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1. Dr Sam Millar, Campden-BRI

Dr Millar described the sourcing of wheat supply in the UK, which has changed dramatically over the past 30-40 years. Thanks to improvements in both plant breeding and baking technology, UK flour millers’ usage of home-grown wheat for bread-making has increased from around 40% in the mid-1970s to more than 80% today. 

Overall the UK produces some 15-16 million tonnes of wheat per annum, out of a global total of 600 million tonnes. UK flour millers process around 5.5 million tonnes of wheat each year – in bread wheat an estimated £2.3bn of value is added from primary processing to retail. 

Dr Millar described the structure of the wheat supply chain in the UK, from plant breeder to consumer. Grain is traded on agreed specifications – generally by variety - with each link in the chain focused on adding value. 
Independent evaluation and recommendation of new varieties is a key element in the process of adding value to UK wheat – Dr Millar highlighted the information available to growers and end-users through the HGCA Recommended List and nabim Wheat Guide. 

Dr Millar then focused on the current research framework for wheat improvement, stretching from the basic and strategic work funded by the Research Councils and taking place at Research Institutes and University Departments, through to more applied or translational research of the kind supported by Defra LINK Projects and the Levy Boards, and on to commercial research undertaken and funded by the private sector. 

In Dr Millar’s view, the LINK Programme had proved an effective mechanism to deliver advances in applied research, involving extensive collaboration between public and private sector. 

Dr Millar highlighted two successful LINK Projects in which both nabim and Campden-BRI were involved. 
The first project – a £1.1m programme running from 2001-2008 - aimed to investigate and identify the genetic factors determining optimum breadmaking quality in home-grown wheat, potentially leading to the characterisation and development of  the necessary markers and information to help plant breeders improve the precision and success of future breeding programmes. 

The second project, due for completion in 2010, was focused on delivering stability in a particular wheat quality parameter, known as Hagberg Falling Number (HFN), which strongly influences crumb texture and quality in bread. 
Both projects offered significant potential to improve understanding of the genetic factors underlying breadmaking quality in wheat. 

Despite the success and value of such projects, however, Dr Millar expressed concern at the current uncertainty surrounding the future of LINK Projects, and the apparent lack of progress towards the development of an Agri-Food Platform within the remit of the Technology Strategy Board. 

Dr Millar believed it was essential to retain public sector involvement and investment in collaborative research of this kind, particularly where long-term, genetic solutions were involved. A purely market-based approach to financing such research was unlikely to deliver results, since the scale of investment required far exceeded current wheat royalty income to plant breeders of around £16m pa.  

In conclusion, Dr Millar highlighted the UK wheat supply chain as an integral part of the UK agri-food sector, adding significant value through the application of technology. Continued innovation for the benefit of farmer, processor and end-consumer would mean building on successful whole chain approaches to research, which relied on interaction along the supply chain and between Government and industry. Developing and implementing an effective platform to support applied research was key to delivering future innovation.

2. Questions and discussion

Discussion following Dr Millar’s presentation highlighted the following issues:

Future breeding targets – climate change, improved nutrition, reduced dependence on Nitrogen fertiliser;
Whether UK wheat yields have reached a plateau, or whether there is an widening gap emerging between trial yields (increasing) and national yields (static) due to a range of factors, included growers cutting back on inputs to save costs; 

Role of GM technology in wheat – no commercial GM wheat yet introduced, but potential for quicker integration and targeting of desirable traits given consumer acceptance. 

On behalf of the All-Party Group, David Kidney MP thanked Dr Millar for providing a fascinating and thought-provoking presentation, and also thanked nabim for the excellent venue and hospitality. 

