
by Lee Lamb

You know the movie Finding Nemo. Nemo, a clown fi sh, lives in a sea anemone 
with his dad. In the real world, clown fi sh choose anemones for their homes 
because the stinging tentacles protect the clowns (who are immune to their 

poison) from other fi sh. In turn, clown fi sh clean the anemone’s tentacles. They also 
fi ercely defend their home, helping protect their anemone. When animals or plants 
join forces to fi nd food, shelter, transportation or protection, scientists call it symbiosis 
(sim-bee-oh-sis).

GIVE A LITTLE, GET A LITTLE
The partnership between clown fi sh and anemones is called mutualism (myoo-choo-

uh-liz-um), meaning both species help each other.  You can fi nd examples of it from the 
sea fl oor to the peaks of the Rockies. High in elk country, Clark’s nutcrackers work 
together with whitebark pines. In the summer, the birds gather thousands of whitebark 
seeds and cache (store) them in the soil. Nutcrackers feast on the seeds through the 
winter, but they never fi nd them all. Come spring, the leftovers sprout into seedlings.

NATURE’S BULLIES
Have you ever found a deer tick on your body? These hungry little bloodsuckers 

can carry bacteria that cause Lyme disease. It feels like the fl u and can make you very 
sick if you don’t see a doctor. When a partnership helps one species but harms another 
it’s called parasitism (par-a-sit-iz-um). Instead of building their own nest, brown-headed 
cowbirds lay an egg in the nests of smaller birds like warblers. Cowbird chicks hatch fi rst 
and grow fast, quickly outcompeting nest-mates for food, and often kicking them out!

HITCHIN’ A RIDE
Commensalism (com-en-sa-liz-um) helps one partner while neither helping nor 

harming the other. Barnacles can’t swim, but attach themselves to fi sh, turtles and 
whales. Hitching a ride takes barnacles to the best food in the briny blue, while doing no 
harm to their taxi cabs. Burdock seeds have hooked spines (burs) that stick to the hair of 
animals—and your socks! These seeds may be a little aggravating but do no real harm. 
And like accidental Johnny Appleseeds, elk carry them in their hair and drop them all 
around, helping the plant spread. 
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      CAN YOU PAIR   
            THESE ANIMALS INTO 
      THE RIGHT COUPLES AND    
  TELL WHAT KIND OF 
RELATIONSHIP EACH SHOWS?

      CLOWNFISH & ANEMONE

        NUTCRACKER & WHITEBARK PINE

    COWBIRD & WARBLER

 TICK & KID

      BARNACLE & WHALE

BURDOCK & ELK
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