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Abstract The current chapter is focused on the microbiome investigations that have
been used to understand the linkages between soilmicrobiota and their environments.
Advanced molecular “Omic techniques” such as metagenomics, metatranscrip-
tomics, metaproteomics andmetabolomics have been employed to understand in situ
microbiomes and their interactions with soil-ecosystem services at micro-scales. The
potential advances in “Omics approaches” are facilitated by high-throughput next-
generation sequencing techniques and the current work discussed upon implementa-
tion of these technologies in soil microbiome research at global scale. In this chapter,
we have summarized recent advancements and the current state of knowledge in
soil microbial diversity and soil-ecosystem functioning. Different high-throughput
sequencing technologies, molecular “Omic techniques” and their limitations in soil
microbiome research have been addressed. Genome-centric metagenomic approach
was highlighted over gene-centric approach to understand soil microbiomes and their
functions hitherto. Impacts of different physical, chemical and biological factors on
soil microbial communities were reviewed in the current chapter. It is suggested that
soil microbiomes can be exploited to alleviate the negative impacts of environmental
changes for increased crop production.
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18.1 Introduction

Soil is one of the most complex ecosystems that harbor billion of microbiota. Soil
microbial communities perform crucial roles in the elemental cycling of micro and
macronutrients which are vital for the functioning of the above-ground ecosystem
(Prasad et al. 2021). Nevertheless, systemic understanding of the soil microbial
ecology is difficult due to the high degree of spatial heterogeneity that is present
at micro-scales (Raynaud and Nunan 2014). DNA-based microbial taxonomy using
phylogenetic markers (ribosomal RNA gene, ITS, etc.) were enumerated around 106

different archaeal and bacterial species and approximately 1 billion microbial cells
in 10 g of soil (Roesch et al. 2007; Schloss and Handelsman 2006). Further, Trevors
2010 estimated around 10−9 genomes and 10−12 prokaryotic genes in a gram of soil.
Recent metatranscriptomics and subsequent taxonomic annotation of agricultural
soils revealed complex microbiota from the diverse origin, in the following order:
Viruses < Eukaryotes < Archaea < Bacteria (Sharma and Sharma 2018).

It is said that only 1% of soil bacteria are cultivable in the laboratory and is
known as a great plate count anomaly. The major fraction (99%) of soil microbiomes
is uncultivable in nature. Therefore, understanding the factors driving soil micro-
biome structure and their interactions (physical, chemical, biological, etc.) across
a contrasting ecological gradient is difficult by using conventional microbiological
tools. Recent advancements in high-throughput sequencing technologies enlightened
the previously unknown soil microbiome compositions without the necessity for
cultivation and enable us to study complex soil microbiomes in detail using metage-
nomics/transcriptomics (Thompson et al. 2017a, b). In this approach, genomic mate-
rial DNA or RNA will be extracted from the microbiota of soil sample of interest
followed by high-throughput sequencing of gene or transcript. Later the data will
be accurately annotated and corresponding cellular or ecological functions will be
precisely identified (Prosser 2015). The inferences drawn in these studies could be
implemented in sustainable agriculture and other land-use management practices
(Fig. 18.1).

According to Prosser (2015) “metagenomics and metatranscriptomics are defined
as the characterization of all genes and RNA transcripts, respectively, in a given
soil/environment sample”. Further, he has pointed that “single-gene/amplicon-
specific high-throughput sequencing studies are sometimes described as “metage-
nomics” but include data for only one gene and, therefore, do not encompass the
holistic element of the omics”. During the past decade, many “omics” studies have
been conducted to elucidate the soil microbiomes in a wide variety of environments.
In this chapter, we especially highlighted the importance of omic approaches to
address the soil microbiomes and ecosystem function. Different high-throughput
sequencing technologies and their characteristics have been well summarized in
Table 18.1. Further rhizospheric microbiomes and the effect of different environ-
mental perturbations on soil microbial diversity and activity have been discussed
(Fig. 18.2 and Table 18.2). Potential opportunities available in soil microbiome
research are highlighted at the end (Fig. 18.3).
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Fig. 18.1 Bacterial counts per unit in different habitats

18.2 Soil Microbiome Research in the “Omics” Era

Recent advancements in sequencing technologies along with increased computa-
tional power, including a significant reduction in sequencing costs have facilitated a
substantial number of soil microbiome studies (Table 18.3, Jansson and Hofmockel
2018; Kang et al. 2019; Gans 2005; Wu et al. 2011; Prosser 2015; Fierer 2017).
Further, high-throughput sequencing studies have succeeded in enlightening the
previously unknownmicrobial diversity of soil microbial communities across a wide
variety of soil habitats (Thompson et al. 2017a, b).

The global scenario of soil microbiome research commonly involves three
different kinds of sequencing strategies: (1) high-throughput amplicon-based
metataxonomic sequencing studies, which involves amplification of targeted regions
of phylogenetic markers such as “intergenic spacer region” for Eukaryotes and
16S ribosomal RNA gene (16S rRNA) for archaea and bacteria (2) metage-
nomics/metatranscriptomics which involves high-throughput sequencing of the
metagenome or transcriptome in a specific soil (3) metaproteomics which focuses
on the detection of fragmented and separated proteins followed by sequencing with
the combination of liquid chromatography-mass spectrometry (LC-MS), and (4)
metabolomics wherein detection of metabolites through nuclear magnetic reso-
nance spectroscopy (NMR) ormass spectrometry (LC-MS).Applications of different
advanced technologies used in the soil microbiome research were comprehensively
summarized in Table 18.3. These molecular approaches unraveled the physiological
mechanisms behind unculturability and identified the factors suitable for growth
promotion of previously uncultivable microorganisms in the laboratory (Stewart
2012; Biswas and Sarkar 2018; Yadav et al. 2015).

DNA-based high-throughput sequencing of 16S rRNA gene (V3–V4 region)
demonstrated that dominant bacterial taxa in agriculture soils were found to be Acti-
nobacteria, Gemmatimonadetes, Proteobacteria, Acidobacteria and Chloroflexi. pH
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Fig. 18.2 Effect of a change in environmental condition on the response of soil microbiomes
as revealed by metagenomics and metatranscriptomics. The concept illustrated in this figure was
adopted, modified and redrawn from Prosser (2015)

was found to be one of the major soil characteristics that confer bacterial commu-
nities in agriculture soils. A significant positive correlation was found between soil
pH, soil bacterial α-diversity and abundance of operational taxonomic units. Results
demonstrated that soil pH is a relatively more important factor than nutrients in
shaping soil bacterial communities in agricultural soils.

Metatranscriptomics revealed that the diversity of the rhizospheremicrobiome has
differed from bulk soil and in between plant species, for example, Pea had a stronger
effect on the rhizosphere microbiome than wheat and oat resulted in a different
rhizosphere community. A comprehensive understanding of the microbial commu-
nities of the paddy soils driving methane metabolism via the formation hydrogen
and acetate has been established by RNA-based metatranscriptomics (Masuda et al.
2018). Deepmetatranscriptomics analysis revealed that in the anoxic layer,Deltapro-
teobacteria, Planctomycete, Acidobacteria actively generated hydrogen; Further,
Acidobacteria, Betaproteobacteria, Alphaproteobacteria and Deltaproteobacteria
generated acetate; Utilizing both hydrogen and acetate as substrates for methanogen-
esis, the archaeal genera such as Methanoregula, Methanocella and Methanosaeta
actively produced methane in anoxic layers. Subsequently, in the oxic layer, methan-
otrophs related toMethylogaea andMethylocystis readily oxidizedmethane (Masuda
et al. 2018).
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Fig. 18.3 Different soils ecological engineering approaches for local ecosystem management. The
figure was adopted from Bender et al. (2016)

In a study, Sharma et al. (2019) demonstrated a high expression of microbial tran-
scripts in agricultural and organic soils with diversified metabolic functions. This
study provided insights about certain molecular markers which are indicative of
metal and pesticide contamination in soil. It was observed that Archaea had rela-
tively a greater role than bacteria in the soil nitrification process of polluted environ-
ments. Particularly, over-expression of aromatic hydrocarbon-degrading transcripts
indicates the importance of soil microbiomes in the biodegradation of pollutants in
agroecosystems (Sharma et al. 2019).

Community shifts in the structure and composition of the soil microbiomes are
considered as biological indicators for assessing long-termpollution of soils (Subrah-
manyam et al. 2011, 2014b, 2016; Ros et al. 2020; Liu et al. 2018; Kumar et al.
2020a, b, c, 2021). RNA-basedmetatranscriptomics of agriculture soils indicated that
higher expression of transcripts related to heavy metals bioremediation (e.g., thiore-
doxin reductase, mercuric ion reductase, cobalt-zinc-cadmium resistance protein,
etc.). Enhanced RNA transcripts in soils were related to soil C, N, P and S cycles
(e.g., PstA, PstB SoxX, SoxD, SoxA, SoxB, etc.). Large quantity of the transcripts
involved in soil denitrification suggesting its key role in the loss of nitrogen in agricul-
ture soils. Transcripts of sulfur metabolic pathways demonstrated a higher expres-
sion of alkane sulfonate monooxygenase, arysulfatase and sulfonate monooxyge-
nases. This is indicative of active sulfur metabolism wherein microbiomes in these
ecosystems were able to acquire sulfur from organosulfur substances. Higher abun-
dance of pesticides and heavy metal degrading bacteria such as Pseudomonas, Strep-
tomyces Achromobacter, Bacillus, Sphingobium, Serratia, Micrococcus, Desulfob-
ulbus,Ralstonia,Acinetobacter,Desulfobacterium,Thiobacillus Rhodospirillum and
Arthrobacter were noticed in agricultural soils (Sharma and Sharma 2018; Yadav
et al. 2020).
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Metabolomics has the potential to characterize the plant–soil biochemical interac-
tions in the soil ecosystem. Metabolomics has advantages over conventional “Omic
technologies” by determining key metabolites which are utilized by both plants and
microbes. However, only a few metabolomics studies were conducted in soil micro-
biome research (Li et al. 2014).Maizemetabolomic analysis revealed that inoculation
of plant growth-promoting bacteria upregulated the hormone biosynthesis, photosyn-
thesis and TCA cycle metabolites. The ability of plant growth-promoting bacteria
to transform soil metabolic pathways could be utilized to enhance production and
productivity of agriculture crops in polluted soils (Li et al. 2014).

Metaproteomics indicated that proteins expressed in the agriculture crops rhizo-
sphere are unique and are not identified by existingMS/MALDI-TOF. Very complex
interactions were observed between microbiomes and plants in a crop rhizosphere.
Functional analysis of proteins revealed several pathways andmetabolic signal trans-
ductions involved in the soil biotic community (Wang et al. 2011). Metaproteomics
of maize soils identified the upregulation of several proteins related to plant devel-
opment and stress response (Li et al. 2014). Applications of omic techniques in soil
microbiome research were comprehensively reviewed by many authors (Biswas and
Sarkar 2018; Krishna et al. 2019).

18.3 Different Sequencing Technologies in Soil Microbiome
Research

Although Sanger sequencing has been used for decades in soil microbial ecology,
it has certain limitations such as time consuming, not economic and is not a
high-throughput technology. Consequently, it is essential to develop economic
high-throughput sequencing methodologies that will provide information on the
soil microbiomes and their functions in different realms. In the recent past, new
sequencing technologieswere evolved and subsequently commercialized by different
firm’s viz. Applied Biosystems, Thermo Fisher Scientific, Roche Life Sciences
and Illumina (Table 18.1). Generally, these methods were referred to as next-
generation (NGS) or second-generation sequencing technologies which revolution-
ized soil microbiome research. Many sequencing platforms employing NGS have
been developed, including Illumina/Solexa platform, Ion Torrent technology, SOLiD
and pyrosequencing (Krishna et al. 2019), PacBio etc. Comprehensive details for
different sequencing platformswere summarized in Table 18.1. Different sequencing
technologies and their chemistry have been reviewed by previous authors (Ambardar
et al. 2016; Thompson and Steinmann 2010; Krishna et al. 2019).
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18.3.1 “Gene-centric” Versus “Genome-centric”
Metagenomics

Molecular analysis and investigation of individual target genes obtained from
metagenomes are known as “Gene-centric” metagenomics. Most of the soil micro-
biome research at the global scale involves a gene-centric approach. It mainly targets
amplicon-specific sequencing of phylogenetic markers such as 16 rRNA, ITS, etc.
So that it could not be possible to establish the origin of the genes like which
genes originated from which genome. Therefore, it is difficult to establish a link
between soil function andmicrobial phylogeny based on the taxonomic genes. Subse-
quently, it is difficult to reestablish interrelated metabolic pathways operating in
complex soil microbiomes with the help of gene-centric metagenomics. The main
technical limitation in the sequencing of single-cell genome is difficulty in anno-
tating a full coverage of genome assembly. These limitations can be addressed with
genome-centric metagenomics.

In contrast to gene-centric’ metagenomics, “genome-centric” metagenomics is
considered to be a holistic approach as it aims to obtain complete sequences of
genomes in a given soil sample through single-cell genomics or theDenovo assembly
of individual genes. Fewdisadvantages of genome-centric’metagenomics involve the
risk of formation of chimeras during genome assembly, in which segments of other
microbial genomes are assembled. These limitations can be minimized by bioinfor-
matics and technological advancements. Kougias et al. (2018) employed a genome-
centric metagenomics approach and reported a spatial distribution of lignocellulose
degrading microbiota with diverse metabolic functions. Most recently “genome-
centric metagnemics” were employed to resolve microbial diversity of denitrifica-
tion pathways, coral reefs and the response of bacteria to operational disturbances
in activated sludge (Gao et al. 2019; Pérez et al. 2019; Glasl et al. 2020). A detailed
account of Gene-centric’ versus “genome-centric” metagenomics was discussed by
Prosser (2015).

Metatranscriptomics provide us to understand the functional roles of microor-
ganisms in soil-ecosystem services. Nevertheless, the diversity and composition
of microbiomes in diverse soils are rarely addressed owing to enormous habitat
complexity and micro-scale heterogeneity. Furthermore, recent advancements in
computational biology and the development of algorithms such as Check-M,
MetaBAT and MaxBin, etc., facilitate us to reconstruct metabolic pathways of
microbial genomes in complex soil microbiomes (Kang et al. 2019; Wu et al. 2011).

18.3.2 Functional Potential of Soil Microbiomes
to Environmental Changes/Disturbances

Understanding soil microbiomes and their potential multifunctionality under
contrasting environmental factors such as nutrient availability, pH, temperature,
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moisture, etc., is a complex subject in soil ecology (Yadav et al. 2020). It is essen-
tial to understand the dynamic responses of global soil microbiomes to physical,
chemical, biological changes including soil-plant-microbe interactions for devel-
oping/predicting long-term soil-ecosystem models. However, small numbers of
investigations have employed multi-omics technologies to decipher the impact of
soil contamination/environmental changes at functional and taxonomic levels in the
soil microbiome (Jiao et al. 2019). Identifying the factors for microbial community
stability such as “resilience (the degree of rate of recovery after disturbance) and
resistance (inherent capacity of insensitivity to disturbance)” is of paramount impor-
tance for forecasting microbiome response to environmental stress. Comprehensive
details on concepts of microbiome resilience and resistance were reviewed by Shade
et al. (2012). Measuring the soil microbiome response to a disturbance has been a
subject of interest for many decades.

Agricultural ecosystems are currently facing various anthropogenic and envi-
ronmental perturbations such as climate change, pollutants, heavy metals, antibi-
otics pesticides, fertilizers and organic residues (Trenberth et al. 2014; Callaway
et al. 2011, Subrahmanyam et al. 2014a, c; Prasad et al. 2012; Singh et al. 2020)
(Table 18.2). Soil microbes play significant roles in driving the global biogeochem-
ical cycles (C, N, P, S, Fe, etc.) and recycling of organic and inorganic elements
(Falkowski et al. 2008; Subrahmanyam et al. 2014b). Sincemicrobes plays a crucible
in soil-ecosystem functioning, it is imperative to elucidate spatio-temporal dynamics
of soil microbiomes and their diversity under contrasting disturbances. This infor-
mation is required to mitigate environmental pollution and mitigate agro-ecosystem
contamination.

Metatranscriptomics is considered to be advanced technology to capture func-
tional gene expression patterns in soil microbiomes and subsequently investigates
their responses to environmental perturbations. The effect of a change in environ-
mental condition/disturbance on the response of soil microbiomes as revealed by
metagenomics andmetatranscriptomicswas comprehensively illustrated in Fig. 18.2.
A small change in the soil environment (temperature, pH or any disturbance) is
unlikely to change any significant soil microbiome community composition. This
could be due to physiological plasticity and flexibility within the prevailing micro-
biome (Terzaghi and O’Hara 1990; Prosser 2015). However, a little environmental
change in the soil-ecosystem could lead to a subtle change in bothmetabolic profiling
and activity which can be reflected in metatranscriptomics. Such type of responses
would not be traced in metagenomes as discussed earlier (Prosser 2015); Amoderate
environmental impact could lead to a change in the distribution of the different
phylotypes at the metagenomics level. However, at the metatranscriptomics stage,
one can notice a relative change in the expression of new genes which belong to
phylotypes adapted to environmental disturbance. A change in the relative expres-
sion of existing transcripts was also noticed at the metatranscriptomics level. Large
and extreme changes in the soil environment could possibly make either expression
of new RNA transcripts (At metatranscriptomics level) or extinction of susceptible
phylotype or the invasion of new species at metagenomics level. Extreme changes
in the soil-ecosystem may also induce mutations/adaptations in existing phenotypes
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subsequently expression of new genes contributes to a different kind of metatran-
scriptome.Table 18.2 summarizes the important observations inmicrobiome research
with response to soil physical, chemical and biological disturbances.

The diversity and species richness of soil bacterial communities differed by type
of the ecosystem (Table 18.2; Fierer et al. 2009, Fierer and Jackson 2006). The differ-
ences in microbiome structure were largely explained by soil pH. Higher bacterial
diversity was observed in neutral soils whereas lower bacterial diversity was noticed
in acidic soils (Wu et al. 2017). Results suggested that microbial biogeography is
primarily controlled by edaphic variables which are different from the biogeography
of “macro” organisms (Fierer and Jackson 2006). The abundance and composition of
soil microbiomes were greatly influenced by soil pH. This could be due to the mech-
anism of the pH for mediation of nutrient availability in the soil. Bacterial genera
such as Bradyrhizobium, Bacteroides, Clostridium, Mycobacterium, Paenibacillus,
Rhodoplanes and Ruminococcus were abundant in the soil (Zhalnina et al. 2015; Wu
et al. 2017).

Land-use patterns and system restoration activities showed a greater effect on soil
microbiomes (Sui et al. 2019). The diversities of fungi, bacteria, and Acidobacteria
were influenced by the change in land-use patterns. A low abundance of bacteria,
Acidobacteria and fungi were noticed in the wetlands and their abundance was
substantially increased in arable land (Sui et al. 2019). The composition of soil
microbiomes was altered by changing land use. The community structure of soil
microbiomes was influenced by seasons and the diversity was shaped principally
by water scarcity. A higher abundance of Proteobacteria and Actinobacteria were
noticed in the rainy and dry seasons, respectively. In addition to this, the availability
of nutrients also showed a significant role in shaping the microbiome assemblages
in soils under agriculture management. Soil microbiomes were greatly influenced by
agriculture practices and showed contrasting genetic potential for C acquisition and
biogeochemical cycling (Lacerda Júnior et al. 2019).

18.4 Limitations of Soil
Metagenomics/Metatranscriptomics

Soil metagenomics and metatranscriptomics have certain limitations and biases as
like as in any other molecular techniques. These limitations are mainly confined to
protocols that are related to lysis of microbial cells, genomic DNA/RNA extraction
along with sequencing errors (Lombard et al. 2011). The stability of the extracted
nucleic acids (DNA or RNA) has also posed a major problem in soil metagenomic
studies. There are certain main limitations found in absolute quantification and
accurate annotation of sequenced genes. Therefore, complete soil metagenome or
metatranscriptome coverage is very difficult to achieve; for instance, Howe et al.
(2014) in a study reported that deep coverage of the majority of a soil microbiomes
was not accomplished, even after processing 398 billion base pairs of sequence



18 Global Scenario of Soil Microbiome Research: Current Trends … 591

data. It was highlighted that sixty percent of proteins predicted in sequencing data
were not matched with existing databases indicating the limitations of the existing
databases, for example, Genomes Orthology database and Kyoto Encyclopedia of
Genes. Further, they suggested thatmore deep sequencing data are required to charac-
terize the functional content of soil microbial communities. More importantly “Omic
techniques” require substantial computational resources to annotate and predict the
genes obtained through De novo metagenomic assembly.

Functional gene identification in a metagenomics library is not a substantiated
proof of its expression at the RNA level or its activity at the protein level. The qual-
itative presence of functional gene may be cryptic in nature and the gene transcript
could not be translated or the host organism may be inactive or dormant. One should
be noted that the prevailing environmental conditions such as temperature, pH, water
availability and substrate concentra-tion may likely inhibit the activity of the func-
tional gene product. The amount of a particular enzyme in the soil may be accurately
reflected by quantitative soil metagenomic data, but it would not deliver much infor-
mation about the process rate/metabolic flux. It is a well-known phenomenon that the
cellular flux of metabolites in a metabolic pathway relies on the available quantities
of other co-enzymes and enzymes of the same metabolic pathway (Kacser 1983).
Accordingly, the potential metabolic flux of the related pathway could not be sensi-
tive to different quantities of the encoding gene. Prosser et al. (2015) opinioned that
metagenomics may not provide complete information related to physiological char-
acters, for example, susceptibility to predation, optimum pH and temperature for
growth, minimum and maximum specific growth rates, saturation constants, etc. A
small change in a soil environment (temperature, pH or any disturbance) is unlikely
to induce any change in soil microbiome community composition. This could be due
to plasticity and flexibility within the prevailing microbiome (Terzaghi and O’Hara
1990; Prosser 2015). However, it is noticed that a small change in soil environment
may lead to subtle changes inmetabolic profiling and activity. Such type of responses
would not be traced in metagenomes (Prosser 2015).

Drawing correlations between soil physicochemical characteristics and metage-
nomic data for obtaining meaningful information is difficult. This could be due to
temporal and spatial heterogeneity of soil matrix whichwill separate substrates phys-
ically from cells that contain a functional gene involved in the metabolism of those
substrates (Prosser 2012; Schimel and Schaeffer 2012). The fundamental quest in
soil microbiome research is how soil microbial diversity is produced andmaintained.
Conventionally, the fundamental processes that are responsible for inducing genetic
diversity in species are defined as evolutionary processes which include genetic
drift, gene flow, mutation, and selection (Hartl and Clark 2007). Conversely, the
fundamental forces that are driving diversity among species are in general referred
to as ecological processes which include ecological drift, selection, speciation and
dispersal (Vellend 2010; Zhou and Ning 2017). Metagenomics, or metatranscrip-
tomicsmay not delivermuch information to understand these fundamental ecological
mechanisms that are driving soil microbial communities.

Although metagenomic sequencing can provide certain information on great
plate count anomaly, it is fundamentally difficult to understand the functionality
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of metabolic pathways of uncultivable microbes in soil (Stewart 2012). Cultiva-
tion of uncultivable soil microbiota in the laboratory is necessary to understand
complete physiology and their functional roles in soil microbial ecology and host
plant improvement. Stewart (2012) discussed advancements made in co-culture tech-
nique suitable for growing uncultivable microbes in the laboratory by providing
in situ environment. Further, a novel “micro-cultivation technology” to increase
more resolution and exploit rare microbial species from the complex environment
was highlighted in the same study.

18.5 Future Prospects in Soil Microbiome Research

18.5.1 Biodiversity and Biogeography

Six distinct biogeographical regions are found on the Earth’s surface (Lomolino
et al. 2006). The biogeographic regions are defined as land surface areas that harbor
distinctive plants, animals and other biota. The distribution of specialized biotas is
hypothesized to exist due to evolutionary events such as vicariance, separation and
dispersal of species by various barriers (Womack et al. 2010). Much emphasis was
given to the distribution of microbiota and the corresponding ecosystem processes
that underlie species distribution. Gourmelon et al. (2016) inferred that microbial
species distribution, abundance, richness were related to the type of surface vegeta-
tion and the prevailing plant species. Each plant possesses its specializedmicrobiome
because of multifactorial linkages between abiotic and biotic factors in contrasting
geographical regions (Gourmelon et al. 2016). Dispersal limitation in the context of
the biogeographical-island theory proposed by MacArthur and Wilson (1963), can
explain differences in microbiomes of various geographical locations (Gourmelon
et al. 2016). Similar observations were reported by Malard et al. (2019) wherein
spatial and edaphic factors played an important role in the structure of Arctic soil
bacterial communities. It was elucidated that pH as the key environmental driver
shaping Arctic soil bacterial communities. However, still, our understanding of the
different processes of the biosphere is limited. Therefore, polyphasic studies should
be carried out to understand the biosphere, one that links knowledge about biodi-
versity and biogeography in the atmosphere, hydrosphere and lithosphere (Hanson
et al. 2012; Womack et al. 2010).

Gaston (2000) described that species richness is found to be higher in the tropics
and gradually declines toward the poles.Molecular studies focused on the continental
scale distribution and diversity of soil microbiomes revealed a lot of uncertainty in
the global biogeography of soil biota due to a lack of data on patterns. Unraveling
the factors that regulate soil microbiomes, biogeographical distribution, succession
and functions are poorly understood in soil microbiology. Stochastic processes are
thought to have minimal roles in driving soil microbiomes and their functions in the
ecosystem process (Zhou and Ning 2017). It is believed that heterogeneous selection
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by different biotic and abiotic environmental conditions making for more dissimilar
andmore diversifiedmicrobial structures amongmicrobiomes. This type of selection
is known as variable selection (Zhou and Ning 2017) and we anticipate that variable
selection is one of the major underlying forces in leading diversified microbiomes in
soils at the global scale. It is demonstrated that biodiversity is of paramount impor-
tance for ecosystem functioning (Cardinale 2012; Knelman and Nemergut 2014;
Bardgett andVanDerPutten 2014), but the underlying forces driving the relationships
between microbial communities and ecosystem functioning are still not clear. A few
studies indicate that stochastic processes are important for regulating both microbial
community structure and corresponding ecosystem functions (Fukami et al. 2010;
Zhou et al. 2013). Nevertheless, systematic studies across diverse ecosystems are
necessary to understand whether stochastic community assembly processes affect
ecosystem functioning or not.

18.5.2 Sustainable Soil-Ecosystem Management

Recent studies unraveled that soil biodiversity is crucial to support several ecosystem
functions simultaneously (Delgado-Baquerizo et al. 2016; Wagg et al. 2014). It is
observed that intensive management of agricultural practices, for example, indis-
criminate use of pesticides, fertilizers, soil tillage and monocropping have adverse
effects on soil biota consequently reduce overall soil microbial biomass and diver-
sity (McDaniel et al. 2014). An apparent microbial community shift in soil micro-
biomes was observed because of intensive land-use management practices (Tardy
et al. 2015). Similarly, Philippot et al. (2013) emphasized that the loss in microbial
diversity affects nitrogen cycling and other terrestrial ecosystem process. Therefore,
soil microbial diversity has to be enhanced andmaintained for the proper functioning
of agro-ecosystem. It is proposed that sustainability in agricultural soils can be main-
tained by regulating internal ecosystem processes (Hota et al. 2021; Bender et al.
2016; Kumar et al. 2019a, b; Kumari et al. 2020; Rai et al. 2020). Recently, soil
ecological engineering has gained a lot of momentum and is considered to be an
important concept to enhance sustainable productivity in human land-use systems
(Bender et al. 2016).

Soil ecological engineering is a comprehensive approach wherein soil biolog-
ical processes are maximized for sustainable ecosystem functioning. This is one
of the holistic approaches to minimize negative environmental impacts in agro-
ecosystems and provide global food security. Figure 18.3 illustrates different soil
ecological engineering approaches for local ecosystem management. Bender et al.
(2016) comprehensively reviewed soil ecological engineering and biodiversity for
sustainable agriculture/human land-use systems.

Agro-ecosystems are generally characterized into extensive and intensive systems
with a different rate of productivities. The extensive agro-system is accompanied
by high biodiversity, low resource output and inputs, low level of productivity and
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enhanced internal soil regulatory processes. While the intensive agro-system is char-
acterized by depleted biodiversity, high resource inputs-losses, high rate of produc-
tivity and decreased internal soil regulatory processes. Both of these systems have
merits and demerits in terms of productivity and internal soil regulatory processes.
Therefore, the ecological intensification approach needs to be implemented to bring
sustainability in ecosystem multifunctionality. Bender et al. (2016) describe that
the ecological intensification approach combines both traits (extensive and intensive
agrosystems) and leads to an ideal sustainable agro-ecosystem that comprised rich
biodiversity, moderate resource inputs/low nutrient losses, higher productivity and
enhanced internal soil regulatory process. The ecological intensification approach
further maximizes agro-ecosystem multifunctionality.

18.5.3 Rhizosphere Microbiome—Plant Health

Rhizosphere microbiomes that are assembled near roots can harbor up to 10−11

microbial cells and approximately 30,000 different microbial species per gram of
root (Sharaff et al. 2020; Egamberdieva et al. 2008). Rhizosphere microbiomes are
considered to be one of the complex-ecosystems on the Earth (Kour et al. 2019;
Subrahmanyam et al. 2020; Weinert et al. 2011; Raaijmakers et al. 2009). Rhizo-
sphere microbiomes utilize a diverse array of metabolites released by plant roots
(Lu et al. 2018). Microbiomes of the rhizosphere are rich in diverse plant growth-
promoting fungi and bacteria (Subrahmanyam et al. 2018, 2020; Sharaff et al. 2020;
Kour et al. 2019). The density and distribution of microbial population in the root
rhizosphere are much higher than in the bulk soil and this phenomenon is known as
the “rhizosphere effect.” Increased plant growth is associated with enhanced plant
defense mechanisms. Root microbiome plays important role in conferring host plant
health (Berendsen et al. 2012). It is evidenced that the plant is able to recruit a
wide variety of microbial populations as its microbiome by secreting root exudates
(Ahemad and Kibret 2014; Rana et al. 2020; Subrahmanyam et al. 2020).

Several abiotic and biotic factors are found to be critical for rhizosphere micro-
biome diversity and species richness. Abiotic factors, such as seasonal variation, pH,
soil temperature, root exudates/chemical substances and biotic factors such as devel-
opmental stages of host plants, root architecture, cultivars and host plant genotypes
act as chemicalmessengers for heterogeneous soilmicrobiota and subsequently influ-
ence the microbiome structure and function (Lakshmanan et al. 2014; Kumar et al.
2019a, b; Verma et al. 2016; Verma et al. 2017; Yadav et al. 2019). The rhizospheric
microbes can induce a series of plant defense mechanisms for host plant growth
and health. Induced systemic resistance (ISR) is one of the defense mechanisms of
plants induced by PGPR to increase vigor and the health of their host plant against
invading pathogen (Pieterse et al. 2014). Recently, excellent reviews on rhizospheric
microbiomes, plant growth-promoting characteristics and their potential agricultural
applications are published (Berendsen et al. 2012; Subrahmanyamet al. 2020; Sharaff
et al. 2020).



18 Global Scenario of Soil Microbiome Research: Current Trends … 595

Rhizosphere microbiomes harbors both useful and harmful microbiota and can
control host plant physiology, growth and development (Subrahmanyam et al.
2020; Subrahmanyam et al. 2018; Sharaff et al. 2020). Further, the healthy mciro-
biomes can prevent plant infection by controlling the pathogen colonization by
either competing or producing antimicrobial compounds such as siderophores, 2,4-
diacetylphloroglucinol, polymyxin, colistin, etc. (Maksimov et al. 2011). The regu-
lation of the plant defense system is generally involved by different phytohormones
such as ethylene, jasmonic acid and salicylic acid (Pieterse et al. 2014). Beneficial
rhizospheric microbes’ triggers induced systemic resistance by modulating salicylic
acid.

The key functions of rhizosphere microbiome include protection against plant
pathogen infection, nutrient acquisition and abiotic stress tolerance in host plants.
Therefore, it is essential to understand the molecular signaling mechanisms between
host plant and microbiome assembly in the rhizosphere by using functional metage-
nomics and transcriptomics. This information can be exploited to develop soil
management practices for increasing plant productivity, designing healthy rhizo-
microbiomes and introduction of novel biocontrol and bio-fertilizer microbes in
sustainable agricultural strategies. Unraveling the mechanisms such as how plants
recruit their selective microbiome and how the rhizosphere microbiome controls host
plant health will open new avenues to increase crop productivity.

18.5.4 Climate Change and Soil Microbiomes

Soil microbiomes perform crucial functions in the elemental cycling of micro and
macronutrients which are vital for the functioning of the above-ground ecosystem.
Nevertheless, still we do not have a general framework at a global scale for predicting
microbiome responses and their ecosystem services to climate change. Recently,
Jansson and Hofmockel (2020) comprehensively reviewed the effect of climate
change on soil microbiomes in diverse soil ecosystems. Mekala and Polepongu
(2019) highlighted the effects of climate change viz. elevated temperature, precipita-
tion, drought and atmospheric CO2 on beneficial plant–microorganism interactions.
Further, they have emphasized that k-strategist or oligotrophic microbial groups and
their abundance are increased under high temperature or drought and their abundance
significantly decreased with elevated CO2. In contrast, r-strategist or copiotrophic
microbial groups shown potential resilience after the disturbance or stress has ended.
Studies on climate change have shown both negative and positive impacts on soil
microbial communities (Mekala and Polepongu 2019). In arid grasslands, Yu et al.
(2018) observed increased expression of functional genes involved in carbon fixa-
tion, nitrogen fixation, CH4 metabolism, decomposition, denitrification, and nitrogen
mineralization under elevated atmospheric CO2 levels.

It is observed that soil respiration, soil organic matter decomposition and micro-
bial biomass content were increased with increased temperature (Bradford et al.
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2008). Long-term experiments on the elevated temperature at Harvard Forest Ecolog-
ical Research Station revealed microbial community reorganization, diversity shift
toward oligotrophic communities, rapid loss of carbon through respiration in the
heated plots than in control soils. A change in microbiome community structure
followed by reduced recalcitrant carbon pools was observed in the same study
(Melillo et al. 2017). Multiyear field experiments and Mesocosm studies revealed
that draught had a more negative impact on bacteria than fungi in grasslands (Upton
et al. 2018; de Vries et al. 2018).

The residential soil microbiomes can either adapt and or dormant or extinct in
response to climate change. Depending on their physiological and genetic poten-
tial, soil microbiomes respond to environmental disturbances in contrasting ways
(Schimel et al. 2007). For example, Hayden et al. (2012) reported community shifts
of fungi, archaea and specific bacterial groups under elevated CO2 in Australian
grasslands. Mekala and Polepongu (2019) proposed that specific functional genes
involved in the N and C cycles can be used to predict the consequences of climate
changes on soil microbial community composition in soil functioning.

Around 30% of the land surface area is occupied by forests and forest soil ecosys-
tems are the major potential sinks for atmospheric carbon as a stable soil organic
matter (Llado et al. 2017). However, it is predicted that because of increasing global
temperature and severity of drought, these forest ecosystems may get converted from
net carbon sinks to net carbon sources globally in the coming future (Kirschbaum
2000). This could be due to increased soil organic matter degradation by microbial
activity (Kirschbaum2000).A similar kind of observationswasmadewith grasslands
which occupy approximately 26% of the earth surface land area and store around
20% of total soil carbon (Ramankutty et al. 2008; Malyan et al. 2019). Therefore,
potential ways and strategies for predicting the response of soil microbial activity and
diversity to climate change needed to be developed and accordingly soil microbiomes
may be exploited to mitigate the negative impacts of climate change.
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