
Effects of litter functional dissimilarity on litter decomposition 

Background:  
It is well known that primary producer diversity affects decomposition processes across biomes (Handa et al. 

2014). However, the mechanisms behind the effect of primary producer diversity on litter decomposition are still 

not well understood (Hättenschwiler, Tiunov & Scheu, 2005). A major hypothesis builds on the activation of the 

degradation of slowly decomposable litter by fast decomposable litter, the so-called priming effect (Chen et al. 

2014, Guenet et al. 2008). However, mechanisms behind the priming effect stay controversial (see 

Blagodatskaya & Kuzyakov 2008). Chen et al. (2014) showed the importance of carbon and nitrogen availability 

on priming effect. Here is why, dissimilarity of litter chemical traits (i.e. carbon and nitrogen content) within a 

mixture may play a key role on priming effect. We would like to explore the effect of litter functional 

dissimilarity on the decomposition process. To assess this, we will measure decomposition rates of species within 

different litter mixtures in order to measure species-specific decomposition as well as potential priming effects 

between species.   

Method 
A litter decomposition experiment was set up within the framework of BEF-China experiment, where tree 

diversity is manipulated in a Chinese subtropical forest. In November 2018, we collected litter within the 

framework of TreeDì project (https://www.idiv.de/web/treedi.html), where tree species pairs of twelve local tree 

species are sampled along a tree diversity gradient (Bruelheide et al. 2014). In December 2018, litterbags filled 

with litter from the tree species pairs were installed within a common garden experiment, with consistent climatic 

and soil biotic conditions. In September 2019, we will sample the litterbags to identify and measure the remaining 

litter.  

Master’s student profile 
We are looking for a master student in ecology with great interest in experimental ecological research. The 

student should be ready to work in subtropical conditions, but also to process samples in the lab and run statistical 

analyses.  

Tasks: (1) Field sampling in BEF-China; (2) identification of remaining litter after decomposition; (3) calculating 

decomposition rates; (4) measuring carbon and nitrogen loss; (5) statistical analysis 

Timing: From August 2019 to spring 2020 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contact: remy.beugnon@idiv.de  

Litter collection in BEF-China Chinese subtropical forest  


