MINUTES OF THE INAUGURAL MEETING OF THE ALL-PARTY PARLIAMENTARY GROUP ON SCIENCE & TECHNOLOGY IN AGRICULTURE

Tuesday 11 March, 2008 
Committee Room 18, Palace of Westminster
Present:

David Kidney MP


Baroness Byford 

Roger Williams MP 


Baroness Shephard

Bill Wiggin MP 


Ian Gibson MP

Lynne Jones MP 


Evan Harris MP

Alistair Burt MP


Tim Boswell MP

Earl of Selborne


Earl of Erroll

Lord Haskins



Lord Taverne

Meurig Raymond, Barney Holbeche, Helen Ferrier, NFU

David Caffall, Paul Rooke, AIC

Chris Kirk, Biochemical Society

Dominic Dyer, Wendy Gray, CPA

Wayne Powell, NIAB

Julian Little, abc

Martin Savage, nabim

Daniel Pearsall, FFC (Clerk to the meeting)

1. Welcome and introduction

David Kidney opened the meeting by thanking attendees for their support. He confirmed that despite the proliferation of such interest groups in Parliament, the proposal to establish a new forum with a focus on science and technology in agriculture had been very well-received. This suggested a gap in the market and a desire among members of both Houses to debate such issues in the context of major challenges such as food security and climate change. 
2. Proposal to establish an All-Party Parliamentary Group on Science & Technology in Agriculture 

On David Kidney’s proposal, it was agreed by all members present to establish an All-Party Parliamentary Group on Science and Technology in Agriculture. 

3. Election of Chairman

David Kidney MP was elected as chairman of the group on the agreement of all members present. 
4. Election of Officers

The following officers were elected on the agreement of all members present:
Earl of Selborne, Vice-chair 

Evan Harris, Vice-chair
5. Membership of the Group

David Kidney reported that the proposal to establish an All-Party Group on science and technology in agriculture was supported by a number of farming and research organisations, several of which were represented at the meeting. Members agreed that such organisations should continue to attend and participate in future meetings.   
6. Future Meetings

David Kidney invited members to consider and suggest topics for discussion at future meetings.  
7. Guest speaker – Professor Chris Leaver, CBE, FRS, FRSE, Emeritus Professor of Plant Sciences, Oxford University

Garden of Earthly Delights or Paradise Lost? 

Professor Leaver highlighted the major challenges facing global agriculture and food supply, including:
· Population growth from 6.6bn today to 9bn by 2050, mostly in developing countries and moving from land-based to urban-based population;
· Major additional increase in food demand will occur in developing countries due to dietary and demographic changes – eg China, SE Asia and India becoming richer and eating more meat;
· Limited and declining land availability – today we need to feed 5 people per hectare compared to 2 people per hectare in 1950 – estimates suggest 50% of the world’s arable land may be unusable by 2050 due to over-irrigation (salinity) and over-grazing;

· Water scarcity - 70% of the world’s clean water is currently used for irrigation;

· Impact on crop productivity of climate change and global warming.
Professor Leaver indicated that science and technology in agriculture had been incredibly successful in meeting the food demands of a doubling in world population since 1950, predominantly through advances in mechanisation, nitrogen fertilisers, pesticides and plant breeding.

Continued investment in agricultural science and technology was essential to meet a predicted doubling in world food demand by 2050, and would involve a shift from chemical to biological solutions. Professor Leaver highlighted the major advances taking place in both marker-assisted plant breeding and genetic modification, including the development from single gene changes (eg herbicide tolerance, insect resistance) towards more complex transformations, for example to increase plants’ ability to withstand stress (eg drought), to enhance nutritional content (eg Omega-3 oils), and to reduce input requirements (eg nitrogen use efficiency). 

However, he warned that scientific progress in agriculture required long-term, strategic investment (eg 8 to 12 years required to develop a new crop variety), and could not be turned on and off. In recent years, the UK’s capability in the plant sciences via the research councils had been steadily eroded and under-resourced for some time, forcing the closure of research facilities. Commercial R&D investment had also been moved out of the UK. As a result it was increasingly difficult to recruit and encourage good plant scientists in this country.  

Furthermore, policy-makers had a key role to ensure that the regulation of technological advances in agriculture was appropriate and science-based, not risk averse or fuelled by NGO or media prejudice. 
In conclusion, Professor Leaver stated that investment in science and technology was the only realistic option to double agricultural productivity on the same area of land and at the same time address concerns associated with environmental protection, declining water availability and the impact of climate change.   

8. Questions & discussion

Bill Wiggin asked why, given the success of GM in medicine, the use of GM technology in plants had lost public confidence.

Professor Leaver indicated his view that it was due to a lack of perceived consumer benefit from the technology combined with the impact of very effective NGO campaigns driven by an anti-capitalist, anti-USA agenda. 
Tim Boswell asked whether the accepted approach to concentrate agricultural production on more productive land in times of plenty required reappraisal given the challenges ahead, and also whether the prospect of breeding nitrogen fixation in wheat was a realistic prospect. 

Professor Leaver indicated that breeding improvements could offer some opportunities to bring marginal land back into production, or to open up potential for new crops. Jatropha, for example, was being grown as a source of biofuels and performed well on marginal land.  

Nitrogen fixation in wheat was not considered a realistic prospect in the short term, mainly because nitrogen fixing was a highly energy intensive process and therefore impacted negatively on yields. A more immediate prospect, however, was the development of crops which were capable of using supplied nitrogen more efficiently. 

Ian Gibson noted that the public response to GM crops might have been different if the right trait had been selected to start with. He also commented on the role of plants in promoting human health. 

Professor Leaver agreed that Monsanto’s handling of the introduction of Roundup Ready soya was widely regarded a PR disaster. Nevertheless, the technology itself had delivered benefits in terms of the improved environmental profile of glyphosate and growers’ ability to use less damaging no-till cultivation systems.   

In health terms, new technology offered significant potential. The development of Golden Rice with enhanced Vitamin A levels could help to prevent blindness in up to 300,000 children a year. Omega-3 enriched oilseed crops was another possibility to improve human health.   
Roger Williams asked about prospects to improve the intrinsic efficiency of crop production through the photosynthetic process. 

Professor Leaver explained that the light reaction involved in photosynthesis was extremely complicated and also its efficiency within plants was very similar. There was scope, however, to improve the dark reaction in certain plants. C4 plants such as maize, for example, were more efficient than other C3 crops at producing carbohydrate. The challenge for plant scientists would be to increase the productivity of C3 plants (eg wheat, rice, potatoes) by transforming them into C4 crops. 
The Earl of Erroll asked whether Vitamin A enhanced rice would be regarded as a food supplement and therefore encounter additional regulatory problems within the EU. 

Professor Leaver indicated that Golden Rice was likely to be of more benefit to people outside the EU in developing countries, but nevertheless agreed that the EU regulatory framework governing developments in plant science was becoming increasingly risk averse, disabling scientific progress rather than enabling it.  
Lynne Jones reported that the House of Commons EFRA Select Committee had recently announced plans to conduct an inquiry into the Defra science base, and was inviting suggestions to frame the inquiry. To date the Committee had received just one submission, and she encouraged attendees to contribute their thoughts. 

Lord Taverne asked where pig and poultry farmers would source their GM-free soya and maize from in future if supermarkets maintained their GM-free policies.

Professor Leaver agreed that livestock farmers were facing major problems in relation to feed costs and availability, although there had been recent indications from certain major food retailers and manufacturers that current GM avoidance policies may need to be reviewed given the scale of global GM crop adoption in major commodities such as soya and maize.   

Bill Wiggin asked why Brazil had switched to GM soya when there was clearly a demand for GM free food. 
Professor Leaver suggested that Brazilian farmers had adopted the technology because it offered benefits to them and they had markets to supply. 

Bill Wiggin disputed this, indicating that a report produced by the EFRA Select Committee suggested something more sinister had occurred. He encouraged Professor Leaver to read the report.  

Lord Haskins commented that Professor Leaver made Malthus sound like an optimist, and suggested that the evidence was still relatively thin for some of the statements and predictions made. One major opportunity in Lord Haskins’ opinion, but not mentioned by Professor Leaver, was the scope to apply existing science and technology in developing countries. 

Professor Leaver agreed, and indicated that he had recently co-authored a UN report on that very subject, which he would circulate to members of the group. 

Lord Haskins added that another crucial issue concerned the horrendous levels of waste generated in the developed world. 

Chris Kirk of the Biochemical Society said that while Professor Leaver had referred to the role of pressure groups and the media in relation to the GM food debate, in his view the scientific knowledge base of the public was as much to blame. A more scientifically literate public may not have been such an easy target for media and NGO campaigns.         

Professor Leaver disagreed – the public were not stupid. The responsibility lay with scientists to establish a dialogue and find a means of communicating effectively with the general public, eg via TV and radio and through influential groups such as the Women’s Institute.    
Dominic Dyer of the Crop Protection Association suggested that there was an issue to be addressed regarding the impact of NGOs in public policy-making when arguments were used which did not stand up to scientific scrutiny. Nevertheless, he questioned whether the GM food debate had reached a tipping point given the weight of supportive evidence and the case of need, in the same way that many people had now come to accept the need for nuclear power in the context of concerns over climate change and energy security. 

Wayne Powell of NIAB said it was a very exciting time to be involved in biology generally, and particularly in agriculture. In his view, a key challenge for the UK was the ability to translate discoveries into practical applications – whether GM or non-GM. This was an area in which the UK had taken its eye off the ball. Current GM technology was 10 -15 years old – the next wave of plant science innovations would need to address consumer and environmental benefits, and transparency of effort would be a key issue.   

Julian Little of abc agreed that current GM applications were indeed 10 years old, but given the need to increase productivity to feed a growing population, the contribution of these first applications could be regarded as a consumer benefit. 
David Caffall of AIC said that while talk of 2050 was all very well, UK feed manufacturers and livestock farmers were staring down a gun barrel today in meeting their import requirements for 1.5m tonnes of soya a year. Widespread adoption of Roundup Ready 2 soya in the USA, Argentina and Brazil was imminent, yet likely to remain unapproved in the EU. According to the European Commission, the tightening in global supplies of EU-approved soya would push up feed prices to EU farmers by as much as 600%. That would drive EU livestock producers out of business, and Europe would end up importing meat from the likes of Brazil and Thailand, fed on GM and with other antibiotic and welfare issues. 
Maurig Raymond, NFU Deputy President, congratulated David Kidney on his initiative to establish the All-Party Group, stressing the need for science to be at the heart of agriculture in addressing future demands and challenges. 

Evan Harris MP asked whether the group might consider taking a position on the sabotage of GM research trials, which in his view was on a par with the actions of animal rights protestors, making clear that such a luddite activity was unacceptable.  

David Kidney concluded the discussion by thanking Professor Leaver for his thoughtful and knowledgeable contribution, which had certainly left the group better informed. 

Suggestions of speakers / topics for future meetings were received as follows:

Speakers 
· Professor Robert Watson, Defra Chief Scientist

Topics

· How to improve the presentation and communication of new technology in public

· Management of water in agriculture

· Biodiversity vs. productivity in agriculture

· Scope to transfer existing science and technology to people who cannot afford it  
· Bridging the gap between basic research and its practical application

· How Defra views the need and priorities for R&D in agriculture 
The meeting closed at 6pm. 
