
Digging Deeper: Research Challenges in Plant-Soil Interactions 
On 2-3 October, 40 delegates from 11 countries descended on Charles Darwin House for the first 

meeting of the BES Plants-Soils-Ecosystems special interest group.  Organised by Franciska de Vries, 

Emma Sayer and me, the meeting consisted of three sessions plus posters addressing current 

research and future challenges to understanding plant-soil interactions and their influence on 

ecosystem functioning.   

 

The first session focused on carbon cycling.  The keynote from BES Vice President Richard Bardgett 

highlighted the importance of plant traits in explaining variation in soil microbial communities and 

carbon stocks, and as drivers of ecosystem function and responses to climate change.  He suggested 

one big challenge now is to determine the relative role of the different routes by which plant 

composition can influence soil properties under climate change.  Five more talks on carbon cycling 

led into a discussion session which emphasized the need for large-scale observational studies as well 

small-scale mechanistic studies, and the necessity to find ways to integrate these.  The subsequent 

poster session and wine reception provided ample opportunity for exploring the posters, discussing 

the talks and networking.  This was followed by a conference dinner and visit to a local pub where 

discussions continued into the evening.  

 

Day 2 started with the nutrient cycling session.  The keynote address by David Johnson stressed the 

importance of diversity to nutrient cycling.  He drew attention to how species diversity, intraspecific 

diversity and even chemical diversity in soils are all important to nutrient cycling. He concluded that 

we still need multiple reductionist approaches to identify the most important drivers.  Additional 

talks addressed C and N labelling in food web studies, plant functional traits and root exudates.  The 

ensuing discussion emphasised the need to scale up from mesocosm studies, and it was suggested 

that working in simplified field systems, such as some agricultural systems, might provide a way 

forward.  Ideas for new studies, collaborations and much more continued to flow during the 

networking lunch that followed. 

 

Session 3 focussed on communities and biodiversity.  Jennifer Rowntree provided a stimulating 

keynote address that highlighted the importance of plant genotypic diversity for host-parasite 

interactions and feedbacks between plants and soils.  She proposed that the challenge is now to 

relate biodiversity both within and among species to large-scale ecosystem processes.  Further talks 

in the session explored plant, fungal, bacterial and archaeal diversity, with a strong focus on 

arbuscular mycorrhizal fungi.  The final talk by Dote Stone reported methods for obtaining large-

scale datasets when budgets are tight.  Her top tips were (1) collaborate, (2) create detailed 

methods and sampling packs to make accurate sampling easy, and (3) think about how you will 

handle your dataset before you start collecting data.  

 

Franciska de Vries closed the meeting by encouraging members of the group to get involved, let us 

know what they would like from the group and any ideas for future meetings.  The student talk prize 

was awarded to Ellen Latz and I was honoured to receive the student poster prize.  Thanks were 

given to meeting sponsors: Wiley, Oxford University Press, the Global Soil Biodiversity Initiative, the 

Society for Experimental Biology, the British Society of Soil Science and, of course, the British 

Ecological Society.  It was a great meeting and we look forward to many more in the future! 
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