
 



 



Changes in Antarctic Food Webs 

 Although the icy waters around Antarctica may seem to be a very inhospitable environment, a rich 

variety of life is found there.  The base of the food chain is microscopic algae, which are present in vast 

numbers.  The algae are eaten by a huge population of tiny shrimplike animals called krill, which in turn 

support a variety of larger animals.  Among the main consumers of krill are the baleen whales (such as blue 

whales, humpback whales, and right whales), which take in great mouthfuls of frigid water and then filter the 

water through special bristle-like “teeth” 9the baleen), leaving the krill to be consumed.  Krill are also 

consumed in great quantities by squid and fish, which in turn are eaten by other animals: toothed whales such 

as the sperm whale, elephant seals and leopard seals, king penguins and emperor penguins, and birds such as 

the albatross and petrel. 

 Humans have had an impact on the Antarctic food web, as they have on most other ecosystems.  

Before the advent of whaling, baleen whales consumed huge quantities of krill.  For the past 150 years, 

however, whaling has steadily reduced the number of large baleen whales in Antarctic waters; many whale 

populations are so decimated that they are in danger of becoming extinct.  As a result of fewer whales eating 

krill, more krill have been available of other krill-eating animals, whose populations have consequently 

increased: seals, penguins and smaller baleen whales have replaced the large baleen whales as the main 

eaters of krill. 

 Now that commercial whaling is regulated, it is hoped that the number of large baleen whales will 

slowly increase.  It is not known whether the whales will return to or be excluded from their former position of 

dominance (in terms of krill consumption) in the food web.  Marine ecologists will monitor changes in the 

entire Antarctic food web as the whale populations recover. 

 More recently, a human-related development has taken place in the atmosphere over Antarctica that 

has the potential for much greater effects on the entire Antarctic food web: the depletion of the ozone layer 

in the stratospheric region of the atmosphere.  This ozone “hole” allows more of the sun’s ultraviolet radiation 

to penetrate the Earth’s surface.  Ultraviolet radiation contains more energy than visible light; it is so energetic 

that it can break the chemical bonds of some biologically important molecules.  It is not yet known how 

increased ultraviolet radiation will affect the organisms in the Antarctic food web, but environmental scientists 

are more concerned about its effects on the lowest levels of the food chain.  If the algae and krill are harmed 

by the greater ultraviolet radiation, negative repercussions will extend throughout the entire Antarctic food 

web.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Changes in Antarctic Food Webs    Name: __________________ 

Questions: 

1: List the producers in the article. 

Microscopic algae 

 

2.) List the primary consumers. 

Krill 

 

3.) List the secondary consumers. 

Baleen whales, squid, fish, toothed whales, seals, penguins, birds 

 

4.) How did humans affect the entire Antarctic food web? (Clue-For the last 150 years…) 

Whaling has disturbed the community 

5.) How does the hole in the ozone affect organisms? 

The higher energy light can damage biologically important molecules 

6.) Is there any mention of “Global warming”? 

No 

7.) According to the article, does a hole in the ozone lead to global warming? 

No 

8.) What are the scientists most concerned about? 

The effects of the UV light on the organisms at the lowest levels of the food chain 

 

 

 

 


