
KEYSTONE SPECIES

Keystone Species 

In the wild, some plants and animals have a 

bigger impact on their environment than 

others. The ‘keystone’ in an arch is the one 

stone in the middle, holding everything up - 

without this stone, the arch would collapse. In 

the same way, keystone species are living 

things that ‘hold up’ their ecosystems - 

without them, the system quickly becomes 

unbalanced and this can impact on all life in 

the area. Because they play such a crucial 

role, these keystone species are important to 

protect.



Giant Panda 
Ailuropoda melanoleuca 

Pandas play an important role in China's 

bamboo forests. They spread seeds, and 

help the vegetation to grow.  

Protecting the panda also helps the other 

mammals, birds, and amphibians in China 

to flourish.

Grizzly Bear 
Ursus arctos 

Grizzly bears hunt herbivores such as elk and 

moose, which is very important for keeping the 

balance of the forest. Without grizzly bears, 

elk and moose would eat all of the greenery and 

destroy the habitat of many other animals. 

The droppings (poop) of the grizzly bear are 

also very important for the soil and help plants 

grow healthy, partly because they eat so many 

berries.



Polar Bear 
Ursus maritimos 

Polar bears are the top predator of the Arctic. 

They usually eat seals, but with the ice caps 

melting, this is getting harder and harder to do. 

Instead, polar bears are now hunting other 

species like Arctic foxes and walruses, and 

coming into towns to eat from garbage bins. 

Polar bears also feed other smaller animals by 

leaving their leftovers when they have killed a 

large animal. The Arctic ecosystem is now very 

unstable.

Tiger 
Panthera tigris 

Tigers are found in India, China, Thailand, 

and parts of Russia. They are an apex 

predator, and usually eat deer, wild boar, 

yak and other plant-eating animals.  

Without tigers, the ecosystem would 

become unbalanced and the herbivores 

would eat too much of the plant life, which 

is needed to support the rest of the 

animals in the area.



Leopard 
Panthera pardus 

Leopards are a very good hunter and are found 

in several countries, including Brazil, Arabia, 

India, China, and most parts of the African 

continent. Like wolves, they used to live across 

most of the planet. Because of this, they eat a 

wide range of plant-eating prey such as antelope, 

primates, deer, foxes, and even giraffes!  

Like the other big cats, Leopards are essential 

for keeping balance in the ecosystem. By hunting 

the animals they do, they stop any one of them 

dominating the rest or eating too many plants.

Jaguar 
Panthera onca 

Jaguars live in Mesoamerica and South 

America, mostly in Brazil, where the 

Amazon rainforest is found. 

Like the other apex predators, jaguars are 

important for controlling the animals that 

would otherwise eat the plant life. 

Without jaguars to keep the numbers of 

tapir, capybara, anteater and wild boar 

down, other species in the system would 

suffer.



Ocelot 
Leopardus pardalis 

The ocelot is a small wild cat that lives in 

Mesoamerica and South America. It is 

important for keeping the small mammal and 

bird populations in check. Primates, iguanas, 

rabbits and rodents are in the diet of this cat. 

It also eats crabs, fish and birds. These are 

all animals that feed off the environment by 

eating the plant life that supports the rest of 

the animals. Without the ocelot to hunt these 

creatures, one would likely dominate the rest 

and the whole system would become unstable.

Cheetah 
Acinonyx jubatus 

The cheetah is known as the fastest land 

animal, able to run as fast as 70 miles per 

hour over short distances. That’s as fast 

as a car on the motorway! 

Cheetahs were once spread widely across 

the globe, but are now mostly found in 

Africa. Cheetah are important for keeping 

the population of herbivores, particularly 

gazelle, in check.



Killer Whale 
Orcinus orca 

Killer whales are the largest members of the 

dolphin family, and the top predator in the 

oceans. They are very clever hunters, feeding 

on sharks, whales, seals, fish, rays, other 

dolphins, sea otters and walruses. 

Killer whales help to keep other ocean 

consumers in check, and affect how the rest 

of the ocean behaves. Without killer whales, 

some consumers in the ocean would have no 

natural predators, so would quickly destabilise 

the ecosystem.

Cougar 
Puma concolor 

The cougar, also known as the mountain 

lion, puma, or catamount, is a big cat found 

in the Americas. Cougars mostly eat deer 

and other mammals, such as mountain 

goats, sheep, moose and elk. By eating 

these herbivores the cougar helps prevent 

their numbers becoming greater than the 

system can support, or one herbivore 

dominating the others.



African Elephant 
Loxodonta africana 

On the African savannah, most animals get 

their food from the trees, from the grass, 

or by eating each other. Elephants eat 

small trees and shrubs. Without elephants, 

the small trees would take over most of 

the space where the grass is –  and the 

grass is needed to feed animals such as 

zebra, gazelle, antelopes and wildebeest, 

which in turn are food for lions, leopards, 

cheetahs and crocodiles.

Bottlenose Dolphin 
Tursiops truncatus 

Dolphins travel in groups called pods and 

use teamwork to help herd fish into groups 

as prey. This keeps the populations of fish 

in balance with the rest of the ecosystem 

and also creates feeding opportunities for 

other species. Sharks, larger fish, seals 

and sea birds all depend on dolphins to find 

food for themselves. Dolphins are highly 

intelligent, social marine mammals.



Asian Elephant 
Elephas maximus 

The Asian elephant is found in parts of 

India, Thailand, and Myanmar. It helps to 

open up forest clearings and spreads the 

seeds of trees and shrubs. Just like the 

African elephant, the Asian elephant has a 

positive effect on the plants and other 

animals in the ecosystem by stopping one 

type of plant overtaking the others, 

providing enough of the different plants 

for the system to stay balanced.

Rhino 
Ceratotherium simum 

Like elephants, rhinos also have a huge 

impact on the environment around them 

and are critical to African ecosystems. 

The vegetation they eat stops one type of 

plant growing too much and stopping other 

animals getting to the food they need.



Gorilla 
Troglodytes gorilla 

Most large gorillas are found in the Congo 

mountain basin in Africa, where jungles 

rich with all sorts of life are found. 

Gorillas are intelligent creatures that feed 

on bamboo, fruit, worms, caterpillars and 

termites.  

Gorillas are important for spreading seeds 

in the area and keeping the insect and 

bamboo from dominating other jungle life.

Grey Wolf 
Canis lupus 

All dogs are descended from the grey wolf, 

which cavemen were able to use for hunting a 

long time ago. Despite our long history with the 

wolf, it is often shown in books and movies as an 

evil, hungry beast. In fact, healthy wolves do not 

attack humans and in the wild, they have a very 

important role in balancing the systems where 

they are found. Wolves hunt large animals like 

elk, moose and deer, which would otherwise 

overrun the plant life in the area. In fact, wolves 

are so important that the plants, rivers, and 

other wildlife are all affected by them,

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Troglodytes_gorilla
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Troglodytes_gorilla


Marine Turtle 
Chelonia mydas 

Sea turtles have a huge impact on the 

health of sea life because they graze on 

sea grass, which helps the grass grow 

better. They also feed on jellyfish, which 

otherwise would be a big problem if there 

was nothing to eat them. Turtles also 

control sponge distribution and move sea 

nutrients from one place to another.

Orang-Utan 
Pongo borneo 

The Orang-Utan, whose name means ‘man of 

the forest’, is the largest tree-dwelling 

animal. Like the gorilla, they are important 

because they spread seeds and eat fruit, 

which makes a huge difference to the rest of 

the ecosystem. Because they are high up in 

the trees, the seeds from all the different 

fruits they eat fall down all over the place, 

and plant new trees. Because of this, they are 

also called the ‘gardeners of the forest’.



Ray 
Batoidea 

Like sharks, sting rays and manta rays are 

a fish that are found in many of the 

world’s oceans. They feed on snails, clams, 

oysters, lobsters, crabs and some fish. 

Without their keeping each of these 

primary consumers in check, ocean 

ecosystems quickly becomes unbalanced.

Shark 
Selachimorpha 

Some people think sharks are cool, others find 

them scary. Whatever we think, they are 

definitely very important for the oceans; 

without them, whole areas of the ocean die. 

Because sharks feed off several types of fish, 

if sharks are not in an area the fish quickly 

overrun the sea plant life - for example, in 

coral reefs. If this happens, there are no 

more plants and the reef dies. 



Vulture 
Cathartidae and Accipitridae 

Vultures are essential to the health of the 

ecosystems where they are found. They are 

scavengers, which means they usually eat 

animals which are already dead. They might 

also attack wounded or sick animals. They are a 

little bit like cleaners, which is very important 

especially in hot countries. Vultures have 

strong stomachs with special acid to digest 

rotting and dead flesh. Without them, diseases 

would spread among the animals from the dead 

bodies in hot countries.

Sturgeon 
Acipenseridae 

Like many fish such as sharks, sturgeon 

have been around since the time of the 

dinosaurs. They mostly eat shells, crabs 

and lobsters (known as crustaceans) and 

small fish. They are particularly important 

for the health of large rivers.



Bee 
Anthophila 

Plants don’t have babies like animals - instead, 

they need their seeds to be spread about and 

grow in different areas. This is how they 

reproduce, and they have become very 

creative in how they do this. Many plants rely 

on insects, like bees, who go inside the flower 

and carry off their pollen to new areas, helping 

the plant species to carry on existing in 

another area. Bees are essential for keeping 

up plant life, without which all life would 

become unbalanced.

Bat 
Chiroptera 

Bats, like gorillas and orang-utans, are 

important to their ecosystems because of 

the way they spread out the seeds from 

the fruit they eat. They also control pests 

by eating insects, helping other plants to 

grow and stay alive. Some plants depend 

wholly on bats to pollinate their flowers 

and spread their seeds - bats play a very 

important role in ecosystems around the 

world.



Plankton 
Plankton 

Plankton are tiny life forms that live in the 

sea, and are eaten by other sea creatures 

like fish and whales. Some plankton feed 

on smaller types of plankton, such as 

phytoplankton. Like plants, phytoplankton 

get their food from the sun and are at the 

bottom of the food chain. Some are toxic, 

helping to balance life in the oceans. 

Plankton keep the oceans and air clean and 

are the base of life for many creatures.

Fungi 
Fungi 

Fungi are different from plants and animals 

in that instead of eating other organisms or 

getting food from the sun, they absorb 

nutrients from around them. They grow and 

release spores into their ecosystems, which 

allow the fungus to grow elsewhere but also 

stop any insects or small animals from eating 

too much of the plant life nearby. Fungi also 

provide food for some animals, and act as 

‘cleaners’, breaking down dead plants and 

animals.



Frog 
Anura 

Frogs eat a variety of insects and small 

animals, which helps to keep the balance in 

the ecosystems in which they live. They 

are right in the middle of the food chain - 

they are eaten by birds and other animals, 

and they in turn feed on insects. Without 

them, the insects would get out of control 

and the predators would have to eat 

something else, and the system would 

become unbalanced.

Ants and Termites 
Formicoidea 

Ants and termites affect the soil through 

their nesting, feeding and foraging behaviour. 

As they dig, create and burrow, they turn the 

soil and let oxygen into it, which helps keep it 

healthy and a good place for plants to grow. 

They are also decomposers, ‘cleaning’ the 

environment by feeding on other dead plants 

or animals, and help to keep certain plant life 

in check. Ants and termites are also eaten by 

many animals, and make up an important part 

of the food chain. 



Sea Otter 
Enhydra lutris 

Otters are very intelligent animals that 

like to play and partner with their mates 

for life. Sea otters play crucial roles in 

their ecosystems by feeding on sea 

urchins, which would otherwise destroy 

kelp forests in the ocean. 

Birds 
Avian Dinosaurs 

Birds, like sharks and crocodiles, have 

been around since the dinosaurs and 

survived the K2 extinction. They are 

essential to many ecosystems. Some birds 

pollinate plants, while others feed on 

primary consumers like fish and insects. 

Since birds move over large spaces, they 

spread seeds and other nutrients from the 

food they eat over large areas.



Sea Star 
Pisaster ochraceus 

Sea Stars are important for keeping the 

balance on seaside rocks and coral beds in 

the ocean. In fact, keystone species were 

discovered when zoologist Robert Paine 

removed some sea stars from a rocky 

outcrop on the coast. Without the sea 

stars to keep the other primary consumers 

at bay, the mussels on the rocks dominated 

and other life on the rocks died out within 

10 years.

Lion 
Panthera leo 

Lions play a key role in the food chain by 

helping to control the herbivore population. 

Dominant herbivores, like zebra and buffalo, 

would otherwise dominate the area and 

other herbivores would have no food to eat. 

When lions are in the area, these species 

are kept in check and the ecosystem is 

stabilised. Lions also leave food for other 

predators, like hyena and vultures, who 

scavenge on their leftovers.



Beaver 
Castor fiber 

Beavers are large rodents, from the same 

family as rats and mice. They are very 

good swimmers, and spend most of their 

time in rivers and streams. They can also 

build dams, which are walls that change 

the direction that the stream is moving. 

When they do this, they create what we 

call a ‘wetland’, a large area where water is 

spread out into the soil, which allows a lot 

of different life forms to flourish.

Parrotfish 
Scarus frenatus 

Seaweed grows on coral reefs, which can 

be bad for the coral if the seaweed grows 

too much and smothers it.  

Parrotfish eat the seaweed, and protect 

the coral, which is the habitat of many 

other marine species.


