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Moorland and Riverside information sheet

Learning objectives

· To appreciate the diversity of wildlife that can be present in these habitats.
· To create simple food chains based on each habitat.

· To understand how plants and animals are dependent on each other within a habitat.

Moorland

Blanket bog is a rare moorland habitat that forms where there is high rainfall.  Peat develops covering large expanses and blanketing the ground. The combination of permanent waterlogging of the ground, low oxygen supply and nutrient-poor water is ideal for the growth of sphagnum moss and the accumulation of peat. Under these conditions, the bacteria that normally break down dead plant and animal matter cannot operate and so plant remains build up as peat.  Gullying and erosion of the peat leaves “peat-haggs” where the original vegetation remains on pillars of peat surrounded by deep channels exposing the underlying material. This erosion is caused partly by human beings damaging the peat surface and partly by the peat reaching a depth where it becomes unstable after excessive rain and can begin to flow like treacle or porridge (a “bog flow” or “bog-burst”) Peat gives a distinctive tan colour to bog water and the streams that flow out after heavy rainfall.   
Bogs are challenging environments for plant life because they are low in nutrients and very acidic. The high acidity of bogs and the absorption of water by sphagnum moss reduce the amount of water available for other plants. Carnivorous plants have adapted to these conditions by using insects as a nutrient source. 

Plants like heather and bracken grow in areas of moorland which are drier while cotton grass grows in wet hollows.
Rivers

Rivers provide many different habitats, depending on their height above sea level, their slope and their size, so different species occur depending on the type of river.  

Rivers begin their life in hills or mountains, where rainwater collects and percolates into the ground. It trickles through the ground and/or between fractures in rocks forming tiny streams known as rivulets.  As the land becomes saturated, excess rain flows from the land as surface runoff. The start of a river is called its source. These tiny rivulets grow larger and collect more water and become streams themselves or flow into streams and add to the water already in the stream.

Once the volume of water in the stream increases, the water carries material along wearing away the land surface. The areas in which the streams run form depressions between hills or mountains known as valleys.

When the river leaves the higher ground and enters the flat plains, the river slows down. As the force of the water is reduced, the sediment falls to the river bottom and is dumped on the riverbed. At the end of its life, the river flows into the sea to end its journey.

The complete river pattern that results is like a tree-structure and is known as the river catchment area.

A riverside habitat can provide a home for a wide variety of plants and animals. This is partly because there are two habitats joining – the water and where that water meets the land. The animals that live there rely on each other and plants for food. Plants are always at the bottom of a food chain. They produce their own food using sunlight. These plants are then eaten by animals who, in turn, are eaten by others.

Introduce children to the required vocabulary as early as possible. 

· Producers – The plants in a food chain that produce their own food.

· Consumers – Any animal which eats something else.

· Predator – An animal which hunts on other animals.

· Prey – An animal that is eaten by another.

· Parasite – An animal that lives on another animal

· Decomposers – Animals, plants or fungi which break down dead or waste material into soil or nutrients.

Make sure that children understand the importance of micro-organisms within any habitat. Plants and animals are always dying and this dead material would soon build up and pollute the water if it was not removed. Micro-organisms break down the dead material so this does not happen. Also, encourage the children to see how the lives of the animals within a habitat are interlinked and dependent on each other. Think about how polluting a stretch of water may affect top predators as well as those animals further down the food chain. 

Children should be encouraged to appreciate the biodiversity (range of plants and animals on our planet and their interdependence) of such areas and how precious these habitats are. 

The activity sheets provided allow children to explore the food chains that might be possible in a riverside habitat. Use the Riverside and moorland information sheets to discuss the plants and animals and look at the tables to find out what they eat and what they are eaten by. Using the information on the sheets, ask children to create food chains, using arrows to mean, ’is eaten by’.  The food chain activity sheets provide some part-completed food chains. To extend this, the Pyramid of numbers could be introduced – numerous plants and many small plants are needed to feed one large animal.

Encourage children to think about how they might group all the animals and plants on the Riverside grouping activity sheet. Explain to the children that animals are basically split into two groups:

· Vertebrates – Those animals with a backbone (a skeleton inside their body)

· Invertebrates – Those animals without a backbone (These often have an ‘exoskeleton’ -a hard covering on the outside)

Within the Vertebrate group, many children will have heard of the five subgroups:

· Mammals (warm blooded, give birth to live young and feed them on milk)

· Birds (warm blooded, have feathers, lay eggs, most can fly)

· Reptiles (cold blooded, lay eggs on land, often have scaly skin)

· Amphibians (cold blooded, lay eggs in water, often live on land, soft skin)

· Fish (cold blooded, lay eggs, have scales, breathe using gills)

There are too many invertebrate groups for children to grasp, so a simple identification that it is an invertebrate is sufficient, although many children are familiar with ‘insects’ – invertebrates with six legs.
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