
Urban ecosystems provide unique 
resources that allow wildlife, like this 
squirrel, to be successful in urban 
areas dominated by humans. For 
example, squirrels dive into trash cans 
to find food in the city. 

The Urban Ecosystem
Splat! There goes the tasty hot dog you just bought from the 

food truck parked in busy downtown. As you stand there debating 

whether or not to try and salvage it, you notice that a squirrel 

has appeared and is moving towards your lunch. You look at the 

squirrel; the squirrel looks at you. Suddenly it darts forward, grabs 

the hot dog, and runs off, leaving a trail of mustard.

This resourceful squirrel has made its home in an urban 

ecosystem. Like other ecosystems, an urban ecosystem provides 

the squirrel with all the resources it needs to live—including 

food, water, shelter, and mates. In an urban ecosystem, these 

resources come from human activities. For example, 

food might come from a dropped hot dog or a 

trash can. Drinking water might be found in an 

overturned hubcap or a low spot on a road. 

Shelter may be located inside sewer 

pipes, in the tall branches of a city park 

tree, or along the slim edge of a tall 

skyscraper. A mate can be found 

among the large population of squir-

rels who share the city environment. 

You might think about rats and 

cockroaches and dandelions in cities. 

Although they are familiar, they are 

also wildlife species. Many kinds of 

species make a living in cities, including 

ones found in wild places, like peregrine 

falcons and coyotes. What special qualities 

make it possible for wild animals and plants to 

make a living in urban ecosystems? 

READING FURTHER

Wildlife in the City
When you think about a city, you probably picture tall buildings, concrete 
sidewalks, honking cars, and busy people hurrying through the streets. When 
you think about wildlife, you might think about tall, quiet forests or ocean 
shorelines. In fact, cities are home to many wild plant and animal species, too. 
How do these organisms survive in a place dominated by humans? 
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Cities are home to many species that 
are able to use different kinds of 
resources. Starlings are successful in 
urban ecosystems because they are 
very adaptable in their food, habitat, 
and nesting choices. 

Many urban plants grow wherever 
there is space available, even with just 
a tiny bit of soil. This dandelion has 
adapted to grow in a crack where just 
enough soil and water was present to 
allow the seed to germinate. 

Adapting to City Life
Urban wildlife has to be able to get the resources needed 

to survive in cities. That means being able to take advantage of 

what is available. Urban wildlife has to be flexible in their use of 

resources. 

Starlings are a great example of a wild bird species that thrives 

in cities and is flexible in its use of resources. In wild ecosystems, 

starlings prefer to eat insects. In cities, starlings often pick through 

garbage cans looking for discarded food. Using garbage for food 

works well because cities have plenty of garbage!

City starlings also nest in surprising spots. Starlings build their 

nests in cavities, such as those found in tree trunks. In cities, 

those cavities are found in the cracks of buildings and openings of 

vents and drainage pipes. Flexibility in food choices and nesting 

locations allows starlings to live successfully in cities. 

Animals are not the only wild organisms living in cities. While 

much of the city is covered in concrete, hearty plants like dande-

lions find homes in small cracks in the sidewalk. Just like animals, 

plants adapt to city life to get the resources they need.
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Coyotes are rarely seen by humans 
in the city. But there is evidence that 
coyotes are living there, such as a 
footprint like this.

Young coyotes come to the city in 
search of new territories. Coyotes 
are adaptable and can easily find 
resources such as shelter and food 
within city limits. 

Coyotes in the City?
It is dawn in the city. As a bus makes its way down the empty 

streets, a dog suddenly appears from behind a park bench. It 

stands perfectly still and sniffs the air. But wait, this is no dog, it’s 

a coyote! Coyotes are becoming more common in cities across 

the United States. What is bringing them to our cities, and why are 

they staying? 

Scientists agree that there are many reasons coyotes are 

making their homes in cities. Growing populations of coyotes in 

wild ecosystems means that some coyotes must move into new 

areas. When they find the resources they need, including food to 

eat and places to live, they move in, even if their new home is an 

empty city lot. 

Coyotes do well in urban ecosystems because, like starlings, 

squirrels, and dandelions, they are adaptable. In addition to hunting 

prey like rabbits and rats, they eat fruits and even insects. Coyotes 

take advantage of secluded parks and empty lots to build dens 

and care for their young. Because coyotes are active in the early 

morning or at night, few urban residents even know they are there.
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Pigeons are very well adapted to city 
life. By studying the habits of urban 
pigeons, scientists hope to learn more 
about this popular city dweller and 
maybe even help humans.

Scientists are always looking for 
volunteers to make observations for 
citizen science projects. Do you want 
be a citizen scientist?

An Urban Laboratory 
While coyotes are relative newcomers to urban ecosystems, 

pigeons, or rock doves, have been living in cities around the world 

for centuries. In fact, pigeons have adapted so well to city life that 

their population worldwide is now estimated to be over 120 million.

Because pigeons are among the most numerous of wild urban 

dwellers, scientists would like to know more about their habits, such 

as where they nest and what routes they use to fly around town. 

But there are so many pigeons to study! How can a small team of 

scientists do all this work? Fortunately, scientists have identified 

another urban population that can help gather data—people!

Citizen scientists are regular people who gather data that 

are used in scientific research. Because anyone can be a citizen 

scientist with some training, many people can be involved and 

collect a lot of data. Citizens involved in these scientific projects 

learn about their local wildlife and about the scientific process. 

Perhaps you want to learn more about the pigeons in your 

neighborhood. You can become involved in a citizen science project 

in which you share your own observations on pigeons near you. 

You then share your observations with scientists by posting them 

online. Your observations are combined with those of thousands of 

other people around the world. The result is data that professional 

scientists can use to learn more about the habits of pigeons. 

How can scientists use this information to help people? 

Scientists are using pigeons to track air pollution in London. 

Scientists capture pigeons and fit them with tiny backpacks, which 

hold sensors that record data on air pollution levels. That informa-

tion is sent back to a lab through cellular connections, where the 

sample is analyzed. People can use an app on a smartphone or 

computer to see the data and avoid areas with polluted air. Some 

day, maybe you will use a pigeon app to avoid air pollution and 

protect your health! ◆



1. What trait or traits do all wildlife in the city have in common? Why is it important to 
have these traits?

2. Think about an urban environment near the ocean. Use your imagination and 
what you’ve learned to design an animal or plant that could thrive in this urban 
environment. Draw your animal and describe its special traits.

3. Think about the wildlife around you. How can you be a citizen scientist for your 
community?

EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from Bring Science Alive! Ecosystems, Lesson 1, Resources in Living Systems. Full 
support, including a ready to teach slideshow and related reading, is available online at www.teachtci.com.
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