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Masters of mg_‘Savanna

Africa’s grasslands, known as savannas, support many 'magnificent
creatures, such as lions, elephants, and giraffes. These large animals
are 2commonly thought to play the most important roles in the savanna
3ecosystem.  Recent research, though, suggests an animal’s size
does not always indicate its ecological impact. Scientists at Harvard
University and the University of Florida have found strong evidence
that it is actually the %termite — an insect similar to an ant — that has
the most influence.

The scientists became aware of this while studying the population
sdistribution of lizards in the savanna of central Kenya. They noticed
synusually large numbers of lizards living near termite “mounds —
the huge nests built by termites. Further study revealed many other
animals and plants are also at their highest 8density near the mounds.
According to the scientists, termites 2enrich the soil by "converting
dead wood and "wegetation into nutrients. Their activity also
2lposens the soil, improving its ability to absorb water. This creates
a particularly suitable environment for wildlife and plants to Bthrive.

What most "“amazed the scientists was the influence the termites
had on the overall health of the savanna. *5atellite photographs show
their mounds are spread "evenly across the grassland like squares on a
chessboard. The scientists believe this lavout brings the ecosystem to
its maximum possible ®productivity. This discovery may be especially
important for ¥conservationists Prestoring 2'degraded ecosystems,
such as *2coral reefs, Corals laid out in a similar fashion might lead to
increased productivity in those ecosystems as well,
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