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EDITORIAL
German biodiversity assessment goes below ground*
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* This paper is part of the special collection ‘Faktencheck Artenvielfalt’

We are living in times of rapid change and multiple crises. One of the most concerning is the biodiversity crisis. This
refers to the global loss of biological diversity caused by us humans: the disappearance of habitats, the rapid change
in biotic communities, the shrinking of animal and plant populations, their genetic impoverishment and ultimately
their extinction. As a consequence, the functioning and service provisioning of ecosystems also change, often for the
worse. These interrelationships were impressively summarised for our planet in the report of the World Biodiversity
Council (IPBES 2019). But how does the biodiversity crisis manifest itself in Germany and what are the reasons for
these changes? What are the consequences for our ecosystems and thus for our livelihoods? What about our efforts to
protect and promote biodiversity? And what are our options to raise awareness and thus to initiate a transformation
to an economy with and for biodiversity?

Despite the importance of these issues, there has been no representative and long-term recording of biodiversity
and its influencing drivers in Germany to date. Nor is there any systematic recording of the service provisioning
of our ecosystems or the success of conservation measures. At the same time, hardly any other country conducts
as much research and surveys on biodiversity as Germany - in universities, research institutions, societies and
associations. Scientific breakthroughs in recent decades have generated a flood of new data and findings that can
make an important contribution to the conservation practice of biodiversity. And still, a lack of awareness and interest
has led to a lack of data and knowledge for certain groups of organisms. This is very prominent for soil biodiversity.

Over 50% of the world’s terrestrial species spend at least part of their lives in the soil. Although numerous surveys
and reports have analyzed the state of biodiversity, ecosystems and their services in recent years, a specific focus
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Figure 1. The German biodiversity assessment “Faktencheck
Artenvielfalt” (Wirth et al. 2024a).

on soil biodiversity has often been lacking and is
often not taken into account by decision-makers when
it comes to the designation of conservation areas. This
fact is of particular concern because soil biodiversity
plays a crucial role in the provision of many important
ecosystem services. Soil harbors a wide diversity
of organisms - from micro- to macroorganisms and
from terrestrial to aquatic organisms - which has
hampered previous efforts to develop a satisfactory
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understanding of how biodiversity is distributed in
soil, and what the main drivers of this diversity are.

The German biodiversity assessment “Faktencheck
Artenvielfalt” (Wirth et al. 2024a, Wirth et al. 2024b;
soon available in English) brought together more
than 150 authors from a wide range of scientific and
practical disciplines to address such knowledge gaps
(Fig. 1).

After the assessment’s initial publication on October
1st 2024 (Fig. 2), twenty-one authors have once again
joined forces to shed light on the current state of
knowledge on various aspects of soil biodiversity,
based on the authors’ expert knowledge and extensive
literature research in German and English. Particular
emphasis is placed on the role of soil organisms for
essential ecosystem functions and services. Important
drivers of soil biodiversity changes are identified.
Conservation measures are evaluated in their effect
on soil biodiversity. Finally, the role of different actor
groups and the importance of education in initiating
a transformative change towards more awareness and
conservation effort for soil biodiversity are discussed.
With this special collection of Soil Organisms (in
this and the next couple of issues), the experts of the
“Faktencheck Artenvielfalt” take it into their hands to
promote the importance of soil biodiversity research
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Figure 2. The importance of soil biodiversity was presented to a large audience as part of the festive publication event of the German
biodiversity assessment “Faktencheck Artenvielfalt” in Berlin in autumn 2024.
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not only for Germany but as a basis for formulating
international policy goals for maintaining soil
biodiversity.
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