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Professor Stephen P. Long, FRS (Steve) was born in London in 
1950. His passion for plant science was the result of an inspir-
ing schoolteacher, Ms. Muriel Hoskins, and recognition that new 
science and biotechnology were needed to address the famines 
being experienced by the Global South in the 1960s. As a result, 
he studied agricultural botany at Reading University, graduating 
with a B.Sc. in 1972. He then went on to earn a Ph.D. from Leeds 
University in 1976 for research that revealed that plants with C4 
photosynthesis were naturally present in the UK and not lim-
ited to tropical regions. He added to this formal education while 
visiting Kenya and India as a teacher for the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP) during the 1970s and 1980s. 
These formative experiences underpinned a research agenda that 
Steve would pursue with remarkable success for the rest of his 
career, that is, understanding and engineering photosynthesis to 
improve agricultural productivity, resilience and sustainability 
in the face of global environmental change. His landmark con-
tributions included work on C4 photosynthesis, photosynthetic 
responses to both heat and cold, photosynthetic and productivity 
responses to atmospheric changes, photosynthetic productivity 
of biomass crops, cross-scale modelling of photosynthesis and 
plant function, and engineering of photosynthesis to improve 
crop yield. Along the way, Steve consistently kept pace with the 
latest technologies, finding ways to leverage them to accelerate 
progress. This included use of in silico modelling, cutting-edge 
methods for growing plants under global change treatments in 
the field, and myriad biotech approaches to crop engineering.

One key hallmark of Steve's career was his ability to build teams, 
both for research and scientific publishing. He established early 
examples of transdisciplinary research teams for plant science 
at the SoyFACE project, Energy Biosciences Institute (EBI), and 
Realizing Increased Photosynthetic Efficiency (RIPE) projects. 
These transdisciplinary teams attracted funding from industry, 
philanthropic and government sources that were distributed 
among national and international networks of collaborators. 
During this time, he met a number of former and current editors 
of Global Change Biology; his warmth and support from many 
interactions are fondly remembered by them.

He also kept his “finger on the pulse” of the research commu-
nity when working as a journal editor for nine journals. This 
included being the Chief and Founding Editor of: Global Change 
Biology, Global Change Biology Bioenergy, and in silico Plants. At 
the time of his death, he had also just conceived and helped to 
launch Global Change Biology Communications. These journals 
created new opportunities for research communities to form on 
topics of special societal importance and at the intersection of 
traditionally siloed subdisciplines. For all these achievements, 
Steve was recognized with many awards and prizes, including 
honorary doctorates from Lancaster University in 2007 and the 
University of Essex in 2023. He was elected a Fellow of the Royal 
Society in 2013 and a member of the U.S. National Academy 
of Sciences in 2019. His expertise was recognized with invita-
tions to provide briefings to President George W. Bush, Princess 
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Anne, and Pope Benedict XVI. Maybe most significantly, Steve's 
impact continues to be amplified by those he recruited into 
plant science and trained. With great care for people at all career 
stages and boundless energy, he mentored more than 50 post-
doctoral scientists and graduate students, many of whom went 
onto successful scientific careers in academia and industry.

Steve amazed his colleagues with his enthusiasm and knowl-
edge of a wide range of fields, but his particular passions were 
to exploit his research to solve critical human problems, with 
bioenergy and photosynthetic enhancement being two areas 
of greatest interest. His bioenergy interests date to at least the 
1990s and were linked to his desire to give people new tools to 
stop global warming. Steve developed large, well-funded pro-
grammes geared to translate basic research advances into new 
applications. Steve joined the University of Illinois, Urbana-
Champaign from the University of Essex in 1999, where he 
established the first experimental dedicated bioenergy crop 
field trials in Illinois, and showed that Miscanthus could be 
produced successfully in Illinois conditions. That work, along 
with Steve's reputation and expertise, laid the foundation for the 
establishment of the BP-funded Energy Biosciences Institute at 
the University of Illinois, in collaboration with UC Berkeley and 
Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, the largest public-
private partnership that any university had established. Steve's 
vision developed into a strong interdisciplinary programme in 
advanced biofuels from cellulosic feedstocks at Illinois that has 
gone on to successfully transition to establish a DOE-funded 
Bioenergy Research Center (Center for Advanced Bioenergy 
and Bioproducts Innovation, CABBI) at Illinois. He put the 
University of Illinois on the map of places leading the field in 
advanced biofuel research. From just a handful of faculty mem-
bers who were working directly on biofuels at Illinois in 2007, 
there are now more than 60 staff that are engaged in CABBI. 
He has left an indelible mark on the University of Illinois and 
people that will carry forth his legacy.

Steve also laid the foundation for the “plants as factories” par-
adigm by leading teams that demonstrated how bioenergy 
crops like sugarcane could be transformed to produce oil in 
their stems and leaves as a feedstock for biofuel. But Steve was 
not content with these achievements. The Realizing Increased 
Photosynthetic Efficiency (RIPE) project, a Gates Foundation-
funded program, developed technologies to increase photo-
synthetic efficiency and revolutionized our understanding of 
photosynthesis and crop productivity, laying the foundation for 
sustainable agricultural innovation worldwide.

Steve was the Chief and Founding Editor of Global Change 
Biology and GCB Bioenergy. For the current and former editors 
of Global Change Biology, and for the wider community, the 
establishment of Global Change Biology was a pivotal moment 
in global change biological and ecological research. Until then, 
articles appeared in the range of zoological/microbiological/eco-
logical/plant science publications—the establishment of Global 
Change Biology gave us a dedicated publication outlet devoted to 
what we were all realizing would become a major issue—global 
environmental change and its consequences. Steve had the goal 
for Global Change Biology to be the world's leading journal in the 
field and worked relentlessly to his last day to make that a real-
ity. Through GCB Bioenergy, Steve inspired an interdisciplinary 

framework, where global environmental change intersected 
with agronomic, technological, economic and policy develop-
ment for the emerging bioeconomy.

Scientifically, Steve consistently challenged us to look ahead, 
asking: ‘What's the next emergent topic in global change bi-
ology? Who should we invite to review it? What commentary 
should we write?’ He was ambitious, not for personal gain, but 
for the journal itself, driven by a vision that Global Change 
Biology should continuously push the boundaries of biological 
sciences in global change research.

After 30 years of development, Global Change Biology has grown 
into a family of journals, including GCB Bioenergy, and now GCB 
Communications, which not only reflects the journal's evolution 
but also Steve's commitment to mentoring the next generation. 
The strength of Global Change Biology lies in the diversity of dis-
ciplines centered on global change. Recognizing that many out-
standing manuscripts were being rejected from Global Change 
Biology due to space limitations, evidence in itself of Global 
Change Biology's success, he championed the formation of the 
new journal Global Change Biology Communications. True to 
Steve's nature, the journal has yet to publish its first issue but is 
already exceeding expectations for submissions.

Steve's leadership made serving on the editorial board of Global 
Change Biology a truly special experience for us as Editors. Early 
in the development of the journals, he invited emerging talented 
scientists in the field from multiple disciplines and countries to 
join him in the adventure, and since then, it has remained a firm 
objective of his leadership to raise the profile, representativeness, 
creativity and effectiveness of the editorial board. Many of us 
were thrilled to have published our PhD and Post-Doctoral re-
search papers in Global Change Biology or GCB Bioenergy before 
becoming editors. Our experience as Editors has been unique, 
largely because Steve fostered a genuine community among 
Editors. Steve showed a sincere interest in what was going on in 
our lives, both scientifically and personally, and this extended to 
his interactions with the superb team supporting Global Change 
Biology and GCB Bioenergy, and staff from the publishers, Wiley. 
Steve had a great sense of British humour that came through 
in his presentations, the Halloween parties he organized in his 
home, and meetings and daily interactions with him. A great 
example of this is the TED talk he gave on “Can we hack photo-
synthesis to feed the world?” https://​www.​ted.​com/​talks/​​steve_​
long_​can_​we_​hack_​photo​synth​esis_​to_​feed_​the_​world​.

Steve was extremely supportive of junior colleagues, and placed 
great importance on interdisciplinary collaborations and in co-
locating researchers from different disciplines under the same 
roof to foster those collaborations. He championed early-career 
researchers and supported women scientists to excel, and he en-
abled us to be true to ourselves and make a difference—to be 
brave. He showed, through example, that it is possible to achieve 
greatness while maintaining a healthy work-life balance.

Steve had a remarkable ability to balance being the ‘chief’ of the 
editorial board, offering leadership, mentorship, and an author-
itative voice when needed, while being exceptionally trusting in 
his team, always handing us the reins and backing us to make 
good and fair decisions. His openness to suggestions, his trust 
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in colleagues, and his commitment to supporting and develop-
ing new editors have been central to the remarkable success of 
Global Change Biology.

Beyond his outstanding scientific insights, Steve possessed 
a rare ability to make science, and our Global Change Biology 
meetings, genuinely enjoyable. He masterfully orchestrated 
the journal, drawing on the diverse opinions of his colleagues 
to create a symphony where every instrument sounded its best. 
Always open to hearing different perspectives, and often very 
diplomatically guiding us toward a shared understanding, with 
kindness and wisdom that made him a truly exceptional people 
coordinator. Importantly, Steve always had our backs. Not a day 
went by where you felt alone as a Global Change Biology Editor. 
He ensured we were heard, protected, and integral to editorial 
decisions, fostering a strong sense of teamwork. As Editors, 
we genuinely enjoyed Steve's and each other's company, often 
laughing late into the night in Oxford pubs! Steve made Global 
Change Biology more than just a journal; he made it a family. 
Thanks to Steve, serving as Editors for Global Change Biology 
and GCB Bioenergy, has been a source of joy and pride for us.

Steve's absence will be deeply felt, and we will cherish his 
friendship and kindness on many levels. But his mentorship, hu-
mility, and dedication to excellence inspired all who had the op-
portunity to work with him. His legacy will continue to live on 
through the transformative journals he built, the generations of 
researchers he guided, and the scientific ideals he championed 
with passion and integrity. We will miss Steve—but we will do 
our best to continue his vision into the future.
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Global Change Biology Editors gathering in Oxford, England in 2019.
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