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The International Symposium on Microbial Ecology, organized by the ISME (International Society of Microbial Ecology) took place from 21st to 26th August 2016 at the Palais des Congres de Montreal in Montreal, Canada. The conference covered areas like biodegradation of challenging contaminants, biodiversity, adaptation and interactions in extreme environments.

The conference celebrated professional exchange and education with over 300 presentations, 800 posters, and more than 2,200 attendees from around the world. It was the largest symposium in the ISME's 40-year history, indicating the importance of microbial ecology across a range of scientific disciplines. The conference consists of invited and offered oral presentations on a wide range of topics from human health to organic agriculture. In addition to plenary sessions of keynote presentations, there were many current sessions of invited and offered presentations. There were poster sessions as well.

The scientific programme covered all aspects of microbial ecology; it had 29 sessions, including the latest development in the diversity and evolution of bacteria, archaea, microeukaryotes and viruses in diverse environments, the interactions between microorganisms and their environment, the communication and networks in biofilm communities, and their involvement in cycling of key compounds and in bioremediation. Many presentations centred on cutting-edge methods in microbial ecology, applying -omics approaches to understand microbial functioning, the genomics and ecophysiology of single microbial cells, and cultivating microbes. 
Naturally, I attended sessions focussing on topics related to soil and host-pathogen interactions; my PhD student also presented a poster on the use of AMF to improve strawberry production. As the Next Generation Sequencing technology has only recently been applied to agriculture, particularly in soil ‘health’ for food productions, there were numerous posters presently preliminary findings from such studies. For instance, many reported that soil microbiology/microbial composition are significantly altered by various agricultural practices, from plant species to irrigation. However, how this altered microbial structure affects crop production is the question to be answered in coming years. There were also a couple of sessions on the role of epiphytes and endophytes played in plant development. 

Attending this conference is particularly beneficial to my research at NIAB EMR as I have only recently engaged in soil microbial ecology, attempting to understand how we could improve crop production without adversely affecting soil health/quality. For instance, we have several ongoing projects on the relationship of plant health with soil and rhizosphere microbiota: (1) apple replant disease, (2) acute oak decline syndrome, and (3) wilt disease on beans. We have also recently successfully obtained a BBSRC-LINK project to determine whether specific endophytes have any effect on the symptom development of apple canker.

I am grateful for the contribution from GCRI trust that enabled me to attend the conference. Attending this conference has broadened my knowledge and helped me to conduct my current research projects and identify new research areas. For instance, I am developing two new BBSRC proposals on microbial ecology: (1) the effect of interactions between introduced biocontrol agents and epiphytes/endophytes on biocontrol outcome using lettuce as a model crop, and (2) the fate of synthetic microbiome in agricultural soils focusing on the effect of soil amendment. 
I was able to network with researchers, who are outside of my past main research activities (epidemiology and disease management). Indeed, through this network, I was later appointed as a Senior Editor of the Phytobiome Journal, a new journal dedicated to the emerging area of microbial ecology associated with plants. This journal is jointly sponsored by American Phytopathological Society and American Microbiological Society.
ISME17 will be held in August of 2018 in Leipzig, Germany; and in 2020, ISME18 - will be in Cape Town, South Africa. 

