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1. Election of chair
Following full advertisement of the election on the All-Party Whip, Rt Jane Kennedy MP was confirmed as chair of the All-Party Group, nominated by Jim Paice MP and seconded by Lord Selborne. Ms Kennedy informed members and stakeholders of the Group that since the previous meeting in October she had taken the decision not to stand for re-election as an MP, but remained willing to do everything she could to serve the Group as chair until the General Election. 

2. Guest Speakers – summary of key points / discussion
[Please note that full copies of guest speakers’ slide presentations are available to download via the Meetings section of the All-Party Group web-site at www.appg-agscience.org.uk ]

Paul Mason, Head of Development, Technology Strategy Board

Paul Mason (PM) introduced the Technology Strategy Board (TSB) as a non-departmental Government body set up to invest in business innovation, staffed by around 100 people with experience across a range of business sectors. Through investment in technological innovation, TSB’s objective was to help strengthen the global competitive position of existing UK businesses, to support the growth and development of emerging businesses, and to nurture the businesses set for success in future growth sectors. 
With such a wide-ranging remit across many different business sectors, TSB had to make choices. A budget of £1billion over three years would be invested in the following proportions: 25% to technology-inspired innovation – underpinning capabilities in areas such as bioscience, nanotechnology, electronics and IT; 50% to challenge-led innovation – responding to identified problems and needs (innovation platforms) in specific market sectors; and 25% to the innovation environment – investment in skills, training, education, networking and engaging with people.    

PM explained that the Innovation Platform was a particular format for challenge-led innovation, in which TSB worked closely with Government to identify and address societal challenges. The underpinning rationale was that where particular societal needs were identified, Government could change the market to create opportunities for businesses to address through technological innovation. This approach had originated as a strategy for procuring military equipment, in which Government acted as a springboard for industry to develop solutions. 

PM described seven current Innovation Platforms, including one most recently approved relating to Sustainable Agriculture and Food. Other areas of innovation were also being considered. 

TSB used a toolkit of different delivery mechanisms for investment, from a range of approaches to collaborative R&D funding, single company starter grants and R&D contracts awarded under the Small Business Research Initiative. 
In supporting the innovation climate, TSB was not seeking to reinvent the wheel, but to build networks within communities with similar skills and goals, where knowledge about needs and capabilities could be exchanged. This took the form of ‘many to many’ networks – the Knowledge Transfer Networks - and on a one to one basis through the programme of Knowledge Transfer Partnerships in which 900 people were currently seconded from academic institutions to businesses. 

Turning specifically to the Innovation Platform for Sustainable Agriculture and Food (SAF), PM reinforced the key requirements to establish such a platform: 

· A clearly articulated and quantified societal challenge;

· Government action to address it – could be fiscal, regulatory or procurement;

· Technology as part of the solution;              

· Opportunities for UK businesses with the ability for UK to capitalise – through jobs, wealth creation, competitiveness;

· Added value through TSB investment and involvement.

PM described these components as they related to the SAF Innovation Platform, and thanked UK industry stakeholders for their support in setting up the programme. 

Effectively the societal challenge was to produce more food to feed a growing UK and world population, but to do so more sustainably - using less land and water, producing fewer greenhouse gas emissions, and with less waste. 

To date the Government had responded through a range of regulatory approaches at UK and EU level – for example on pesticide authorisation, water quality, landfill charges and climate change. Other mechanisms were used by Government to influence market activities, such as the requirements attached to the £1.45bn allocated to industry through Single Farm Payments. Government food procurement offered another route to encourage industry to develop and adopt particular practices or products – some 1 billion meals per year were currently purchased by the public sector (schools, hospitals, prisons, military) at a cost of £2 billion.

Having also established that: (i) the UK had the business capability and strength to exploit the opportunities presented by setting up a SAF Innovation Platform; (ii) there was a sufficiently large (global) market opportunity, and (iii) TSB investment could make a difference, a key challenge was to distil out what the programme should focus on. 
PM outlined the following key themes as ‘in scope’ for the SAF Innovation Platform:

· Crop productivity (including non-food)

· Crop protection

· Crop nutrition and management

· Sustainable livestock production

· Waste reduction and management

· Greenhouse Gas reduction technologies and methods. 

Tough decisions also had to be made about what was out of scope, which would include other food security issues, areas such as aquaculture and blue water fishing, retail consumer behaviour and biorefining. A further condition was that TSB-supported projects should have no adverse effect on food safety, nutritional value or biodiversity. 
With just 100 staff based in Swindon, PM highlighted the importance to TSB of working in partnership with a range of other organisations and bodies, from Government departments and research councils through to levy bodies, trade associations and individual businesses. 
Next steps for TSB were to recruit two agri-food specialists to lead the SAF programme; to process the £13 million crop protection competition due to open in January 2010; to design future competitions and ensure the right funding mechanisms were in place to support innovation; and to continue to engage actively with stakeholders in the sector. 

Questions
Jim Paice noted that it was not entirely clear where the division fell between the respective roles of TSB and other funding bodies such as BBSRC – where science ended and technology began. 

PM agreed that it was not always a clear-cut distinction, but indicated that while science was the process of turning money into knowledge, technology was the process of turning knowledge into money. TSB was not concerned with creating new knowledge but was totally focused, through partnership with other organisations, on investing in the application of technology to generate employment, wealth and tax revenue for the UK economy.    
Lord Selborne asked about the requirement for matched industry funding and the status of funding provided via the UK levy boards. 
PM explained that the level of contribution depended on the nature of the project and its proximity to market – there was provision for TSB funding to range from 25% to 75% of the total relative to contributions from industry partners, although most projects worked out at 50/50. Industry funding included in-kind contributions and did not have to be in cash.    
PM acknowledged that levy bodies such as AHDB were defined for state-aid purposes as Non-Departmental Public Bodies and that TSB rules stipulated that funding from such organisations could not currently be treated as matched funding from industry. Legal clarification on this issue was, however, being sought. 

Dr Sue Popple, Deputy Director, Farming & Food Science Group, Defra
From a Defra perspective, Dr Popple explained that the development of an Innovation Platform for Sustainable Agriculture and Food meant that the Defra LINK programme would enter a transitional phase. LINK programmes were now closed to new applications although current management and support would be kept in place to see through existing projects. It was considered that the LINK programme had come to the end of its natural life and current funding from Defra would be reinvested in the new TSB Innovation Platform. 
Questions
Lord Lindsay indicated that some people might not agree that LINK had come to the end of its natural or useful life, and would be looking for reassurance that many of the successful attributes of LINK would not be lost. 
Dr Popple acknowledged that LINK did have a good track record of promoting partnership between different organisations and sectors, but indicated that Defra was finding it difficult to maintain investment in the programme. 

Neil Bragg, HDC, asked how levy bodies should engage with TSB going forward to help shape future programmes and competitions. 

PM indicated that the answer was to talk to TSB – directly by phone or e-mail, through formal workshops or other events, via the Knowledge Transfer Networks. Each Innovation Platform also had its own special interest group to help steer the development of the programme, providing another point of influence for stakeholders. Overall, the message was that TSB was keen to engage – agri-food was a new sector for TSB and to some extent it was a ‘find your way as we go’ approach.

Jane Kennedy asked about TSB’s ability to respond to the specific needs of highly sophisticated and established networks of R&D communities within the agri-food sector, highlighting concerns that TSB should not seek to duplicate or reinvent existing models. 

PM again reiterated that TSB was seeking every opportunity to engage with stakeholders in the sector, and was very happy to be told where it might be going wrong. 

Andrew Colquhoun, National Horticulture Forum, emphasised the importance of resolving the issue of levy board contributions, since levy bodies were in the best position to deliver industry match funding in a sector comprised of many thousands of individual micro-businesses. AC also asked about the status of the ornamental sector in the TSB arena. Support provided by Defra LINK programmes had historically been very much valued by the UK ornamental sector.   

PM explained that TSB was not seeking to address all issues of science and technology in agriculture and horticulture, but was specifically looking to help businesses produce more food with less environmental impact. While non-food crops had been included in the crop protection call, the ornamental sector was considered out of scope. 

Dr Chris Warkup, Director, Biosciences Knowledge Transfer Network

Chris Warkup (CW) introduced the Knowledge Transfer Network (KTN) as one of TSB’s primary mechanisms for engaging with the industrial community. With annual funding of £900,000, the Biosciences KTN had been formed from the merger of three networks – the Bioscience for Business KTN, Food Processing KTN and Genesis Faraday Partnership. Its new TSB contract began on 1 September 2009. 

CW explained that the Biosciences KTN worked across four identified sectors – industrial bioscience, animal breeding and animal health, plant breeding and crop protection, food technology and manufacture – all of which offered potential new opportunities from a joined-up, synergistic approach to focusing research activity on key outcomes and objectives. 

Government chief scientist Professor John Beddington had described the major pressures facing global society in terms of a ‘perfect storm’, in which competition for land use was set against a range of factors including population growth, declining water and oil supplies, climate change and the emergence of new pests and diseases. This presented a number of ‘Grand Challenges’ for science and technology to address:

· Replacing fossil fuels with biofuels and biorenewables;

· Reducing Greenhouse Gas emissions from agriculture and food production;

· Improving industry efficiency to aid food security;

· Delivering foods and nutraceuticals that improve human health;

· Developing control strategies for agricultural pests and diseases.

There were good grounds for optimism about our ability to tackle these challenges thanks to an unprecedented scientific toolbox, drawing on our expanding genetic and biological knowledge, which continued to allow ever higher throughputs at reducing costs. While techniques such as genetic modification may face political issues, at a scientific level there were encouraging signs that previously remote objectives – such as the introduction of nitrogen–fixing mechanisms into commercial crops such as wheat - were now within range. 

A key challenge was to focus limited resources into priority themes to ensure a strong UK science-base could be harnessed and exploited by UK businesses on global markets. Within the Biosciences KTN these priority themes were:

· Food for health;

· Innovation in animal and plant production and performance;

· Renewable and sustainable bioproducts;

· Sustainable food supply and security.

CW cited an example of how genetic improvement in livestock production not only improved productivity and competitiveness for the farmer, but also generated corresponding improvements in environmental performance such as greenhouse gas emissions and global warming potential. 
Over the 20 years 1988-2007, life cycle analysis modelling indicated that the UK layer flock was 25% less polluting per tonne produced due to the contribution of improved genetics. Other intensive livestock sectors (broilers, pigs, dairy) had also shown marked improvements in productivity and related environmental indicators over the same period. 
However, similar productivity gains had not been made in beef and sheep production over the past 20 years. This was due to a number of factors, including the relatively slow biology of beef and sheep with only one progeny per year, but also the lack of on-farm genetic services or progressive management practices such as feed efficiency recording. This situation could quite readily be changed, and CW predicted that if average genetic improvement across the sector could be delivered onto farm it would improve performance by 8%. 

Priorities for the cattle and sheep sectors should be to increase uptake of existing improved stock, to enable selection for feed efficiency, and to reduce waste due to endemic disease. CW noted the contradiction inherent in current environmental stewardship schemes which rewarded farmers for stocking old rare breeds but did not offer similar incentives for keeping less polluting livestock.               
CW described the KTN’s central role as a catalyst in building links between research funders and investors, the research base and the business community. The KTN’s key objectives, drawing on existing networks, were:

· To deliver improved business performance through innovation; 
· To drive knowledge transfer between the supply and demand sides of technology-enabled markets;

· To facilitate innovation and KT by providing UK businesses with the opportunity to meet and network;

· To provide a forum for a coherent industry voice to government of its technology needs. 

In conclusion, CW set the enormous challenges facing global food production in perspective by quoting FAO Director General Jacques Diouf as follows:
‘Over the next 50 years, the world’s farmers and ranchers will be called upon to produce more food than has been produced in the past 10,000 years combined, and to do so in environmentally sustainable ways.’

Questions

Jim Paice asked how the KTN actually went about getting improved knowledge into on-farm practice. 

In relation to improved livestock genetics, CW indicated that the levy boards had established Knowledge Transfer programmes to deliver better returns on farm. The sheep industry faced many challenges, and producers did not have the same mentality of tracking progress as in other livestock sectors. Some abattoir groups were providing recording services, but it was also worth considering whether there was a way to use SFP payments to farmers to incentivise good practices such as the adoption of improved genetics. 

CW added that Defra was currently scoping the feasibility of setting up a Genetic Improvement Network for ruminant livestock – covering beef, sheep and dairy – to operate on a UK-wide basis, This would offer a potential route to highlight the value of genetic improvement and the importance of on-farm practices such as feed efficiency recording – not only for productivity but also for reduced GHG emissions. 

Ian Ashton, Horticultural Trades Association, expressed concern that the four areas of scope for the SAF Innovation Platform did not extend to ornamental horticulture. Pests and diseases did not make a distinction between food-related and ornamental horticulture, which shared many technological approaches in areas such as production, crop protection and waste management, offering major opportunities for wealth creation.       
Paul Mason indicated that TSB directors had determined that the scope originally proposed for the SAF Innovation Platform had been too broad. Since ornamental horticulture used so many of the same technologies – glasshouse, pest and disease control, waste management – there was nothing to stop ornamental horticulture from exploiting the benefits of TSB-funded advances in other areas of horticulture. 

Professor David Leaver, chair of the Defra LINK Sustainable Livestock programme and a member of the Council of Food Policy Advisers, welcomed the move away from a linear approach to R&D in favour of a partnership approach. As a LINK programme chair, he accepted that things have to move on and did not see the transition to TSB as a bad thing. However, since the scope of TSB was narrower than LINK, it was important to understand what would happen to those areas of applied public sector research expertise which fell out of scope, particularly if TSB was sold on the basis that it would bring more R&D investment into the industry.   

Chris Atkinson, East Malling Research, expressed concern that TSB would not be a replacement for HortLINK, and highlighted the urgent need to clarify the status of levy body funding under state aid rules. Time was running out before the first crop protection call. 

Helen Ferrier, NFU, asked who would manage TSB-funded projects – LINK projects had been managed by academic partners. Also if levy bodies were excluded under state-aid rules would TSB be expecting individual farm businesses to be involved in submitting project applications.

PM indicated that TSB wanted projects to be led by business – academic partners could be included in project consortia but did not have to be. Businesses applying for TSB support could be any organisation which charged money for a product or service and made a profit. Project management expenses were an allowable cost but the preference would be for industry to manage the projects themselves since this offered an increase incentive for the project to succeed and deliver results.   

PM agreed about the urgent need to clarify the levy-funding position, and hoped this would be resolved sooner rather than later. However, in the absence of a firm decision either way, he advised people putting together proposals for the crop protection call to scope out two scenarios, one with and one without levy body contributions. 

Concluding the meeting, Jane Kennedy thanked guest speakers for their contributions to a highly informative and thought-provoking session. 

She also thanked members and stakeholders for their attendance, and noted that the Group’s next meeting, to discuss R&D targets and needs in the UK livestock sector, was scheduled for Tuesday 19 January 2010, from 4.30 – 6.00pm. 

Ms Kennedy also informed the Group that Professor John Beddington, Government Chief Scientific Adviser, had accepted the invitation to speak at the All-Party Group’s AGM on Tuesday 23 March 2010, from 4.30-6.00pm. 
It was hoped to organise a further session in February to consider R&D targets and needs in the arable sector, with a specific focus on wheat – details to be confirmed. 

