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Isle Royale: Predators, Prey, and Producers

On Isle Royale—a small, remote island in Lake Superior—wolves, moose, and balsam fir
trees are bound together in a three-link food chain. Moose came to the island around
1900. These long-legged herbivores probably swam 15 miles to the island from Canada.
There they found moose heaven—Ilots of plants and no large predators. As a result, they
thrived, and their numbers grew. Many lived a long time for moose, about 17 years.

In summer, moose eat a variety of ferns, shrubs, wildflowers, leaves, and water plants.
An 800-pound moose can scarf down 40 pounds of vegetation a day, packing on an extra
200 pounds in just a couple of months. That's like an 80-pound kid gaining 20 pounds
over summer vacation by eating 4 pounds of salad every day.

But in winter when food is scarce, moose eat mostly the twigs and needles of balsam fir
trees. These meals are much less nutritious than their summer fare, and the moose use
up lots of energy plodding through deep snow to feed. They lose all the weight they
gained in summer.

Wolves came to Isle Royale around 1950. Scientists think a mated pair probably walked
across an ice bridge between the island and Canada. Wolves are the island's only big
predators. Their arrival changed the lives of Isle Royale's moose forever.

Ups and Downs

Scientists have been studying this isolated food chain for 50 years to understand how
changes in one link can cause changes in another. As more moose are born on the
island, they eat more balsam fir. The more they consume, the more they damage the
trees. Stunted trees mean less food. Eventually, there's not enough food to support all
the moose. Many starve, and their numbers decrease. With fewer moose dining on them,
fir trees gradually recover.

A similar boom-and-bust cycle occurs between predator and prey. Ten times the size of a
wolf, a moose has long, strong legs and a dangerous kick. So wolves prey mainly on old
and weak animals. Good hunting means food for the whole pack. Wolves then raise lots
of pups, and their numbers increase. More wolves mean more mouths to feed and more
moose get eaten. However, when the moose population decreases, wolves starve.

With fewer predators stalking the moose, more survive to old age. The moose population
increases, and the cycle begins again.

Excerpt from “Life in the Food Chain” by Ellen R. Braaf, from Ask magazine. Copyright ©
2008 by Carus Publishing Company.




