
One Mountain, Many Ecosystems - Suggestion of Activities

The Alps are not just a single landscape, they are a vertical mosaic of diverse and interconnected

worlds. From the dense, humid mountain forests at their base to the windswept, rocky peaks above

the clouds, every few hundred meters of altitude reveals a completely new ecosystem. This diversity

goes far beyond forests and meadows. Mountain environments also include rivers and alpine lakes,

wetlands and humid zones, scree slopes, dwarf-shrub heathlands, icecovered areas and pioneer

ecosystems where life slowly colonizes bare rock.

 

The "verticality" of the Alps makes them a unique hotspot of biodiversity, where many distinct

ecosystems coexist within a relatively small area. However, these delicate zones are increasingly

threatened by rapid climate change and habitat fragmentation. 

The suggested activities allow to explore how life adapts within these ecosystems of the mountain

and discover why every ecosystem, no matter how small or high, is vital for the balance of the

mountain. Please adapt activities based on the specific age and safety needs of your group.

Activity: To introduce the theme and help young people get to know each other, each participant

introduces themself (first name, age...) and shares which part of the mountain they like most: the dark

forest, the flower-filled meadows, or the rocky peaks. Ask what they expect to see in each level. "If you

were [the organizer chooses an alpine animal], which level would you live in and why?".

Advanced version (Age 12-25): Assign each participant a specific altitude layer (Valley, Montane Forest,

Alpine Meadow, Nival Zone). They must try to name a species specific to that layer and explain why it

lives there.

1) Ice-breaker Age: 6 - 25 Material: none

Activity: Every 200–300 meters of elevation gain, stop for 2 minutes. Have participants notice: Is it

getting windier? Are the trees getting smaller? Measure the air and soil temperature at the start of the

hike and every 200 meters of elevation gain. 

Goal: Quantify the changes (temperature, wind, etc.) that define different ecosystems.

Game version: During the ascent, stop at three different altitudes (for instance forest, treeline, alpine

meadow). In 5 minutes, participants must find and name one plant and one sign of an animal unique to

that specific spot.

2) The ecosystem elevator Age: 6 - 25
Material: 

(soil) thermometer



Activity: Each participant makes a small circle on the ground. They must identify everything "living" and

"non-living" inside it (moss, ants, pebbles, moisture). Repeat it in a different environment / at a different

altitude and compare what you can find in the micro-ecosystem. Compare the findings: Is the "soil" at

2,000m different from the “soil” at 1,000m? This highlights how even micro-habitats are shaped by the

broader altitudinal zone.

Goal: Understand that even a small area (like a single rock or a puddle) is an ecosystem.

3) Circle a micro-ecosystem Age: 6 - 15 Material: none

Activity: Participants stand in a circle, each representing a mountain element: Sun, Soil, Spruce Tree,

Nutcracker Bird, Alpine Grass, Marmot, Golden Eagle. Use a ball of string to connect participants

representing different mountain elements (for instance Sun → Alpine Grass → Marmot → Golden Eagle).

The "Sun" holds the string and passes it to the "Grass" (needs sun), who passes it to the "Marmot" (eats

grass), etc. The leader simulates a threat (for instance "The forest is cut down"). The "Tree" lets go of

the string. Everyone who feels the string go slack is affected; to show how a threat to the forest

ecosystem affects the animals living higher up. A change in the forest ecosystem eventually reaches

the eagle on the peak.

Goal: Show that all the “many ecosystems” of the mountain are mutually dependent.

4) The vertical food-web Age: 6 - 15
Material: 

string / twine

Activity : Give children/teenagers a card with different shades of green, brown, and grey. As they hike

upward, they must find natural objects (leaves, rocks, moss) that match the colors.  Why are high-

altitude flowers so intensely colored? These intense colors are due to anthocyanins, pigments that act

as "sunscreen" for flowers against intense UV light at high altitudes, an essential adaptation for the

alpine ecosystem (adaptation that isn't needed in the shaded forest). They also attract pollinators

quickly during the very short mountain summer.

Goal: Observe how vegetation color and texture change as you gain altitude and travel through new

ecosystems. Observe especially how flowers adapt to ecosystems with harsher conditions. 

Note: Remind participants to not pick protected plants.

5) Alpine colors Age: 6 - 15
Material: 

color cards



Activity: The leader calls out an ecosystem "threat." Participants must act out an adaptation:

"High Wind!" (Crouch low like a cushion plant).

"Extreme Cold!" (Huddle together like marmots).

"Thin Air!" (Take deep, slow breaths).

Goal: Physicalize the "stress" of different ecosystems. Explain how plants adapt to the different

conditions in the different ecosystems (for instance forest trees grow tall for light, alpine flowers grow

"hairy" or "cushion-shaped" to stay warm).

6) Adaptation game Age: 6 - 12 Material: none

Activity: Draw a mountain on the ground and divide it into different "zones" (Cold, Temperate, Warm).

Participants each embody a species and start in the zone of their habitat. The leader announces "1

degree of warming.". Everyone must move "up" one zone depending on how their habitat changes. As

the "climate" warms, species in the Cold zone have nowhere higher to go. Discuss the "summit trap" for

alpine species. Species that do not cohabit start living in the same zone, and eventually, the "Cold"

(nival) species reach the "Summit" (a small designated area). With the next warming cycle, they have

nowhere to go. What happens to the Snow Finch or the Rock Ptarmigan when the mountain "ends"?

Goal: Understand how warming affects mountain ecosystems and species and their interactions.

8) The summit trap Age: 12 - 25

Material: rope or
something to 
delimit zones

Activity: A roleplay where a new ecosystem protection law is proposed. Roles include a shepherd, a

representative of the Tourist Office and a biologist. Scenario: A new law is proposed to close a high-

altitude meadow to hikers to protect the Black Grouse. Roles: The Shepherd needs the meadow for

grazing. The Tourist Office wants the hiking trail open for business. The Biologist knows the birds are at

risk due to stress. The local Youth wants to enjoy nature but also wants a future job in the village.

Alternative: The activity can also be adapted to local conditions instead of the generic scenario

suggested above. In addition, instead of letting the kids/teens play and improvize the scenario, the

organizers can play an existing scenario with the relevant involved stakeholders. Then, kids/teens

react, discuss and take a decision. The organizers then present the decision that was taken in the real-

life situation by real stakeholders and compare it with the kids/teens’ one.

Goal: Navigate the conflict between human use and ecosystem preservation. Try to find a compromise

that protects the ecosystem while allowing human life.

7) The stakeholders summit Age:  15 - 25 Material: none



Activity: At a rest stop, examine the mud in the treads of your hiking boots. Discuss how humans

accidentally transport "invasive" species from the valley to fragile high-altitude zones. 

Goal: Understand human impact on isolated ecosystems (humans are "vectors" for invasive species) and

how "alien" species can outcompete fragile alpine ecosystems.

9) Traveling ecosystems Age: 6 - 25 Material: none

Activity: In one chosen ecosystem (peatlands, meadows, icecovered areas, etc.) which features have

been explained, participants create an artwork inspired only by what they see / feel in this specific

ecosystem. To help children create this artwork, encourage them to pay attention to shapes (sharp

rock, soft moss, etc.), colors (dark tones, bright flowers, etc.) and patterns (grass movement, cracks in

rocks, repetitive movements, etc.). Options depending on age:  

draw the landscape

create a color map of the ecosystem

write a short poem about the ecosystem

Sharing moment: each participant or group of participants (if the artwork is created in groups) presents

their creation and explains what it reveals about that ecosystem. 

Goal: Develop a deep and focused connection to a single ecosystem, trying to really understand its

specificities and its uniqueness as a living dynamic environment rather than just a “layer” of the

mountain. 

10) Portrait of an ecosystem Age: 6 - 25

Material:
paper, 
pencils

Activity: Sit and feel to become part of one ecosystem. Choose one ecosystem in which / close to

which you can sit and focus (a stream, a forest, etc.). Each participant stays silent for 5-10 minutes and

observe the ecosystem using their 5 senses. What can they hear? What can they smell? What

movements do they notice? What small details appear over time? Afterward, gather the group and

share observations.

 

Goal: Encourage close observation to one ecosystem, highlighting its unique textures, colors and

functions. 

11) Sit and feel Age: 6 - 25 Material: none



Activity: To sum up what participants have learned, draw a large "V" representing a mountain. Divide it

into different sections (levels). Groups fill each level with the species and features they discovered.

Goal and conclusion: The final discussion centers on connectivity. Why is a healthy forest at the base

necessary for a healthy meadow at the top? Conclude with the idea that while there are many

ecosystems, it is "One Mountain" that supports them all. Discuss why we need "One Mountain" to be

healthy across all its ecosystems.

12) The “One-Mountain” vision Age: 6 - 25

Material:
paper, 
pencils
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