
Introduction to herbivores 
 
Herbivores have long been a part of our planet's food chain, and they play an important role in 
maintaining balance in the environment.  
 
These plant-eating animals have a wide variety of shapes and sizes, and they inhabit many 
different parts of the world.  
 
In this article, we’ll look at how Herbivores evolved, their position in the food chain, their 
digestive systems and some examples. My favourite animal is an elephant, so I’m also going to 
tell you about a story about a time when I saw them in the wild. 
 
Let's dive in and discover the world of herbivores! 
 
What is a herbivore? Definition 
 
A herbivore is a type of animal that feeds on plants. These animals are adapted to consume 
plant matter as their primary source of nutrition. Herbivores can be found in a variety of different 
habitats and come in many different shapes and sizes. Some examples of herbivores include 
cows, deer, and rabbits. 
 
One iconic example of a herbivore is an elephant. According to the WWF, Elephants are 
endangered with only 40 to 50,000 left in the wild. It's critical we conserve them because they 
play an important role in their ecosystem. 
  
“The question is, are we happy to suppose that our grandchildren may never be 
able to see an elephant except in a picture book?”—David Attenborough 
  
I've seen these intelligent giants up close and personal on visits to Thailand and India in 
conservation camps. When raised in captivity they're gentle, and with care, you can ride them. 
However, in the wild, they're fiercely protective and live in large groups that you would not want 
to stumble across. 
 
In 2007, I went hiking in an Indian nature reserve in Kerala. About three hours in, we heard a 
loud “Roar!” which shocked us all. We thought there was a tiger around the corner, but it turned 
out to be a heard of elephants. We crouched down in the undergrowth and observed quietly, 
hoping our small group wouldn’t scare them. They eventually passed on, without knowing we 
were there. 
  
It's important that we conserve the habitat of herbivores like elephants worldwide. A study of 
24,500 species found that herbivores are at a greater risk of extinction than carnivores. Making 
it important that we change our conservation priorities. 
 
How did herbivores evolve? 



 
The evolution of herbivory, or the act of feeding on plants, likely occurred independently in 
different groups of animals over the course of evolution. The availability of plant matter as a food 
source, competition for resources, and changes in the environment all played a role in the 
evolution of herbivory. 
 
One theory is that herbivory evolved in response to a lack of other food sources. As plants 
became more abundant and diverse, herbivorous animals adapted to take advantage of this 
new food source. Over time, these animals developed the physical characteristics and 
behaviors necessary to feed on plants, such as sharp teeth for chewing and foraging behaviors 
to locate and collect plant matter. 
 
Another theory is that herbivory evolved as a way for animals to compete for resources. In 
environments where plant matter was abundant but other food sources were scarce, 
herbivorous animals been able to outcompete other animals for access to this valuable 
resource. Over time, animals that could survive on plants became bred more and natural 
selection encouraged them to flourish. 
 
Changes in the environment may also played a role in the evolution of herbivory. For example, 
during times of environmental change, such as a period of cooling or drying, the availability of 
other food sources decreased, leading herbivorous animals to adapt to feed on plants as a 
primary source of nutrition. 
 
Where do herbivores sit in the food chain? 
 
In the food chain, herbivores are typically at the second trophic level, meaning that they are 
primary consumers that feed on plants. Plants, which are primary producers, convert energy 
from the sun into food through photosynthesis. Herbivores then consume the plants, and in turn, 
are consumed by carnivores or omnivores (secondary consumers) are higher up in the food 
chain. 
 
Herbivores play an important role in the world’s ecosystem by providing a source of food for 
other animals and by helping to maintain the balance of plant populations. For example, 
herbivores like deer and rabbits help to keep plant populations in check by grazing on 
vegetation. Without them, certain plant species could overgrow and dominate the ecosystem, 
outcompeting others and reducing overall diversity. 
 
In some cases, herbivores also help to disperse the seeds of plants that they eat. When the 
seeds pass through the digestive system of the herbivore, they are often deposited in a new 
location, allowing the plant to spread to new areas. This can help to maintain the health of the 
ecosystem by promoting the growth of a diverse range of plant species. 
 
This process of seed dispersal is called endozoochory. It’s just one of the ways plants spread 
their seed to new areas. 



 
“One of the significant ways that animals disperse plant seeds is by eating 
and pooing them out. Certain plant species, including many trees, enclose 
their seeds inside fleshy edible fruits that are appealing to hungry animals. 
These fruit-loving animals are called frugivores.”—Kew Gardens 
 
Herbivores also play an important role in the carbon cycle by helping to convert carbon from the 
atmosphere into organic matter. When herbivores consume plants, the carbon from the plants is 
transferred to the herbivores and is then released back into the atmosphere through respiration 
and decomposition. This process helps to regulate the amount of carbon in the atmosphere and 
can help to mitigate the effects of climate change. 
 
Overall, herbivores play a vital role in the ecosystem by providing a source of food for other 
animals, helping to maintain the balance of plant populations, and contributing to the carbon 
cycle. Without herbivores, many ecosystems would be unable to function properly. 
 
What’s the opposite of a herbivore? 
 
Carnivores would be considered the opposite of herbivores. They eat meat, not plants. 
Carnivores are adapted to hunt and consume other animals as their primary source of food. For 
that purpose, you’ll often find that carnivores have sharp teeth and claws, strong muscles, and 
other physical adaptations that allow them to capture and kill their prey.  
 
Some examples of carnivores are lions, wolves, and sharks. They’re your typical, 
top-of-the-food-chain predators. 
 
The differences between carnivore and herbivore digestive systems 
 
With such different diets, it makes sense that carnivores and herbivores have evolved different 
digestive systems. Carnivores have a simple digestive system that is designed for efficiently 
breaking down the high protein and fat content of animal tissue. Their stomachs are highly 
acidic, which helps to break down and digest the meat they consume. 
 
Herbivores, on the other hand, have more complex digestive systems that are adapted to 
breaking down plant matter. They’ve got longer intestines than carnivores, which allows them to 
extract more nutrients from the plant material they consume. They’ve also got specialized 
organs, such as cecums and fermentation chambers, that help to break down the tough cell 
walls of plants and extract the nutrients inside.  
 
Cows and horses even have multiple stomachs! They add an additional layer that helps break 
down the complex molecules found in plants. 
 



Overall, the main difference between carnivore and herbivore digestive systems is their 
complexity and the type of food they are adapted to break down. 
 
What are 5 examples of herbivores? 
 
Hebivores you’ve probably heard of include:  
 

●​ Deer 
●​ Cows 
●​ Elephants 
●​ Giraffes 
●​ Rabbits 

 
These plant eaters feed only on things like grass, leaves, fruit, and nuts to survive. 
 
They play an important role in the ecosystem by helping to control the growth of plant 
populations and by spreading seeds through their droppings. Herbivores also feed the food 
chain—fuelling the growth of carnivore populations. 
 
Fun facts about herbivores 
 
Here are some fun facts about herbivores: 
 

●​ Herbivores have special adaptations that allow them to efficiently digest plant matter, 
such as long intestines and microorganisms in their digestive tract that break down 
cellulose. 

●​ Some herbivores, such as cows and sheep, have a four-chamber stomach that helps 
them to break down plant matter. 

●​ Some herbivores, such as rabbits and rodents, practice coprophagy, which means they 
eat their own feces in order to extract additional nutrients from their food. 

●​ Some herbivores have unique defensive mechanisms to protect themselves from 
predators, such as sharp horns, spikes, or the ability to blend in with their surroundings. 

●​ Elephants are the largest herbivore on earth. 
 
“The world’s smallest herbivore may be the featherwing beetle. It measures just 0.0127 inches 
(0.325 millimeters)”—Live Science 
 
Conclusion about herbivores 
 
In conclusion, herbivores are animals that primarily eat plants in order to obtain the nutrients 
they need to survive. They have special adaptations that allow them to efficiently digest plant 
matter, and they play an important role in the ecosystem by consuming plants and helping to 
distribute seeds. You can find them in a variety of habitats and come in many different shapes 



and sizes. Many people enjoy observing herbivorous animals in their natural habitats, such as at 
a zoo or on a safari. 


