
Lesson 4
Earth’s Food Chains, Webs, and Pyramids

What are producers, consumers, 
and decomposers?

Some living things are producers. Producers 
make their own food. Plants are producers. So are 
many microscopic organisms. Any living thing that 
uses the energy of the Sun to make its own food is 
a producer.

Most producers on Earth live near the surface 
of the oceans. Here microscopic producers carry 
out more than 70% of the photosynthesis that 
takes place on Earth. Green plants are among 
Earth’s land producers.

 Quick Check

 32. Circle the producers in this list of living things: 

  coleus, frog, cow, euglena, grass, fi sh, paramecium

These living things make their own 
food. They are producers.
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Cattle eat grass to get their 
food. They are consumers.

A consumer is a organism that eats living 
plants or animals. All animals are consumers 
because they do not make their own food. Many 
microscopic organism are consumers too.

An organism that feeds on dead organisms is 
a decomposer. Decomposers break down dead 
organisms into simpler substances. Most of 
these substances are returned to the ecosystem. 
Decomposers include worms, bacteria, fungi 
(such as mushrooms), and many insects.

 Quick Check

 33. What is the difference between a consumer and a decomposer?

 

 

Yellow decomposers 
breaking down dead tree.

Producers Consumers Decomposers

maple tree sea lion worms

rose bush condor bacteria

California poppy humans mushrooms

Mushrooms break down 
the maple tree stump into 
simpler substances. They 
are decomposers.
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What is a food chain?
In an ecosystem, producers absorb the Sun’s 

energy when they make food by using photosynthesis. 
This energy is then passed on to consumers and 
decomposers when they feed on the producers. This 
path from producer to consumer to decomposer can 
get complicated. A food chain is the path of the Sun’s 
energy from one living thing to another

Overall, here is the path in which energy from the 
Sun travels.

The Sun  producers  consumers  decomposers

 Quick Check

 34. With what do all food chains start? With what do they end?

  start 
 

  end   
 

A The zebra and the lion are part of a food chain.
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Consumers and Decomposers
Consumers are classified by 

what they eat.

Primary Consumers

• eat producers
•  include some insects, rabbits, 

horses

Secondary Consumers

• eat primary consumers
•  include many birds, foxes, 

some whales

Tertiary Consumers

• eat secondary consumers
•  usually top hunter in food 

chain
• include snakes, lions, orcas

Last in the food chain are the 
decomposers. They break down 
remains of dead organisms into 
substances producers use. And the 
food chain continues.

 Quick Check

 35. At a Scout campfi re, Balek said a T-rex was a secondary consumer. 
Do you agree or disagree with Balek’s statement? Why?

 

 

 

Forest Food Chain

The arrows show the path of 
energy in this forest food chain.

Reading Diagrams

primary consumer
(eats plants) 

decomposer

secondary consumer 
(eats animals)

tertiary consumer 
(eats animals) 
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What is a food web?
Most consumers eat more than just one kind of food. 

A food web shows all the food chains in an ecosystem. 
Food webs also show the roles each of its members play.

Food webs have three main kinds of members:

 Quick Check

 36. List two possible paths in the food web starting with the grass and 

  ending with the large bird. 
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

Land Food Web

A food web is a series of 
overlapping food chains.

Type of Consumer Examples

Herbivores plant eaters (primary 
consumers)

deer, zebra, cows

Carnivores animal eaters (secondary and 
tertiary consumers)

coyotes, cats, snakes

Omnivores eat plants and animals 
(highest level of consumer)

raccoons, bears, humans
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Other Roles in a Food Web
In addition to whether animals eat plants 

or other animals, animals in a food web 
have different ways of getting food. 

Predators hunt, kill and eat other 
animals. Lions, polar bears, and preying 
mantises are predators. Prey are the 
animals predators hunt. A rabbit may be 
the prey of a hawk.

Scavengers eat dead animals without 
hunting or killing them. Jackals and vultures 
are scavengers. Fungi, such as mushrooms, 
are also scavengers. They get their food 
from decaying plants and animals.

 Quick Check

 37. Use the diagram to give an example of an animal that can be both a

  predator and a prey. Explain your answer. 
 

  
 

  
 

  
 

The arrows show the levels 
of a food web.

Reading Diagrams

A The California condor is 
a large scavenger.
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What is a marine food web?
The oceans have food webs, too. Here, the webs 

depend on how deep into the water the sunlight 
reaches. Each food web has its own set of organisms. 
There are food webs at the shore where the tides come 
in or go out. 

Other food webs exist in the 
shallow waters near the ocean’s 
edge away from the shore. 
Here the waters are calmer. The 
underwater kelp forests off the 
coast of California provide food 
and shelter for hundreds of kinds 
of living things.

Finally, in the open ocean are 
webs that occur near the surface. 
Sunlight reaches down to about 
200 meters (656 feet). Also, food 
webs can be found between 
200 meters (656 feet) and 1,000 
meters (3,280 feet), where there 
is little light. They are in a 
dark zone with no light.

red knots

Sea otters fi nd 
shelter and food 
in a kelp forest.
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-Review Summaries and quizzes online @ www.macmillanmh.com 

How are populations connected?
Populations are connected by an energy pyramid. 

Energy pyramids are models that show how energy 
moves through a food chain.

The base of the pyramid is the producers. Each level 
is a higher level of consumer. At each level, less energy 
is available. So, fewer animals live at each higher level. 
Very few animals are at the top of a food chain.

Small changes in an ecosystem can upset the energy 
balance. As long as populations get food, they survive. 
If they do not, competition may occur. In that case, a 
population may decrease or die out.

 Quick Check

 38. In the ocean energy pyramid shown, which organism would have the 

  fewest number of members? Why? 
 

  
 

A ocean energy pyramid

primary consumers

secondary consumers

producers

tertiary consumers
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