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Worm Invasion

A researcher studying the ecology of the
deciduous forest outside of Fremont has
made an alarming discovery. While
taking an inventory of the species present
on the forest floor, Professor Peter Tate
discovered many earthworms of an Asian
species not previously known to live in
this area. The Asian worms, unlike native
worms, have voracious appetites.

The forest floor is home to a myriad of
species that live in the leaf litter, which is
composed of several years’ accumulation

of slowly decomposing leaves. Dr. Tate
explained that “the leaf litter is critical to
the survival of local species of forest
plants.” Dr. Tate has found the Asian
worms, unlike their indigenous cousins,
consume the entire layer of leaf litter in
a single season. He said, “This sets the
stage for the takeover by invasive exotics
such as Japanese stilt grass.” Dr. Tate
and other scientists are exploring
strategies for the control of the Asian
worms.
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Free Response Question: Worm Invasion
1. Read the following article from the Fremont Examiner.
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a. Support Dr. Tate’s assertion that “the leaf litter is critical to the survival of local species of forest plants.”  Include in your discussion the roles of leaf litter in a deciduous forest ecosystem.
b. Describe THREE abiotic changes that would be likely to result if the exotic worms consumed all the leaf litter in a single year.
c. For one of the changes you identified in part b, explain how the change could set the stage for the takeover of Japanese stilt grass or other exotic species.
d. Design a controlled experiment to determine whether the worms, in fact, do change the forest ecosystem.  Identify the environmental factor you will measure, and include the specific hypothesis you will test and the data you will collect.
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