The Channel Islands’ Kelp Forests and Panama’s Rainforests:  Cathedrals of Land and Sea

The Channel Islands’ kelp forests and Panama’s rainforests are alike as well as different in many ways.  Interesting parallels can be found in their geology, biology, and anthropology.  Two of the most interesting comparisons are found when studying the kelp and rain forests’ structure and ecology.

One similarity between these land and sea forests is their structure.  Both forests grow vertically and are composed of different layers.  The first is the ground layer, where the system’s decomposers live, like the kelp forest’s echinoderms (sea-stars, urchins, and brittle stars) and the rain forests’ variety of decomposing insects, worms, and bacteria.  The second layer is the understory where one finds the secondary consumers of each forest fish, usually fish and birds.  The third layer is the canopy, where most of the leaves are that block much of the sunlight from the lower layers.  In both kelp and rain forests, it is here where photosynthesis happens and the primary food the system is being produced.  Individuals of each forest compete with each other for sunlight and reach towards the sky.  Highest above is the emergent layer, where the new growth of the forests occurs.  In the case of the kelp forest, this growth can be an astonishing two feet per day!  All of these layers play an important role in the ecosystem of both forests.  

On the other hand, kelp and rainforest trees are different organisms.  The kelp is officially an alga and the trees are plants; kelp have no bark or protective covering and no internal water transportation system or roots.  Kelp is more flexible and affected by currents of the ocean whereas trees are less flexible in the wind; kelp float while trees must support themselves.  When it comes to reproduction, kelp produce spores in alternating generations whereas rainforest trees typically have flowers and one generation beginning with the seedling.  So, with regards to structure, there are many interesting similarities and differences between kelp and rainforest trees.

Both kelp and rainforest trees have similarities and differences when it comes to their ecology.  Both forests provide shelter, habitat, and food for many creatures.  The energy produced from photosynthesis attracts many species of organisms in both forests.  Some animals in each ecosystem need more warmth and sunlight and are found in the emergent layer while some are on the floor or in-between, where it’s darker and colder.  Most importantly, both kelp and rainforest trees are the keystone species of the regional ecosystem; if they disappear, most other species will also eventually disappear.  

As the kelp and rain forests show, Earth’s environment is one and all living things are interconnected.  If we lose the species supported by the kelp or rain forests, we run the risk of losing ourselves.  Lastly, you have to know about something to care about it.  That’s why it is important for us to study the world’s forests, whether they be underwater in California or on land in Panama.
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POSTER CONCEPT
I would begin with a circle representing the Earth to show the similarities and differences between kelp and rain forests in a poster.  Inside the circle would be two forests, melding together in the flowing, circular form.  Inside the kelp and trees would be all of the different marine and land organisms, from crabs to fish and birds to frogs.  The title would say something like, “Understand and Protect the Cathedrals of Land and Sea”.

WHY I WANT TO BE AN ARGONAUT




Katrin Cunningham

I would like to be a Channel Islands’ Argonaut because while I have seen the islands all my life from afar, I have never set foot on them (I did get my diving certification in the waters nearby though).  Anyway, I think it would be fun to land on an island and learn about it first hand.  I would also get to meet new people and make new friends, especially people with interests like mine (I would no longer be a loner with strange interests in the sea!)  Lastly, I would be part of something special; I would be a Channel Islands’ Argonaut!
