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Studentship Bulletin November 2015 

  

 

Welcome to a special studentship issue of the November Plants-Soils-Ecosystem SIG bulletin. 

This bulletin grew from our desire to highlight the large collection of studentships that have been 

recently advertised. If you would like to share opportunities in the future, please sign up for our 

listserv or get in touch with our student representatives. In the meantime, please share this 

bulletin widely!  

 

  

  

Michael Van Nuland & Relena Ribbons 

PSE Student Representatives 
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Studentships

The importance of soil nitrogen in the 

functioning of tropical heath forests 

(Manchester Metropolitan University, 

Deadline: tbc mid-November) 

Tropical heath forests (HFs) comprise an 

unusual habitat that is prevalent in Borneo, 

covering approximately 10 % of the land 

surface. HFs are found on highly acidic sandy 

soils (podzols), and comprise specialised 

vegetation with high nutrient-use efficiency 

suggestive of nutrient-depleted soil. Indeed, 

the local name, kerangas, meaning ‘land that 

will not grow rice’ recognises the edaphic 

stresses posed by this fascinating forest 

ecosystem (1,2). Despite their scarcity, high 

conservation value and risk of 

disturbance/degradation, little is known about 

how these forests form and what factors 

control their distribution. The profusion of 

insectivorous plants in the forest, and the 

characteristic thick, small leaves of the 

vegetation, suggest that HFs are strongly 

limited by nitrogen (N). If this is correct, a 

large increase in N deposition projected for 

the region due to agricultural expansion and 

industrialization (3) may irreversibly change 

the species composition and predispose the 

habitat to additional climate change-induced 

stresses of increasing temperature, drought, 

and fire. This ecological response parallels 

responses identified by MMU researchers and 

colleagues in vulnerable vegetation 

communities across Europe.  

 

There are two major hypotheses to account 

for the formation and distribution of HFs: i) 

nutrient, especially N, deficiency, and ii) 

extreme natural soil acidity leading to 

hydrogen ion toxicity(1). A subsidiary 

hypothesis is that iii) the forest is co-limited 

by both factors (e.g. highly acidic soils limit 

the rate of microbial N mineralization). This 

project will explicitly test these hypotheses by 

examining the relative importance of, and 

interactions between, N deficiency and soil 

acidity in HFs in Malaysian Borneo, using a 

large-scale manipulative field experiment.  

 

Supervisors: Francis Brearley (MMU), Chris 

Field (MMU), Jill Thompson (CEH) & Nancy 

Dise (CEH). Contact Francis Brearley for more 

information (f.q.brearley@mmu.ac.uk). 

  

Development trajectories of 

temperate forest plant communities 

under global change: combining 

hindsight and forecasting 

(PASTFORWARD).  

(Ghent University, Deadline: 15th 

November) 

Multiple global environmental changes are 

affecting ecosystems across the biosphere. 

Temperate forests, and their vascular 

understorey flora, are not immune to changes 

wrought by atmospheric deposition of 

acidifying and nutrient- enriching pollutants, 

climate alterations, past land-use dynamics, 

management decisions, and increasing 

herbivore pressures. However, our 

understanding of these interactions, and their 

effects on forest biodiversity and ecosystem 

functioning, is limited by the preponderance 

of short-term research in single locations, 

often considering factors in isolation. In the 

overarching PASTFORWARD project, a 

combination of experimental, re-survey and 

modelling approaches, using data from across 

Europe, will reveal the interactions among 

land use legacies and multiple contemporary 

environmental changes, and their effects on 

ecosystem composition and function.  

The successful candidate will develop/adapt 

and implement a mechanistic model to 
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describe the direct and indirect effects of 

environmental change on ecosystems, using a 

trait-based framework. They will utilize 

findings from the re-survey and experimental 

approaches to help guide model development 

and aid model parameterization. Ultimately, 

they will use information on past ecosystem 

dynamics in relation to environmental change 

and land use legacies to inform future forest 

management decisions through scenario 

analyses. Depending on experience, they will 

actively engage with existing collaborators 

and pursue appropriate opportunities, within 

and outside of Ghent University, to further 

their research.  

 

The successful candidate will be based, along 

with the rest of the PASTFORWARD team, at 

the Forest & Nature Lab 

(www.fornalab.ugent.be) of Ghent University, 

Belgium. ForNaLab consists of 35 staff 

members and is headed by Prof. Kris 

Verheyen. The research group is part of the 

Department of Forest and Water 

Management at the Faculty of Bioscience 

Engineering, Ghent University 

(www.ugent.be).  

 

ForNaLab’s mission is to perform hypothesis-

driven research on the interactions between 

composition and ecosystem function, with a 

clear pathway to inform ecosystem 

management. ForNaLab is actively involved in 

numerous national and international projects 

and networks, including FLEUR 

(www.fleur.ugent.be), forestREplot 

(www.forestreplot.ugent.be), TreeDivNet 

(www.treedivnet.ugent.be), TreeDivBelgium 

(www.treedivbelgium.ugent.be), 

FunDivEUROPE (www.fundiveurope.eu) and 

smallFOREST 

(http://upicardie.fr/smallforest/uk/).  

 

In addition to working with Kris, the successful 

candidate will liaise extensively with Dr. Mike 

Perring (UGent and Ecosystem Restoration 

and Intervention Ecology Research Group, The 

University of Western Australia 

(http://www.erie-research.org/index.html)). 

Mike is an ecosystem ecologist with 

experience of model development and field-

based research, who continues to investigate 

environmental change and species 

composition effects on ecosystem function in 

the context of aiding management 

intervention.  

 

Selection criteria: 

· You have a Masters, or Honours, degree in 

Bioscience Engineering, Mathematics, Biology, 

Ecology or equivalent degree in Life or 

Mathematical Sciences with some background 

in Ecology (also candidates that will obtain an 

equivalent degree soon are invited to apply)  

· You have excellent study grades  

· You have published your research, or show 

potential to do so  

· You are an enthusiastic and highly motivated 

student with a strong interest in utilizing 

mathematical theory to aid ecological 

understanding  

· You are highly motivated to work in a 

collaborative project with other PhD students, 

postdocs and technical assistants  

· You have knowledge of, and preferentially 

experience with, model development, 

parameterization and validation.  

· You have good knowledge of both the biotic 

and abiotic components and processes in 

temperate forest ecosystems  

 

Please send a CV and cover letter explaining 

how you would approach the position, and 

answering the following selection criteria, to 

kris.verheyen@ugent.be and 

Michael.perring@ugent.be by November 15th 

2015. 

 

http://www.fornalab.ugent.be/
http://www.ugent.be/
http://www.fleur.ugent.be/
http://www.forestreplot.ugent.be/
http://www.treedivnet.ugent.be/
http://www.treedivbelgium.ugent.be/
http://www.fundiveurope.eu/
http://upicardie.fr/smallforest/uk/
http://www.erie-research.org/index.html
mailto:kris.verheyen@ugent.be
mailto:Michael.perring@ugent.be
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PhD and MS positions in Ecosystem 

Ecology (Northern Arizona University, 

deadline: 15th January) 

Graduate positions in Ecosystem Ecology are 

available in the Center for Ecosystem Science 

in Society (Ecoss) at Northern Arizona 

University. The Ecoss mission is to conduct 

high-impact, innovative research on 

ecosystems and how they respond to and 

shape environmental change, to train next-

gen scientists, and to communicate discovery 

and its relevance to people. Research 

opportunities are available in the following 

areas linked to specific Ecoss faculty: The 

impact of climate change on Alaskan 

ecosystems, including effects of changing fire 

regime and permafrost thaw on vegetation 

dynamics, plant-soil-microbial interactions, 

nutrient and carbon cycling, and ecosystem 

services. M. Mack, T. Schuur / The effects of 

environmental change on soil carbon and 

nutrient cycling, and the physiological, 

population and community ecology of soil 

microorganisms. B. Hungate, P. Dijkstra, E. 

Schwartz / Freshwater ecology, including the 

science of river restoration and dam removal, 

terrestrial aquatic interactions and food web 

ecology. J. Marks / Exploring the interaction 

of water and carbon metabolism in diverse 

studies ranging from the limits to height 

growth of the world's tallest trees to drought 

responses of soil microorganisms. G. Koch. 

Graduate student benefits include stipend, 

tuition waiver, health insurance, support for 

summer fieldwork in a variety of beautiful 

ecosystems, and winter in the mountains of 

sunny Flagstaff, AZ. Candidates should explore 

the Ecoss website and contact the professor 

whose interests align most closely and include 

a cover letter describing their background, 

research interests, and qualifications, as well 

as a current resume. Program applications can 

be submitted to the Department of Biological 

Sciences. See more information here.  

PhD and MS positions in Ecology 

and Evolutionary Biology 

(University of Tennessee, deadline: 

1st January) 

We place a premium on substantial prior 

research experience, along with an academic 

background consistent with a bachelor’s 

degree in one of the life sciences. Some 

applicants may be deficient in some areas of 

ecology and evolutionary biology. However, 

ecology and evolutionary biology are diverse 

fields, so there is no explicit set of courses 

required, and particular potential advisers 

may be willing to advise highly qualified 

applicants from a variety of educational 

backgrounds. 

 

In general, applicants are expected to have an 

overall undergraduate grade point average 

(GPA) of at least 3.0 on a 4.0 point scale, and 

3.0 or above for all science and mathematics 

courses. Successful applicants will usually 

have GPAs well above these minima. In 

addition, applicants are required to submit 

scores from the general Graduate Record 

Examination (GRE). Successful applicants 

typically have research experience as an 

undergraduate, or have completed a Masters 

thesis in an appropriate field. 

 

See more about applying to UTK here. 

 

Doctoral scholarship in ecology, plant-

soil-microbe, arbuscular mycorrhiza, 

microbiome engineering (Freie 

Universität Berlin, deadline: 15th 

December) 

There is a scholarship opportunity for 

students from abroad to join the Rillig lab for 

work on the general topic: Ecology in 

agroecosystems, mycorrhiza, plant-fungal soil 

interactions. We will also consider 

http://nau.edu/Ecoss/People/
http://nau.edu/Ecoss/Join-Us/
http://eeb.bio.utk.edu/graduate-studies/application-information/
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applications that deal with microbiome 

engineering in an agroecosystem context. 

Funding comes from the DAAD Graduate 

School Scholarship Program. The receiving 

doctoral program at Freie Universität is ‘Plant 

Sciences’. See more about the opportunity 

here. 

 

BBSRC DTP Studentship - 

Fundamental controls on plant root 

exudation under climate change 

(University of Manchester, deadline: 

25th November) 

There is a growing awareness that a 

sustainable food production needs to make 

use of beneficial plant-soil interactions. Plants 

form tight links with soil microorganisms, both 

directly via symbiotic associations with 

mycorrhizal fungi, but also indirectly, through 

the input of litter and root exudates. These 

carbon inputs, in the form of root exudates, 

play an important role in shaping the 

composition and activity of soil microbial 

communities, which feed back to plant growth 

by releasing nutrients. Moreover, evidence is 

increasing that root exudates play a 

fundamental role in ecosystem response to 

climate change. However, very little is known 

about how plants control the quality and 

quantity of root exudation, and how this is 

modified under changing environmental 

conditions. This knowledge is essential for 

making food production systems more 

sustainable. 

 

This studentship aims to disentangle the 

mechanisms through which plants regulate 

root exudation under climate change, and 

how this is linked to plant physiological 

adjustments in carbon allocation. The student 

will perform controlled experiments using 

Arabidopsis ecotypes and common 

agricultural and grassland species, and will use 

state-of-the-art RNA and DNA sequencing and 

modern MS-based techniques to dynamically 

link gene expression to patterns of root 

exudation and changes in soil microbial 

communities. The student will be trained in 

these techniques, and in analysing the results 

computationally, in the world-class soil and 

ecosystem ecology lab of De Vries, plant 

genetics lab of Johnson and Gallois, and 

bioanalytical lab of Goodacre. See here for 

how to apply. 

 

BBSRC DTP Studentship - Going 

underground: root traits as drivers of 

soil carbon storage in grasslands 

(University of Manchester, deadline: 

25th November) 

A major challenge facing global food security 

is the need to maintain, and enhance, the 

essential functions of soil that underpin the 

delivery of ecosystem services, such as carbon 

storage and efficient nutrient cycling, whilst 

also maintaining economically viable yield. 

Several factors regulate the functioning of 

soils, but of central importance are 

interactions between plants and soil microbial 

communities, which regulate the 

biogeochemical processes on which soil 

fertility and plant growth depend. Whilst 

there is growing awareness of the functional 

importance of such relationships between 

plants and soil microbial communities, our 

understanding of the mechanisms involved 

remains poor. This studentship tackles this 

challenge by testing the efficacy of a trait-

based approach for exploring how changes in 

vegetation composition impact microbial 

communities and their functioning in soil, 

with a particular focus on priming, i.e. 

enhanced breakdown of organic matter in 

soil. Using grasslands as a model system, the 

student will test the hypothesis that variation 

in root trait syndromes among grassland plant 

species act as major drivers of soil organic 

matter priming through their impact on 

http://www.dcps.fu-berlin.de/research/funding/DAAD_GSSP_Ausschreibung_20151016.pdf
http://www.ls.manchester.ac.uk/people/profile/?personid=29234
http://personalpages.manchester.ac.uk/staff/giles.johnson/
http://www.dtpstudentships.manchester.ac.uk/howtoapply/
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microbial communities in soil. Information 

from these studies will be used to develop a 

trait-based framework for predicting how 

changes in plant functional diversity, resulting 

from land use change, impact soil microbial 

communities and the priming of organic 

matter in soil, a key function related to soil 

carbon storage. The student will be trained in 

the use of state of the art biological and 

geochemical approaches used controlled 

environments and in the field. 

Bardgett lab; De Vries lab; van Dongen lab 

See here for how to apply. 

 

NERC DTP - Microbial community 

stability and functioning in glacier 

forelands (University of Manchester, 

deadline: 4th February)  

Soil microbial communities play an important 

role in processes of carbon (C) and nitrogen 

(N) cycling – processes that underpin 

ecosystem services such as food production 

and climate mitigation. However, little is 

known about how soil microbial communities 

and their functioning will be affected by 

climate change. Previous work has shown that 

microbial communities dominated by slow 

growing microbes (K-strategists), such as 

oligotrophic bacteria and fungi, might be 

more resistant to climate change-related 

drought. 

 

When glaciers retreat, they expose barren 

substrate on which the process of primary 

succession begins. Thus, the forelands of 

retreating glaciers provide a sequence of sites 

of increasing age since they were covered in 

ice, and are commonly used for studies on 

primary succession. Here, we hypothesise that 

microbial communities, and their functioning, 

become more slow growing, and thus more 

resistant to drought and warming, with 

successional stage. 

 

This project will investigate controls on the 

stability of soil microbial communities and 

their functioning under climate change 

(drought and warming), using the 

Odenwinkelkees glacier foreland in Austria. 

The student will perform a range of laboratory 

and field experiments both in Manchester, 

Vienna, and at the Odenwinkelkees glacier, 

and will have access to world class facilities in 

the newly formed Soil and Ecosystem Ecology 

Laboratory in the Faculty of Life Sciences and 

the Williamson Research Centre for Molecular 

Environmental Science in the School of Earth, 

Atmospheric and Environmental Sciences. The 

student will be trained in the use of methods 

for measuring microbial communities and C 

and N cycling in soil, including molecular 

techniques and compound specific and bulk 

isotope analyses, and in the analysis and 

interpretation of resulting data and statistical 

modeling. 

 

See here for application instructions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.ls.manchester.ac.uk/people/profile/Default.aspx?alias=bardgettr
http://www.ls.manchester.ac.uk/people/profile/?personid=29234
http://www.seaes.manchester.ac.uk/people/staff/profile/?ea=Bart.VanDongen
http://www.dtpstudentships.manchester.ac.uk/howtoapply/
http://www.ls.manchester.ac.uk/phdprogrammes/nercdtp/admissionsandfunding/
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Plants-Soils-Ecosystems Details 

 

PSE is a special interest group of the British Ecological Society. However, you don’t have to be a BES 

member to join PSE or receive the bulletin.   

 

Contact 

Sign up for our email list by sending an email to listserv@jiscmail.ac.uk Subject: BLANK Message: 
SUBSCRIBE PLANT-SOIL-ECO Firstname Lastname 
 
You can also follow us on Twitter @BESPlantSoilEco, or like us on Facebook. 
 

Committee 

The organizing committee currently consists of:  
Franciska De Vries, The University of Manchester (Secretary) 
Ellen Fry, The University of Manchester 
Mike Whitfield, Lancaster University (Deputy Secretary) 
Sarah Pierce, Imperial College London  
Relena Ribbons, Bangor University and University of Copenhagen, (Student Representative) 
Michael Van Nuland, The University of Tennessee (Student Representative) 
Tom Crowther, Yale University  
 
Also affiliated are Emma Sayer, Lancaster University; Paul Kardol, Swedish University of Agricultural 
Sciences; Tim Daniell, The James Hutton Institute; and Dave Johnson, Aberdeen University. Richard 
Bardgett, The University of Manchester, supports the committee in an advisory role. 
 
 

Bulletin 
The Bulletin is a bi-monthly publication with news, jobs, studentships, meeting announcements and 
more.  Information in the bulletin is submitted by members of the mailing list.  Entries are for 
information only and their inclusion does not constitute endorsement by the British Ecological 
Society.  Please email any contributions for the bulletin to Michael Van Nuland and Relena Ribbons 
and they will be included in the next issue. 
 
 

  

 
 

http://www.britishecologicalsociety.org/getting-involved/special-interest-groups/plants-soils-ecosystems/
http://www.britishecologicalsociety.org/
http://twitter.com/BESPlantSoilEco
https://www.facebook.com/BESPlantsSoilsEcosystems?fref=ts
mailto:%20franciska.devries@gmail.com
mailto:ellen.fry@manchester.ac.uk
mailto:mgwhitfield@gmail.com
mailto:s.pierce11@imperial.ac.uk
http://www.relenaribbons.weebly.com/
http://www.michaelvannuland.com/
mailto:vannuland.mike@gmail.com?subject=PSE%20Bulletin%20Item
mailto:rribbons@gmail.com?subject=PSE%20Bulletin%20Item

