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t - plants, .
s A ﬂ!t penpla view them as
. !tatiunnrr ‘and boring
ginisms, but what you might not be
WAE a{ is thnt plants do interact with
I‘ i « Pt
B Thes intemr:tjﬂns r:an be better under-
§toodif we placed them into three cate-
1e8, nﬂmpetitlun paramtlsm and com-
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Pl&nta t:nmpete w“i!h each other for bio-
lngil:al and non-biological resources. In
terms of the latter, most plants compete for
light&After all, without light they would
have.nd energy-to photosynthesize and
graﬁ and develop. To get as much light as
possib @ume plant species like trees, grow
as'tall’ag'they can so that they form the
@%ggalnjrer of the forest, while others
ter emergents, grow ahme this layer
d literally stand a head above the rest, so
they capture the maximum amount of
"f light available: Other plants utilize differ-
ent methods of gathering light, for instance
growing huge leaves, so that there is more
ce area available to capture what little
gunlight manages to penetrate through to

the forest floor.
4 iThen there are other plant species that
8 in shady conditions. Sothat in a for-
ggt there are plant specles adapted to gath-
aring energy at different intensities; plants
: -."- me this by developing deep tap roots
ss underground water sources or a
deme network of fibrous roots to capture
water under the surface. However, in rain-
ere is a hard layer of soil so that
m,qat uf the water is trapped close to the

s0 that trees with tap roots are not
te extensive root systems
MO wlifications to acquire nutrients such as
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ﬂzﬁlim:ts also compete for nutrients, in
c

an adequate supply of

‘tﬁ.&nuthﬂ' vital nutrient is

egum an,whiqh have nodules containing

. ‘{u. ?- cing, ;turlmln these strue-

ar;p!;ua horous. So that some
gen imrhanmn species have special

some plant species gain an advantage
over their competitors through the use of
chemicals. This method is referred to as
allelopathy and occurs when an organism
releases biochemicals that affect the
growth, reproduction and survival of other
organisms. For example, a species might

release a chemical that affects the uptake of-

nutrients from the soil by other species,
However, it's constant supply of nutrients
means that it will get larger and reproduce
and eventually dominate the area.

Plants also compete for a suitable habi-

tat to occupy with adequate amounts of

light, water and nutrients just to name a

few requirements. Of course various habi- -

tats, not all of these requirements are con-

stantly available at optimum levels. So to

deal with this, different species have adapt-
ed themselves to varying levels of these
requirements. Therefore the competition
for these resources is reduced as the
resources are partitioned into segments of
differing intensities referred to as niches,

and each niche is dominated by a different
species. This is better understood if we
look at the niches that are present in a gap
in the forest caused by a tree fall; this opens
up the arena for plants as it frees up
resources like light, space, nutrients and
water. However, not all of the area in this

- gap is the same. The area along the edge of
« the gap is exposed to low light and low
‘humidity; therefore, plants that occupy this

area have large leaves. The area in the cen-
tre of the gap is exposed to a lot of light
and high humidity. Therefore, plants that
have small leaves and grow fast as well as
fruit and flower fast will occupy this niche.

Some biotic resources that plants com-
pete for, include dispersers of their genetic
material in the form of pollen or seeds. In
order to attract animals to act as dis-
persers, some plant species offer rewards,
such as nectar to attract animals like bees,
butterflies and hummingbirds to transfer
their pollen. When seeds develop they will
also need to be dispersed. To attract seed

he battle of the Plants

dispersers the seeds should be encased in a
sweet fleshy pulp to attract animals. The
seeds should also be small enough to be
swallowed so that they are dispersed far
from the parent plant when the animal
defecates. This prevents against competi-
tion for resources between the parent and
urrs;pring plant. Another strategy for
acquiring pollen and seed dispersers is to
stagger the flowering and fruiting times
during the year to prevent against competi
tion.

Plants can also parasitise another plant,
so that one organism benefits while the
other referred to as the host derives no ben-
efit or dies. The Strangler Fig (Ficus spp.) is
a pood example of parasitism, flowers in
the canopy and dispersed by birds and ger-
minates on the branches of trees which
eventually send roots down to the forest
floor. When these roots reach the forest
floor they thicken and join together so that
they form a cage around the host tree.
Therefore, the vine competes with the host
tree for nutrients and suffocates the tree as
it cannot grow outwards. Eventually, the
roots of the fig form a hollow cvlinder
around the host and the host dies in the
centre leaving the fig as a free-standing
tree,

The final type of interaction plants can
engage in among themselves is commensal-
1sm. This term simply means a relationship
where one species benefits while the other
neither benefits nor loses. An example of
such a relationship is between larger plants
like trees which provide a habitat for small-
er plants like epiphytes, which do not take
nutrients from the tree but need their
branches for physical support. The epi-
phytes obtain their nutrients from leaf lit-
ter and water that is trapped in the moss
bed on the tree branches and from humidi-
ty in the air. The only disadvantage of this
relationship is that when the epiphyte load
becomes great, the weight on the branch
will cause it to break. Another example of
this relationship is larger plants that pro-
vide shade to understory plants or smaller
trees, for example Immortelle trees
(Erythrina glauca) used to shade cocoa
trees.

So we can see that although stationary
organisms, plants do engage in biotic inter-
actions with other plants that are competi-
tive, commensal and parasitic in nature.
However, what is admirable is that plants
develop intricate physical and chemical
means of getting their way in these rela-
tionships.




