
Plants nurture a whole world of creatures in the 
soil, which in return feed and protect the plants.
This diverse community of living organisms 
keeps the soil healthy and fertile. This vast 
world constitutes soil biodiversity and 
determines the main biogeochemical processes 
that make LIFE POSSIBLE ON EARTH.

Soil biodiversity
is the variation in soil
life, ranging from 
microorganisms to 
macrofauna, and 
everything in between.

Global Soil Biodiversity Atlas,
European Commission.
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Put 
on gloves, 

take out all the 
small animals that 

you can see moving 
and place them in 

a vial

Experiment from the
Global Soil Biodiversity 
Atlas of the European 
Commission
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Soil 
biodiversity can be 

easily studied with simple 
equipment 

While bacteria, fungi, microfauna
(< 0.1 mm, e.g. nematodes) and 

mesofauna (0.1 to 2 mm, e.g. mites) 
require special techniques to be
isolated and extracted from soil, 

macrofauna (> 2 mm, e.g. earthworms)
can be extracted from soil samples 

Here is a simple method to
show visible soil organisms

and compare the effect of diverse 
soil conditions (e.g. forest versus 

prairie, clay soil versus sandy 
soil)

a. delineate a square on the
soil surface (e.g. 25×25 cm)

b. dig around this area to a
given depth (e.g. 10 cm) in order to

have an isolated block of soil

c. carefully lift this block of soil
(25 × 25 × 10 cm) and place it

on a tray 
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When you are 
sure that all 

animals have been 
removed, they can be 
counted and viewed 

under a simple 
microscope or 

magnifying 
glass
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If needed, the 

procedure can be 
repeated for deeper 

layers (e.g. 10 to 20 cm) 
and the results 
compared The 
diversity of soil 

organisms can be 
evaluated
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The diversity of soil organisms can be 
evaluated by simply separating them

by shape and size. Numbers and types
of individuals will differ according

to soil types and habitats 
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WHAT
IS soilbiodiversityDid you 

know that soil is a 
living resource, home to 

more than 25% of our 
planet’s biodiversity and 

that there are over 40 000 
different organisms in 

only 1 g of soil?

let’s 
take a look at the 

many roles of soil 
biodiversity

Let’s 
take a look at 

the biodiversity 
in YOUR soil 

©
 F

AO
, 2

02
0

CA
78

03
EN

/1
/0

2.
20

20

15a


