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What is a niche?         

All animals occupy what we call a niche in their environment. A niche is like a place that they fit in; 

namely the food that they eat and the habitat that they live in on a small scale. In healthy ecosystems, 

there are many species and for the most part their niches do not overlap substantially. This allows them 

to avoid competition with other species for food and a place to live. On a larger scale, niches result in 

animals using different habitats and occupying a certain range, or area, on the landscape. For example, a 

bison lives on the plains (niche), and will not cross the Rocky Mountains to find suitable habitat on the 

other side (range). 

What’s the problem then? 

Sometimes arguments are presented that as climate changes, animals will move along with the climate 

that is ideal for them, and will continue to prosper. This is logical; animals are mobile, especially birds. 

But what happens when 

animals run out of space to 

move to? 

Our world is full of diverse 

species that are adapted to 

many environments. Some of 

those species are adapted to 

the extreme conditions at 

various elevations on mountain 

slopes or at the icy poles. As 

climate warms, some birds may 

shift their ranges north, or up 

mountain slopes as the area 

they normally occupy becomes too warm. But what happens to the species at the top of the mountain, 

or at the North and South poles? They can no longer follow their ideal temperatures. This phenomenon 

is sometimes called a “Ladder to Extinction.” Once a species reaches the top of the mountain, or the 

furthest north point of land, they cannot go any further. They remain in habitat that is increasingly too 

warm for them, with decreasing reproduction and survival, and increasing competition from new 

species moving in who are better adapted to those temperatures. This is already happening; one study 

looked at a wide range of creatures in different niches found that movement was an average of 16.9 km 

northwards per decade, or 11 meters in elevation per decade. Other studies have already found that 

species richness is declining at the tops of mountains. 

Consider the case of Brünnich’s Guillemot, also known as the 

Thick-billed Murre. This arctic seabird is a circumpolar 

species that nests in the cold arctic in summer, typically in 

island colonies and/or cliffs. In recent years, the combination 

of increased temperatures and subsequently increased 
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number of mosquitoes early in spring is causing these seabirds to abandon their nests, or even die. As 

the climate warms, mosquitos hatch earlier, and can become major or even lethal pests during the time 

that birds must remain on their nest to successfully incubate their eggs. The mosquitoes suck the 

incubating Murre’s blood until they must leave the nest or die of blood loss. 

To complicate the effects of changing climate on birds’ ranges, their food sources and habitat may not 

be able to move fast enough to keep up with them. Plants often take a much longer time to reproduce 

and reach maturity. Some insects may need certain plants to eat, and may also not be able to spread 

north until their hosts do. Bird species may depend on certain plant or insect species to flourish, and if 

these cannot move with the climate, neither can the birds. 

What can I do? 

Drive less, or not at all. This is one of the most effective 

solutions for reducing your carbon footprint, and therefore 

slowing climate change. Driving less is effective because it 

promotes efficient transit and high density cities. More than half 

the Earth’s population live in cities, so reducing the number of 

vehicles is feasible and effective. One of the benefits that can 

come from living in cities is a reduced footprint on the 

environment; taking a bus uses less carbon than if each 

individual drove. If you were to not drive at all, you could 

reduce your carbon footprint by 50%.  

Public transit is one way to reduce your carbon footprint, but walking is even better! There are extensive 

benefits to alternative transport to cars even if you are not specifically concerned about the 

environment. A public transit pass or a bike is much cheaper than paying for gas, parking, and insurance. 

Walking can help you reduce obesity; the best way to do this is incorporate it into your daily routine. It is 

lifestyle differences that can make the biggest difference for climate and birds – go for it! 
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