Environmental Close-Up:  Human Interaction—A Different Look
In terms of our ability to modify ecosystems, humans are the dominant organisms on Earth.  Our niche is very broad and we interact in many ways with the organisms with which we share the planet.  If we examine our activities, we can see that we have complicated interactions with other organisms, and these interactions can be placed into the same categories we use to describe relationships between nonhuman organisms.
Predator—Humans throughout the world use animals as food.  Some actually kill animals themselves, while others rely on employees of slaughterhouses to do the killing for them.

Herbivore—Humans rely on many kinds of plants as their primary source of food.

Grazing and browsing involve consuming part of a living plant without killing the entire plant.  We graze or browse part of plants such as asparagus, rhubarb, lettuce, broccoli, and many other kinds of plants.

Foraging involves searching for food that is available from nature.  Hunter-gatherer peoples spend a great deal of time foraging for edible plant materials such as roots, fruits, and seeds.  Even individuals from sophisticated cultures engage in foraging activities when they pick wild berries, mushrooms, or asparagus.

Scavenger—Scavenging involves finding and consuming animals that are already dead.  Our distant ancestors were probably actively engaged in scavenging by seizing the kills of more efficient carnivores.  Even today in places where protein-rich food is in short supply, any recently dead animal is a valued food source.  And many states in the United States have laws that allow people to take animals killed by collisions with automobiles.

Commensalism—Humans find themselves on both sides of commensal relationships.  Many kinds of organisms use our homes as places to live without affecting us.  Birds may nest on our buildings, spiders build webs in our windows, and rats may live under our decks.  Other animals benefit from the animals we accidentally kill along our highways.  We also derive benefit from organisms without affecting them, such as when we are able to get out of the hot sun by sitting under the shade of a tree or when we rely on decomposers to decay wastes.
Parasitism—Although humans do not live in or on other living things, we do engage in relationships that are parasitic in nature.  In some African cultures, blood is drawn from cows and mixed with milk to serve as food.  Maple syrup is made by “bleeding” maple trees.  Similarly, humans tap rubber trees to obtain sap that is used to make rubber.  Many human activities regularly rob animals.  Honeybees are robbed of their honey and chickens are robbed of their eggs.

Mutualism—Humans have many mutualistic relationships with plants and animals.  Our domesticated plants and animals rely on us for support and nutrition, and we extract from them payment in the form of companionship, food, or other valuable resources.

Competition—Humans are in competition with all other organisms on Earth.  As we convert land and aquatic resources to our uses, we deprive other organisms of what they need to survive.  When humans hunt and kill large grazing animals such as bison or gazelles, we are in direct competition with other predators such as wolves or leopards.  Because of our technological superiority and our huge population, we usually win in the game of competition.
