
 
Mission of the Month: “Biodiversity” December 2010 

 
Ages: 10 years and up 
 
Time: 20-30 minutes 
 

 

Do You Know my Friend Douglas? * 
 
Learn how disease can spread more quickly through a 
monoculture than a diverse ecosystem. 
 

 
SUPPLIES NEEDED  
 
 Computer with printer and Internet 

access 
 Paper to print Five Friends 
 Scissors or paper cutter (to cut Five 

Friend Cards) 
 Pencils or pens to record friend 

information  
 Five Friends Cards 

http://www1.cyfernet.org/act-
CYFAR/mom/12-10-
Biodiversity/5friends.pdf  
 

   

 
Background information 

When a habitat is very diverse with a variety of different species, it is much healthier and more 
stable. One of the reasons for this is that disease doesn't spread as easily in a diverse community. 
If one species gets a disease, others of its kind are far enough away (due to the variety of other 
organisms) that disease is often stopped at the one or two individuals.  

In this simulation, side one of the card represents the monoculture (the opposite of diversity) of 
second growth forests. In this case, Douglas Fir trees were planted after an old growth forest was 
cut down. A disease hits one of the Douglas Firs, and because of the proximity of the other 
Douglas Firs, disease spreads quickly.  

On the other side of the card (side 2), a biological diverse community (an old growth forest) is 
symbolized. In this scenario, a Douglas Fir still gets a disease, but this time it does not spread 
because the other Douglas Firs are few and far between. 

Instructions 
1. Print copies of Five Friends, using page 1 (all Douglas Firs) as the front, and pages 2 and 

3 (different species of trees) for the backs of the cards.  Cut the cards, so one tree is on the 
front and one on the back.  

2. Each participant gets one card.   
3. Tell the participants to mingle and find five friends, and have each friend write their 

initials on your card. Give participants a few minutes to complete this task. All are to 
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remain standing after they find their friends, and look at the side of their card with a “D” 
4. The activity leader will symbolize the disease, and touch one of the participants to “infect” 

them. Ask that person to sit down (to symbolize death) and then to read off the names of 
their friends. 

5. As their names are called, each participant will sit, and then take turns reading the names 
of their friends.  These participants will also sit, and read off the names of their friends.  

6. Continue until almost all youth are sitting on the floor.  
7. Have the participants all stand again, and flip over their cards. The activity leader, again 

symbolizing the disease, will touch and “infect” one of the participants.  That participant 
will again sit and read off the names of their friends.  

8. This time, only friends of the same variety as the diseased tree will sit. Different variety 
trees don't sit (don't die) even if they are touched by a diseased tree.  

9. Almost all of the students will remain standing (didn't die).  
10. Reflection Questions:  

- Why didn't all the different trees get the disease? (hint - genetics)  
- In which forest would you need to use more chemicals to control disease: the Douglas 

fir forest or the more diversified, old growth forest? Why?  
- If you cut down the variety in a piece of forest you owned and replanted with 1 type of 

tree, what will happen to much of the wildlife that was adapted to that forest? (Hint: 
they cannot just move elsewhere. If other habitats are good, they will probably be near 
carrying capacity already.)  

- Many species can only live/reproduce in 1 type of forest. The spotted owl is an 
example - it can only live and successfully reproduce in old growth forests (big, old 
cedars, hemlocks, etc.). If these old growth forests are cut down, it's unlikely this owl 
will survive. Environmentalists call it an "indicator" species." What does this mean? 
Why be concerned about 1 species?  

- Growing one plant, as is the case of growing only Douglas fir, is called monoculture. 
What are other examples of monocultures?  

- If you wanted to help wildlife, what would you with regards to the landscaping of your 
own home?  

 
 
* This activity was slightly adapted from a learning activity developed by Kathy Paris for the 
Access Excellence @ the National Museum of Health, entitled: Biological Diversity-How It 
Stops Disease From Spreading and can be found at: 
http://www.accessexcellence.org/AE/ATG/data/released/0534-KathyParis/  
 
 
Mention or display of a trademark, proprietary product or firm in text or figures does not 
constitute an endorsement by CYFERnet, the U.S. Department of Agriculture, National Institute 
of Food and Agriculture, or National 4-H Headquarters and does not imply approval to the 
exclusion of other suitable products or firms. 
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