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Agricultural science a key priority in meeting future food needs 
Three major reports on the issue of food security have been published over the past month, two from the independent think-tank Chatham House and one produced jointly by the Royal Society of Chemistry and the Institution of Chemical Engineers. 

In considering future strategies to meet global food needs, all three reports point to the crucial role of advances in agricultural science and technology – biological, chemical, engineering and IT – supported by increased public sector investment in agricultural R&D.   
In The Feeding of the Nine Billion, Chatham House highlights the risk of a global ‘food crunch’ at some point in the future, and calls for the development of a comprehensive strategy for global food security. Its 10-point plan includes the need to invest in a 21st century Green Revolution based on technological innovation and knowledge transfer. Highlighting recent cut-backs in public sector R&D expenditure – such as a 50% fall in the budget of the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research – the Chatham House report highlights the need for additional public funds to support agricultural research and extension services.  

The vital ingredient, a joint RSC / IChemE report issued in January, points to the achievements of advances in chemistry and biology, and their the large-scale use, in keeping food raw material and ingredients in plentiful supply, but warns that the current food supply chain, based on the innovative use of petrochemical-derived energy in agriculture, food manufacture and distribution, is unsustainable. Matching energy and food demand with declining fossil fuel reserves, without permanently damaging the environment, will require the application of existing and advancing technology at all levels – to increase yields and production efficiency, to reduce waste and to minimise environmental impact. 

Launching the report, Environment Secretary Hilary Benn pointed to a renewed emphasis within Defra of the need for agricultural research to focus on productivity as well as environmental protection:

‘The father of the Green Revolution was Norman Borlaug. He developed dwarf varieties of wheat which maximised yield. He marked the 30th anniversary of his Nobel Peace Prize by making a speech in which he pointed out that if harvests had remained at 1950 levels, then by 2000 an additional 1.8 billion hectares of land would have been needed to match the production levels that increased yields had achieved. That’s an area about the size of South America.  That shows why work to improve yields yet further is so important.’
Earlier this month, Chatham House issued a second report, entitled Food Futures: Rethinking UK Strategy, which focuses specifically on food security implications for the UK, concluding that ‘a food crisis in the UK is not unthinkable’. It suggests that domestic production will continue play a significant role in the UK’s food supply, but that it will need to adapt to become both productive and sustainable. Technological innovation and transfer of best practice will be key, and again the report highlights the need for increased investment in public agriculture and food research, and support for technology transfer initiatives.  
All three reports are available to download from the resources section of the APPGSTA web-site at:  http://www.appg-agscience.org.uk/resource.html
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