Sample Answer: Human Activities Interfering in a Biome

This is a very common question. You could be asked the broad question – “How human activities have interfered in a biome you have studied”, or you could be asked a more specific version such as “Discuss 2 ways humans have interfered in a biome you have studied”.

In both cases, you will need to write three paragraphs (yes, this is still true even if you are only asked to discuss two ways that humans have interfered!).

The broad question – “How human activities have interfered in a biome you have studied” – should be answered with reference to commercial logging, cattle pasture and subsistent agriculture.

For the “Discuss 2 ways humans have interfered in a biome you have studied” question, I would suggest that you structure your answer with one paragraph on commercial logging, and then two paragraphs on agriculture (cattle pasture and subsistent agriculture).

Remember – it’s not just about learning the essays – it’s about answering the essay that comes up - not just the one you’ve learned!

Here is a sample answer:

Commercial Logging is a present day cause of deforestation. Logging in tropical rainforests has always been a problem in the past, but with improvements in technology, it has now become the most serious threat to the biome. Although international awareness has been heightened about the global effects of deforestation, unsustainable logging continues. Unsustainable logging is where replanting of species doesn’t occur. In the late 1990’s, after depleting much of their own timber resources, Asian logging companies began aggressively moving into rainforests in other parts of the world such as the Solomon Islands and Papua New Guinea. Between 1950 and 1980, Asia lost one third of its tropical rainforest cover. 

Chinese logging companies have been particularly active since their government banned domestic logging after devastating floods in 1998. The demand for wood in the 1990’s was fuelled by a boom in the construction sector in the developed world. Tropical hardwoods such as teak and rosewood were particularly in demand. Many of the world’s rainforests are found in developing countries where corruption is common and many forestry laws go un-enforced. Also, the structure of the rainforest is such that no one species dominates a single area. 

Therefore, the commercially valuable species such as mahogany are spread out. As a result, logging companies tend to clear-cut large amounts of trees which they don’t require in order to reach the more commercially valuable hardwoods. The construction of logging roads also contributes to deforestation. A study in Stanford in 2005 concluded that selective logging creates twice as much damage as is visible from satellite photos and it generates 25% more greenhouse gases than previously thought. There are numerous effects that the destruction of the rainforests has had and will have. It is estimated that up to 200,000 acres of rainforest are burned every day. 

That accounts for almost 78 million acres per year, although estimates vary. With the destruction of the rainforests comes an increasing threat of extinction to many plants and animals found in the forest as their habitat is destroyed. This has many implications for the developed world as 25% of western pharmaceuticals are derived from rainforest ingredients.

The clearing of rainforest for the purpose of Pastoral Farming is a past cause of deforestation. The majority of the commercial destruction of the Amazon rainforest from the 1960’s to the early 1990 was not due to logging or mining but due to the activities of cattle ranchers. 

Cattle ranching as a source of deforestation was most evident in Brazil and Costa Rica. In both countries, there was significant government support for deforestation for this purpose. The main reason for this was the demand for beef from North America in this period. South American governments saw the rainforest as a resource that could be used to satisfy this demand and generate much needed employment and foreign revenue. The Brazilian government passed laws that allowed speculators to claim large swathes of rainforest as their own once they had slashed and burned the land. Once the land was totally cleared, species of African rye grasses were planted for pasture. In Brazil, 38% of deforestation from 1966-1975 was attributed to large-scale cattle ranching. 

In many Central American countries, pastoral land was created on fertile alluvial soils that would have been more suited to arable farming which would have been more profitable in the long term. Despite governments such as Brazil removing the laws that allowed speculators to simply claim land, a study by Greenpeace in 2009 revealed that beef is the largest driver of deforestation globally. Since 1996, 360,000 square miles have been cleared for pasture. The recent devaluation of the Brazilian Real against the American dollar has effectively doubled beef prices for farmers. This has created an incentive for ranchers to expand further into the rainforest. 

The visual environment of the rainforest is being damaged as a result. Once a sea of green the size of Australia, the Amazon is now scarred by roads, farms, ranches and dams. 

Deforestation can also lead to loss of life at a human level as deforestation inevitably leads to an increase in landslides and flash flooding given the lack of tree roots to anchor soils. Subsistence agriculture has accounted for the largest percentage of deforestation in the tropical rainforest biome. 

This form of deforestation has been taking place for centuries, however it has escalated in recent decades to an alarming degree. This is a result of a number of factors such as advances in technology and changing cultural attitudes. In many countries, subsistence agriculture has been supported by governments. In Brazil, for example, large populations from the impoverished region of Sertao were encouraged to migrate to the peripheries of the Amazon to avail of the offer of free agricultural land. Between 1995 and 1998, the government granted land in the Amazon to almost 100,000 farmers. Subsistence agriculture such as this involves the use of slash and burn techniques to clear the forest for short-term agriculture. 

First, the forest floor is cleared, the area is left to dry, and is then burned. The soil is then cultivated for crops. There are numerous disadvantages to this form of agriculture. The removal of the protective canopy leaves the soils underneath exposed to torrential tropical downpours. This results in the soil becoming heavily leached and after two or three years, they are rendered completely unproductive. The farmers will then move onto another patch of rainforest and repeat the process. Although each subsistent farmer accounts for a small amount of deforestation, the fact that there are 5-10 million such farmers makes this the single largest cause of deforestation and the most difficult to control. 

Deforestation on this scale has severe implications for global climate change. Tropical rainforests play a vital role in regulating the earth’s climates. They both absorb and created rainfall. The Amazon created 50-70% of its own rainfall. By cutting down the trees, we change the reflectivity of the earth’s surface which affects the temperature of the earth at ground level. 

The destruction of the rainforest also effects climate change given that rainforests produce almost 50% of the world’s oxygen

