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All-Party Group Visit to NIAB, Cambridge 
I am very grateful to Professor Wayne Powell and his colleagues at the National Institute of Agricultural Botany (NIAB) in Cambridge for hosting such an informative and thought-provoking visit on 23 June, including a tour of the NIAB trial grounds and new pre-breeding laboratory. A full report and copies of slide presentations from the day are attached to this update. 
The visit began with presentations by Professor Powell and NIAB Research Director, Professor Andy Greenland. Professor Powell believes that agricultural research will eclipse biomedical research in significance over the next 20 years as a means of providing adequate supplies of food, clean water and energy. Our better understanding of how plants function – through processes such as genome mapping – is opening up major new opportunities for crop improvement, in areas such as yield, biomass utility, improved agronomy and stress tolerance. 
Capturing the genetic potential of agricultural crops, however, requires a stronger focus on translational research. Professor Powell warns that an increasing gap is emerging between the advances taking place in basic plant science discovery – in which the UK is a global leader - and the ability to translate that knowledge into new products that society wants. In view of mounting concerns over global population growth and food security, he sees a need to reconsider the role of Government in funding applied and translational research.   

These conditions have created a compelling case for NIAB to establish itself as a centre for public good translational research, working in partnership with research institutes and universities at one end, commercial plant breeders and farmers at the other. Already NIAB pre-breeding work has delivered valuable outputs in the form of virus resistance markers now in use in commercial wheat breeding programmes, as well as pioneering research to increase crop yields by varying flowering time. 

NIAB has invested in the staff, infrastructure and resources to support its translational capabilities, and has forced strategic alliances with universities, research institutes, breeders and end-users. However, since all research funding received by NIAB is project-based and short-term, securing a long-term source of funding for translational and pre-breeding activities, more consistent with the timescales involved in strategic crop improvement programmes, remains a major priority for the Institute. 


GM crops: Global Impact Report 1996-2006
Increasing concerns over food security and costs have brought a renewed focus on the GM crop debate in recent weeks. The attached report from UK-based agricultural economists PG Economics provides helpful background on the global socio-economic and environmental impact of GM crops since their commercial introduction in 1996. 

All-Party Group web-site 

I am delighted to report that the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Science & Technology in Agriculture now has its own web-site at www.appg-agscience.org.uk. 
The web-site will provide a background resource to the work of the Group, including details of meetings and activities, as well as key reports and developments of relevance to the issue of Science & Technology in Agriculture.

We would be pleased to receive any comments on the web-site, or suggestions for material to include on the site.    
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