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You should not meddle with mud – say parents, fearing dirt, disease and what not. But plants live all their life in the mud! Don’t diseases ever flank them?


The answer is 'Rhizosphere' – the harmonious world just around the plant roots.


The plant wears a thin robe of sticky stuff so that it does not get attacked by any strangers like the disease-causing microbes. This robe is called mucigel. 


Many little creatures like round worms, fungi, amoeba, bacteria live in airspaces in soil around the plant’s root. Some bacteria inform the plant that they have arrived through signals called 'nod factors'. The plant makes tiny homes for them. These are the root nodules or the bulbs that we see in some roots.  


Why does the plant befriend these little creatures ? 


The plant needs to cook its food. It cannot move and get its own packets of stuff for the recipes – Nitrogen, Potassium and Phosphorus compounds. These microbes, especially the bacteria, take Nitrogen, Potassium and Phosphorus from the air and change them into compounds that the plants can take in and use.


The bacteria also eat all the waste shed by the plant. Many of these microbes decompose the waste products around to produce humus. 


The little creatures aren't uniform. They are of various sizes and natures. The smallest ones are the bacteria and the fungi. These eat up animal and plant waste. Squiggly creatures like amoeba eat the bacteria. Little bugs, insects (arthropods) and worms consume the fungi. Bigger bugs and worms eat the smaller ones up. This goes on till the bugs and worms are big enough to be caught by birds and bigger animals. 


The bird and animal wastes again fall into the soil for the microbes to make into humus. 

While the eating cycle goes on, they also eat up any alien microbes that may be around. Any evil little creatures that may cause plant disease are gobbled up too, protecting the plant.


The decomposed animal and plant waste, i.e., the humus, and the soil around the plant's root make the creatures' home. Air spaces are more when there is more humus. Many microbes and more humus make umpteen little spaces or pores in the soil. When it rains and when you water your dear plant, the water trickles down through these pores. They also get trapped in some. These little drops of water are drunk in by the plant's root. The water drops also moisten the food that little creatures eat. The humus and water help the organisms to reproduce too.


Some of the microbes are like the plants. They sleep and breathe during the night and help the plant make food during the day. 


Now you know how the Rhizosphere works. Next time you water your little plant, greet the  root's little world and all the other microbes around!

