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Q. 1 
(i)	An ecosystem is a natural, functional ecological unit comprising of living organisms (biotic community) and their non-living (abiotic) environment that interact to form a self sustaining system. These networks between organism and environment are in constant fluctuation due to the exchange and storage of energy between the two, population sizes and other limiting factors which control the other living and non-living components. The ecosystem receives feedback information on these changes to maintain a state of balance.
(ii)	Our world’s ecosystems are contained within a biosphere. It has three main abiotic components, being land, water and air. The land component is known as the lithosphere. Every rocky planet has a lithosphere. It is the rigid outermost shell of a rocky planet and on earth the lithosphere contains the crust and upper mantle. The lithosphere has two roles within the biosphere’s metabolic process:
· For organisms that are land based (lithosphere) or water based (hydrosphere) it is the only source of most of the minerals they require; and
· It forms the soil which contains minerals necessary for plants, grass and trees.
(iii)	There are various functional components of an ecosystem:  
Energy flow (coming initially from solar energy and absorbed by plants and trees) is required by all life in order to develop and reproduce. It passes along the food chain reducing as it goes. Without it organisms could not exist.
The energy is transferred from one tropic level to another in the form of a food chain. For survival, each animal has a specific place and is adapted to make it fit for that place.  
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Ecosystems vary in diversity. Some ecosystems may be very diverse with many plants and animals whereas other ecosystems may be less diverse with fewer animals and plants.  For example, high temperatures and rainfall accelerate weathering and decomposition of dead organic matter.  
A nutrient cycle is the movement and exchange of organic and inorganic matter back into the production of living matter. The process is regulated by food web pathways that decompose matter into mineral nutrients that eventually find their way back to where they began. 
Biogeochemical cycles are pathways by which a chemical substance moves through both biotic (biosphere) and abiotic (lithosphere, atmosphere, and hydrosphere) compartments of earth.
Ecosystems are made up of organisms which established themselves in the given area and have continued to survive and not become extinct. In ecosystems, organisms constantly adjust themselves to geologic or climatic changes and to each other.
Different ecosystems produce varied amounts of energy because they vary in the amount of sunlight, water and nutrients available to the plants, as well as temperature conditions. They have cybernetic controls that operate to maintain the system on a given course.
(iv)	My understanding of sustainable environment is the study of how natural systems function, remain diverse and produce everything they need for the ecology to remain in balance. It also acknowledges that human civilisation takes resources to sustain our modern way of life.  It is the rate of renewable resource harvest, pollution creation, and non-renewable resource depletion that can be continued indefinitely. If they cannot be continued indefinitely then they are not sustainable.
Some of the common environmental concerns include damaging rainforests and woodlands through logging and agricultural clearing and polluting the atmosphere through the burning of fossil fuels. 
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(v)	Abiotic factors refer to non-living physical and chemical elements in the ecosystem. Abiotic resources are usually obtained from the lithosphere, atmosphere, and hydrosphere. Examples of abiotic factors are energy, water, air, soil, radiation, and minerals. Biotic factors are living or once-living organisms in the ecosystem. These are obtained from the biosphere. Examples of biotic factors are humans (animals), plants, fungi, and other similar organisms.
Q.2
a)	A food chain is a simple, isolated relationship of energy flow formed by a series of organisms arranged in a linear manner based on their feedings habits. In this chain, each type of organism feeds on the type below it in the series. With this repeated eating and being eaten, there is a transfer of energy (which can only flow in one direction meaning the ecosystem maintains its existence) from the lower level to the higher level. Each level is therefore, called trophic level. The organism at the lowest level is plant which is called producer (autotroph) because it prepares food from CO2 H2O and sunlight. Organisms at higher level are called consumers (herbivore, primary carnivore, secondary carnivore, tertiary carnivore) because they consume the food in rearranged form, originally produced in plants.
b)	In natural environment or an ecosystem, the relationships between the food chains are inter-connected. These relationships are very complex, as one organism may be a part of multiple food chains. Hence, a web like structure is formed in place of a linear food chain. The web like structure, if formed with the interlinked food chain, is known as a food web. Food webs are an indispensible part of an ecosystem. These food webs allow an organism to obtain food from more than one type of organism of the lower trophic level. This is especially important for tertiary consumers where energy from a particular chain lessens or maybe is lost the higher up the chain it goes and they need multiple food chains (food web) to maintain the energy they require to sustain themselve.  
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Every living being is responsible and is a part of multiple food chains in the given ecosystem. It is also referred to as a consumer-resource system.
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Activity:  
1.	On Saturday, 5 December 2015 I visited the small rural village of Drumbo to carry out a survey.  My findings were as follows:
	Cause
	Effect

	
	

	Over population of urban areas
	The population in urban areas is very high.  As a result of this, more and more people relocate to more rural areas.  As a result of more houses being built in this area, the local wildlife will have suffered.

	
	

	Pollution 
	Urban areas suffer more pollution than rural areas.  As a result of more people relocating to rural areas, the effect can only be that this pollution will spread into those areas as they become more and more populated.

	
	

	Crime
	It is a fact that crime is more prevalent in built up areas.  This can make people relocate to more rural areas in order to feel safer.  The effect of more people moving out of urban areas is the risk that this crime will spread to rural areas.
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	Cost of living
	Urban living means better access to places, shops, workplaces, etc.  Due to this, the cost of house prices is higher in those urban areas.  This forces many people to move further away out of the towns and cities.  Drumbo sits on the edge of the greater Belfast areas and as a result, the price of houses is high here.  

	
	

	Quality of life
	Many people prefer to live in a rural environment.  It offers more peace and quiet, countryside living and more space with bigger gardens.

	Summary: 
The village of Drumbo is expanding in size which means further loss of habitat and ecosystem degradation.  In order to facilitate the additional housing requirements more agricultural land has been turned into residential land. 
Traffic is heavy in areas of Drumbo. 
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Activity 2:
On Monday, 7 December 2015 I attended Southern Regional College to discuss the importance of environmental education with five business studies students.
Three of the students that I spoke with believe that our future relies on people to be educated on the environment that sustains us, our families and communities, and future generations. 
Those three believed that environmental education can best help us as individuals make the connections between benefits to society, environmental health, and our own well-being.  Ultimately, they believed that education would be the most successful strategy for environmental management and felt that, from their own recent experiences, this education is lacking.
Two of the five students that I spoke with showed less interest in environmental education as they felt that it was not something that would directly affect them in their lifetime.  When I questioned why they thought this, they talked about global warming and how this would affect future generations and not them.  They seemed unaware of other environmental issues and I can only assume that this is through lack of education on the subject matter.
I asked all five students to tell me their opinion on paperless offices given that this might be relevant to their future careers in an office environment.
There was a mixed response from the students: 
· Three of the students felt that paperless offices were a great way of helping the environment
· Two of the students felt that paperless offices would be more of a hindrance to office workers and they felt that the cons would outweigh the pros.    

