
ap environmental science cycles

ap environmental science cycles are fundamental concepts that describe the continuous movement and
transformation of elements and compounds through various environmental systems. Understanding these
biogeochemical cycles is essential for grasping how ecosystems function, how human activities impact the
environment, and how natural processes sustain life on Earth. This article delves into the major cycles
studied in AP Environmental Science, including the water cycle, carbon cycle, nitrogen cycle, phosphorus
cycle, and sulfur cycle. Each cycle plays a critical role in maintaining ecological balance by regulating the
flow of matter and energy. The interactions within and between these cycles influence climate, soil
fertility, water quality, and atmospheric composition. A comprehensive knowledge of ap environmental
science cycles is crucial for students preparing for exams and for anyone interested in environmental
science and sustainability. Following this introduction, a detailed overview of each cycle will be presented
to enhance understanding and retention.
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Water Cycle
The water cycle, also known as the hydrologic cycle, describes the continuous movement of water within
the Earth and atmosphere. This cycle is essential for sustaining life, regulating climate, and shaping
geological features. Water moves through various reservoirs including oceans, rivers, lakes, glaciers,
groundwater, and the atmosphere. Processes such as evaporation, condensation, precipitation, infiltration,
and runoff are key components of the water cycle.

Processes of the Water Cycle
The water cycle involves several key physical processes that transfer water between different reservoirs.
Evaporation occurs when liquid water changes into vapor, primarily from oceans and other water bodies.
Transpiration, a related process, involves water vapor release from plants. Condensation happens when



water vapor cools and forms clouds. Precipitation returns water to the surface in the form of rain, snow, or
sleet. Infiltration allows water to seep into the ground, replenishing aquifers. Finally, runoff transports
water over land back to oceans, completing the cycle.

Importance in Environmental Science
The water cycle influences weather patterns, climate regulation, and the availability of fresh water for
ecosystems and human use. Disruptions such as deforestation, urbanization, and climate change can alter the
cycle’s balance, leading to droughts, floods, and water pollution. Understanding the water cycle is vital for
effective water resource management and environmental conservation.

Carbon Cycle
The carbon cycle is a critical biogeochemical cycle that governs the movement of carbon among the
atmosphere, biosphere, hydrosphere, and geosphere. Carbon is a fundamental element for all living
organisms, forming the backbone of organic molecules. The cycle involves processes that fix carbon into
organic matter and release it back into the environment, maintaining Earth's carbon balance.

Carbon Sources and Sinks
Carbon sources release carbon dioxide (CO2) into the atmosphere, while carbon sinks absorb and store it.
Major sources include respiration by organisms, combustion of fossil fuels, volcanic activity, and
decomposition. Sinks encompass photosynthesis by plants, ocean absorption, and the formation of
sedimentary rocks. Human activities, especially fossil fuel burning and deforestation, have significantly
increased atmospheric CO2, contributing to climate change.

Carbon Cycle Processes
Photosynthesis converts atmospheric CO2 into glucose, which is used by plants and other autotrophs.
Consumers obtain carbon by eating plants or other animals. Respiration by organisms releases CO2 back into
the atmosphere. When organisms die, decomposers break down organic material, returning carbon to the
soil or atmosphere. Additionally, carbon can be stored long-term in fossil fuels and sedimentary deposits.

Nitrogen Cycle
The nitrogen cycle is essential to life because nitrogen is a key component of amino acids, proteins, and
nucleic acids. Despite nitrogen being abundant in the atmosphere (about 78% N2), most organisms cannot
use atmospheric nitrogen directly. The nitrogen cycle transforms nitrogen into biologically usable forms



through a series of complex processes.

Key Processes in the Nitrogen Cycle
The nitrogen cycle includes nitrogen fixation, nitrification, assimilation, ammonification, and denitrification.
Nitrogen fixation converts atmospheric N2 into ammonia (NH3) or related compounds by bacteria or
lightning. Nitrification converts ammonia into nitrites and then nitrates, which plants can absorb.
Assimilation is the uptake of nitrogen by plants to build organic molecules. Ammonification returns
nitrogen to the soil as ammonia when organisms decompose. Denitrification converts nitrates back into N2
gas, completing the cycle.

Human Impacts on the Nitrogen Cycle
Human activities such as the use of synthetic fertilizers, fossil fuel combustion, and waste management
have greatly altered the nitrogen cycle. Excess nitrogen runoff leads to eutrophication in aquatic systems,
causing algal blooms and dead zones. Atmospheric nitrogen oxides contribute to air pollution and acid rain.
Understanding nitrogen cycling helps in managing agricultural practices and reducing environmental
damage.

Phosphorus Cycle
The phosphorus cycle is a unique biogeochemical cycle because phosphorus does not exist as a gas under
normal conditions. Instead, it cycles through rocks, water, soil, and living organisms. Phosphorus is a vital
nutrient for DNA, RNA, ATP, and cell membranes, making it essential for life and ecosystem productivity.

Phosphorus Movement and Availability
Phosphorus primarily enters ecosystems through the weathering of phosphate-containing rocks. Phosphates
are then absorbed by plants and incorporated into organic molecules. Animals obtain phosphorus by
consuming plants or other animals. When organisms die, decomposers release phosphorus back into the soil
or water. Runoff can transport phosphates to aquatic systems, where they contribute to nutrient loading.

Environmental Concerns Related to Phosphorus
Phosphorus runoff from agricultural fertilizers and detergents can cause eutrophication in freshwater
bodies, leading to oxygen depletion and biodiversity loss. Because phosphorus is often a limiting nutrient in
ecosystems, its management is critical for preventing water pollution and maintaining soil fertility. Unlike
other cycles, phosphorus has no atmospheric phase, making its recycling slower and more dependent on



geological processes.

Sulfur Cycle
The sulfur cycle involves the movement of sulfur through the atmosphere, lithosphere, hydrosphere, and
biosphere. Sulfur is an essential component of amino acids and vitamins, and it influences acid rain
formation and soil chemistry. The cycle includes both natural and anthropogenic sources and
transformations of sulfur compounds.

Processes in the Sulfur Cycle
Sulfur is released into the atmosphere through volcanic eruptions, decomposition of organic matter, and the
oxidation of sulfide minerals. In the atmosphere, sulfur compounds can form sulfur dioxide (SO2) and sulfate
aerosols, which contribute to acid rain. Sulfur is deposited back to Earth through precipitation and absorbed
by plants. Microbial activity converts sulfur compounds into various forms, including hydrogen sulfide
(H2S), elemental sulfur, and sulfate.

Human Influences on the Sulfur Cycle
Industrial activities, such as burning fossil fuels and mining, have increased sulfur emissions, leading to
environmental issues like acid rain and respiratory problems. Acid rain negatively affects aquatic
ecosystems, soil chemistry, and vegetation health. Efforts to reduce sulfur emissions through cleaner
technologies and regulations have helped mitigate some of these impacts.

Key Biogeochemical Cycles in AP Environmental Science
Understanding the main environmental cycles is crucial for analyzing ecosystem dynamics and human
impacts. Below is a summary list of the key cycles covered in AP Environmental Science:

Water Cycle: Movement and transformation of water through evaporation, condensation,
precipitation, and runoff.

Carbon Cycle: Exchange of carbon among the atmosphere, biosphere, hydrosphere, and geosphere,
including photosynthesis and respiration.

Nitrogen Cycle: Transformation of nitrogen into usable forms through nitrogen fixation, nitrification,
and denitrification.

Phosphorus Cycle: Movement of phosphorus through rock weathering, uptake by organisms, and



sedimentation.

Sulfur Cycle: Circulation of sulfur through volcanic activity, microbial processes, and atmospheric
deposition.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main biogeochemical cycles studied in AP Environmental
Science?
The main biogeochemical cycles studied in AP Environmental Science include the water cycle, carbon
cycle, nitrogen cycle, phosphorus cycle, and sulfur cycle. These cycles describe the movement of essential
elements and compounds through the environment.

How does the carbon cycle impact global climate change?
The carbon cycle impacts global climate change by regulating the amount of carbon dioxide in the
atmosphere. Human activities such as burning fossil fuels and deforestation increase atmospheric CO2 levels,
enhancing the greenhouse effect and leading to global warming.

Why is the nitrogen cycle important for ecosystems?
The nitrogen cycle is crucial because nitrogen is a key nutrient for plant growth. It involves processes like
nitrogen fixation, nitrification, and denitrification that convert nitrogen into forms usable by organisms,
supporting food webs and ecosystem productivity.

How do human activities disrupt the phosphorus cycle?
Human activities disrupt the phosphorus cycle primarily through the use of phosphate fertilizers and
detergents, which can lead to runoff into water bodies. This causes eutrophication, resulting in algal blooms
and dead zones that harm aquatic ecosystems.

What role do decomposers play in environmental cycles?
Decomposers break down dead organic matter, releasing nutrients back into the soil and environment. This
process is essential for recycling elements like carbon, nitrogen, and phosphorus, maintaining the balance of
environmental cycles and supporting ecosystem health.



Additional Resources
1. Earth’s Life Support Systems: Understanding Biogeochemical Cycles
This book offers a comprehensive overview of the major biogeochemical cycles such as the carbon,
nitrogen, phosphorus, and water cycles. It explains how these cycles sustain life on Earth and the impact of
human activities on their delicate balance. Ideal for AP Environmental Science students, it combines
scientific principles with real-world case studies.

2. The Water Cycle and Its Environmental Impact
Focused exclusively on the hydrologic cycle, this book explores the movement of water through the
atmosphere, lithosphere, and biosphere. It discusses the importance of the water cycle for ecosystems and
human societies, highlighting issues like water pollution, drought, and climate change. The text includes
diagrams and experiments to enhance understanding.

3. Carbon Cycle Dynamics: Climate Change and Ecosystems
This title delves into the carbon cycle, emphasizing its role in regulating Earth’s climate. It explains carbon
fluxes between the atmosphere, oceans, and terrestrial ecosystems, and examines anthropogenic influences
such as fossil fuel combustion and deforestation. The book also covers mitigation strategies and the
importance of carbon sequestration.

4. Nitrogen Cycle: From Soil to Atmosphere
A detailed examination of the nitrogen cycle, this book covers nitrogen fixation, nitrification, denitrification,
and ammonification processes. It highlights the cycle’s significance for plant growth and ecosystem
productivity, as well as problems like eutrophication caused by excess nitrogen runoff. The text is rich
with diagrams and practical examples.

5. Phosphorus Cycle: The Hidden Limiting Nutrient
This book focuses on the phosphorus cycle, exploring its critical role in energy transfer and genetic material
within living organisms. It discusses how phosphorus moves through rocks, soil, water, and living
organisms, and the environmental consequences of phosphate mining and fertilizer use. The book also
addresses sustainability and conservation efforts.

6. Energy Flow and Nutrient Cycles in Ecosystems
Integrating concepts of energy transfer and matter cycling, this book explains how energy flows through
food webs and how nutrients cycle within ecosystems. It covers the interdependence of biotic and abiotic
components and the role of decomposers in nutrient recycling. The text is designed to clarify complex
ecological interactions for students.

7. Human Impacts on Earth's Cycles: Challenges and Solutions
This book provides an in-depth look at how human activities disrupt natural cycles such as carbon,
nitrogen, and water cycles. It discusses pollution, land use change, and resource extraction, and their effects
on ecosystem health and climate. The book also explores policy approaches and technological innovations
aimed at restoring balance.



8. Climate Cycles and Environmental Change
Focusing on natural and anthropogenic climate cycles, this book examines phenomena like El Niño, glacial-
interglacial cycles, and their influence on global ecosystems. It explains feedback mechanisms and the
interplay between climate cycles and biogeochemical processes. The text is supplemented with data
analysis exercises for advanced students.

9. Soil and Nutrient Cycles: Foundations of Terrestrial Ecosystems
This book emphasizes the role of soil in nutrient cycling, detailing how soil formation, composition, and
microbial activity affect nutrient availability. It covers the cycling of key elements and the impact of
agriculture and deforestation on soil health. Practical case studies illustrate sustainable soil management
practices.
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