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Officers and Members of the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Science & Technology in Agriculture have been particularly active in Parliament recently. 

On Thursday 15 January, Group chair David Kidney MP asked the following oral question in the House of Commons relation to the European Parliament’s vote on new EU pesticide authorisation rules: 

Mr. David Kidney (Stafford) (Lab): Does this week’s vote on pesticides in the European Parliament mean that the United Kingdom Government have lost the argument on control of existing pesticides, or will there still be the possibility of insisting on a full impact assessment before any change in established practices is forced on British farmers? Should we not make decisions about such changes on the basis of the best possible evidence?

Hilary Benn: I entirely agree, and I have been making the same point for a very long time. Indeed, I have asked the European Commission for a full impact assessment, but none has been forthcoming. As I have said publicly, this is not a very good basis on which to make decisions. If you are asked to sign up to something, it kind of helps if you know what it is that you are signing up to.

I must be frank with the House. I regret that there do not appear to be enough other member states that share the concern that we have expressed so forcefully. We will of course use the possibility that exists in the final shape of the proposals to seek derogations where they are necessary, but there is a fundamental principle here. A balance must be struck. We take the protection of public health extremely seriously, but we must also enable farmers to protect their crops so that we can grow the food that we need. We must make decisions on the basis of good evidence and sound science, and I am sorry that that has not been done on this occasion.

In the House of Lords, Group vice-chair Lord Selborne secured a short dinner hour debate on research funding for agriculture and food yesterday evening (Tuesday 20 January), to which many members of the All-Party Group contributed. 

 

A recurring theme was the importance of agricultural research and innovation in meeting the combined challenges of food security and affordability, global population growth and the impact of climate change. Many speakers referred to the need to reverse the declines seen over the past 25 years in public sector investment in applied agricultural and horticultural research.   

Lord Haskins summarised the tenor of the debate with the following observation:

“At a time of severe crisis, with unprecedented demands on Governments to borrow heavily to revive the economy, it may be tempting for Ministers to slash research budgets in order to reduce public sector debt. However, long term, for Britain and the world, that would be a catastrophic mistake. The world will get over a credit crunch, however painful, but it will not get over a food crisis of Malthusian proportions.”

Concerns over the increasing gap between basic research and applied R&D is, of course, the theme of the All-Party Group’s next meeting on Wednesday 28 January, 4-30 – 6.00pm  in the Grimond Room, Portcullis House. Two eminent speakers from the research community – Professor David Leaver and Professor Jonathan Jones FRS – will address concerns over the fractured R&D pipeline and what the UK agricultural science base needs to ensure effective delivery of new knowledge into practical, on-farm application. I do hope as many as possible of you will be able to attend all or part of what promises to be an extremely thought-provoking session. 

Hansard links to the last night’s debate in the House of Lords are as follows:

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld200809/ldhansrd/text/90120-0011.htm#09012050000233
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld200809/ldhansrd/text/90120-0012.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld200809/ldhansrd/text/90120-0013.htm
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