
Understanding the Ecosystem
The best way to describe the gut, is as an ecosystem. An ecosystem as defined by the 
Collins Dictionary is ‘a system made up of a community of animals, plants, and bacteria 
interrelated together with its physical and chemical environment’. The ecosystem of the 
gut comprises the gut lining, the microbiome, food, and the chemicals involved in 
digestion. Small changes in any of these factors can have flow on effects that may 
largely affect the body’s whole ecosystem in ways we could not predict. An example of 
small changes affecting the larger ecosystem can be found in nature. In the East African 
savanna, one of the most dominant trees is the whistling thorn acacia. In this tree live 
ants that feed on the sugar-rich nectar from the tree, and in turn, protect the tree from 
large herbivores, such as elephants, by delivering a painful bite. There is not enough 
nectar in the tree to nourish the large colony required to protect the tree, so there is 
another smaller insect called the scale insect. The scale insect also lives in the tree, 
feeding on the tree sap and producing an excrement called honeydew which the ants 
feed on. If the scale insects were wiped out, the ants would not have enough food to 
form large colonies in the tree, and the tree would then be eaten by large herbivores, 
and the numbers of the whistling thorn acacia tree would drop. This is an example of 
how a seemingly small change in an ecosystem can have a larger impact over time. 
When we begin to alter our microbiome, the food we eat, or our digestive juices, this has 
a flow on effect in complex ways which are almost impossible to predict. This is an 
important concept that I explain to all of my clients, as understanding the workings of an 
ecosystem aids us in how we approach caring for and restoring our own ecosystem. In 
nature, when an ecosystem is damaged, it is recognised that further ‘attacking’ of that 
system would be detrimental to its recovery, and complex regeneration projects are 
undertaken in order to reintroduce certain flora and fauna species that recover the 
ecosystem over time. We need to take this same approach with our bodies. When the 
ecosystem of the gut is damaged, this means there is not enough microbes which we 
know occur in high numbers in a ‘healthy’ ecosystem, and there is too many of those we 
suspect may be causing harm- plus a whole lot going on that we don’t yet understand. 
The widespread current approach to regenerate the human ecosystem is to “attack” with 
either pharmaceuticals or herbal extracts (antibiotics, antimicrobials, antifungals). If we 
can take the approach that is used for regeneration of ecosystems in the natural world 
and apply this to our bodies, rebuilding the damaged ecosystem from the foundation 
then becomes the focus. We need to focus on restoring the damaged gut lining- our ‘soil’ 
needed to grow a healthy microbiome- and introducing beneficial bacteria into the 
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environment to nourish that soil and overcome pathogens, bringing the system back into 
balance. Working on this process should be approached as a long term intervention, and 
is truly the way to regenerate the ecosystem of the human body.
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