Panama recognize that vines (lianas) can constitute up to 70 percent of the forest canopy and that these vines compete for sunlight with the trees that support them.


The way in which animals use the canopy is another interesting area of research.  Birds, bats, monkeys, squirrels, and insects use specific parts of the forest canopy for food, nesting, and travel routes.  Researchers are learning much as they spend time in the forest canopy with the animals.
