Unit 4 - Shelter
Shelter is one of the elements of survival, along with food and water. Shelter offers
people safety and security. Often a person’s shelter is a reflection of their personal
habitat. Outside of urban areas, building materials, housing design, and construction all
take place locally. Local resources, such as trees and plants, offer well-suited, durable,
and generally sustainable and abundant construction materials. The design of homes in
rural areas often uses function over form.
The photo above shows a typical home in the rainforest. What elements of this home’s
design, construction, and building materials make it suitable for the rainforest? Are there
any other areas of the world that this home would be appropriate? What types of homes
would not be adequate shelter in the rainforest?
Plants
Contrary to popular belief plants need shelter. Plants in the rainforest are generally very
particular. Because there are so many species in the rainforest, there is a great deal of
competition between plant species. Also, in order to survive and proliferate, plants have
developed areas and regions that best allow them to grow.
Plants often shelter one another by blocking sunlight or allowing sunlight to reach the
plant. In the tropical rainforest, the under-story is dark and wet, receiving less than 5% of
the sunlight. The plants and trees above the under-story offer shade to the plants below.
If many of the plants in the under-story were given direct Equatorial sunlight, they would
wilt and die.
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Plants in the canopy and emergent layers of the rainforest are also very sensitive to light
and water. Tall trees are host, or shelter, to other plant species that live in the canopy. A
tree that grows to 200 feet can be shelter for dozens of other plant species. The tree’s
leaves, equipped with drip-tips, channel water from clouds and rain to the lower plants.

Even the roots of this giant
Kapok tree are host and
shelter to dozens of other
plant species. Each of
these plants competes for
space, sun, water, and air.
Kapok trees can grow to
well over 150 feet, and are
threatened by a number of
factors.
Plants have a number of natural defense mechanisms that help to protect them from
predators and outside elements. Some plants have a bad taste, thorns, sticky leaves,
poisonous hairs, or even leaves that contain substances like silica inside them. Silica is
tiny and hard, like a grain of sand. It acts like sand paper hidden inside the leaf and grinds
down the teeth and mouth-parts of predators. Animals and insects learn to stay away from
leaves like that.
Animals
The tropical rainforest provides shelter to over 20% of the world’s species of animals.
Animals use shelter for two reasons: protection and places to hunt from. Many animals
use shelters to keep them from becoming another animal’s lunch, while others use shelter
to wait for prey to walk by. Humans have developed many different names for different
types of animal shelters. Try to list what animals live in the following shelters: den, nest,
cave, lodge, and burrow.
Because there are so many layers of the rainforest, shelter in the rainforest takes many
different shapes. Most of the arboreal animals, or animals that live in the trees, take
shelter in nests or dens carved, dug, and built into the trees. These shelters offer good
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protection from the intense tropical sun, while keeping the animals hidden from
predators.
The under-story provides excellent shelter for every terrestrial animal, or grounddwelling animal. Animals are aided by their natural defenses, such as camouflage, when
determining the proper shelter. Leaves and plant material offer abundant building
materials to construct or manipulate an animal’s shelter.
The Amazon River basin contains over 25% of the world’s freshwater supply. The
flooded forest is home to the most abundant and diverse freshwater fish populations in
the world. Some scientists speculate that some tiny ponds in Brazil contain more fish
species than all of England.

How is the piranha above using its natural defenses to make its shelter an effective place
to evade predators as well as to hunt for food?
People
The earliest human shelters were caves. Caves provided safety, retained warmth, and
kept their occupants out of the elements. Over thousands of years, humans have
developed increasingly sophisticated shelters, most of which are a product of their
particular habitat.
Think about different shelters you’ve seen from around the world. What makes them
suitable to the climate and habitat? What are the shelters constructed from? How
permanent are the shelters?
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Shelters have a wide range of complexity in their design. Simple shelters are huts, yurts,
tents, and shacks. Elaborate shelters are what we think of as modern homes. These
homes can now provide water, heat, and electricity; things we generally take for granted.
However, much of the world’s population still lives without these modern conveniences.
How would your life be different if you lived without running water and electricity?
What types of chores would you have to do in order to survive? How would you gather
water and firewood?
For the people living the rainforest, forms of shelter have remained unchanged for
hundreds, if not thousands of years. To live in a habitat that is so dependant on the
seasonal cycles of water, requires a home or shelter to withstand flooding, intense heat,
and torrential downpours of rain.
While some larger communities of indigenous, or native, people have access to running
water and electricity, most people living in the Pacaya Samiria Reserve live traditionally.
They rely on the rainforest to provide all of the essentials for survival. The rainforest
provides medicine, building materials, food, and tools. Although today most indigenous
people wear modern clothes, their ancestors made clothing from materials found in the
forest.

Shelters in the rainforest have adapted to their surrounding habitat.
How does your shelter adapt to your habitat?
Think about your neighborhood’s past. Be on the lookout for homes under construction.
What was there before? What types of homes do you think were in your neighborhood
50 years ago? 100 years ago? 200 years ago? Where did the resources to build shelters
come from? Are those resources still available? How has life gotten easier over time?
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The Expedition Team requires shelter during Project Peru 2. The form of shelter used by
the team depends on where they are. Many times, the team stays in rainforest
communities or the Pacaya Samiria Reserve’s ranger stations. Most of the time,
however, the team is deep inside the flooded forest and needs to create their own shelter.

Expedition Team member
Jennifer Coveny shows off
Project Peru’s mobile shelter.
Why is a hammock so well suited
for the rainforest? Why might a
tent not work as well? What
modifications have been made to
this hammock that makes it
modern? What type of shelter
might you design to bring on
Project Peru?
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Questions for Discussion
What kind of shelter do people use in the rainforest? What makes that shelter suitable for
life in the flooded forest?
If you lived in the rainforest, what your shelter look like? How would you design your
home?
What is your house made out of? Why was that building material used?
How does your home reflect your habitat?
What do plants need shelter for? What types of defenses and adaptations have plants
developed for protection?
How do animals alter their environment to create shelter?
Which type animal shelter do you like best? What makes this shelter special?
If you were an arboreal animal, how would you make your shelter? What about if you
were a terrestrial or aquatic animal?
Do you have any ideas to improve the Expedition Team’s shelter?

Further Exploration and Sources
http://www.nationalgeographic.com/wildworld/profiles/g200/g147.html
http://rainforests.mongabay.com/0103.htm
http://www.worldwildlife.org/amazon/
http://www.blueplanetbiomes.org/amazon.htm
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