Notes of the second Annual General Meeting of the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Science & Technology in Agriculture

Tuesday 23 March 2010, 4.30 – 6.00pm, Thatcher Room, Portcullis House     

Present:

Members

Rt Hon Jane Kennedy MP



Lord Haskins

Lord Livsey

Lord Taylor of Holbeach

Stakeholders

Chris Atkinson, East Malling Research; Neil Hipps, East Malling Research; Dr Julian Little, abc; Christopher Dale, BASF; Julian Hasler, NFU; Stewart Houston, BPEX; Nick von Westenholz, NFU; Paul Rooke, AIC, Dominic Dyer, CPA; Owen Bethell, abc;  Tina Barsby, NIAB; Richard Summers, BSPB; Neil Bragg, HDC; Lindsay Hargreaves, Nuffield Scholar;  Daniel Pearsall, Group Co-ordinator 

ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING

1. Welcome / APPGSTA Annual Report 2009/10
Jane Kennedy (JK) welcomed attendees to the All-Party Group’s second AGM. She tabled a printed report of the Group’s activities over the past year, which was accepted by Members and Stakeholders. 
The annual report included a review of the All-Party Group’s recent programme of meetings, focusing on the research targets and needs of different sectors of UK agriculture and the mechanisms available to support future research. JK announced that Professor David Leaver, former Principal of the Royal Agricultural College and a Member of the Government’s Council of Food Policy Advisors, had kindly agreed to review the evidence presented to the All-Party Group, to identify potential gaps or barriers to progress, and to help the Group formulate clear advice to Government, research councils and other R&D funding bodies. This report, including recommendations for action, would be presented to the next Government early in the new Parliamentary session.  

2. Election of Officers for 2009/10

Daniel Pearsall reported that Rt Hon Jane Kennedy MP was willing to continue as Chair of the Group, albeit for a relatively limited period of time until the forthcoming General Election. Her nomination was proposed by Lord Livsey and seconded by Lord Haskins.  
Nominations for Vice-Chair were Lord Selborne, Lord Haskins and Dr Evan Harris MP.  These nominations were approved with the agreement of all Members present.

3. Vote of thanks

On behalf of stakeholder organisations, Dr Julian Little thanked Jane Kennedy, as well as other Officers and Members of the Group, for their efforts over the past year in helping to raise the profile of agricultural science and technology as a key factor in tackling major global challenges such as food security and climate change. The Group continued to play an influential role in identifying and highlighting gaps and barriers to progress, particularly in relation to the status and funding of applied research with practical, on-farm impact, and the development of closer working partnerships between public and private sector R&D. 

4. OPEN MEETING

Guest Speaker:
Professor John Beddington, Chief Scientific Adviser to UK Government and Head of the Government Office for Science
[Please note that full copies of guest speakers’ slide presentations are available to download via the Meetings section of the All-Party Group web-site at www.appg-agscience.org.uk ]

Professor Beddington (JB) opened his presentation by outlining the inter-related factors which together represented the global food security challenge – the ‘Perfect Storm’ - from population growth and climate change to increasing urbanisation and demand for finite natural resources. In addition, a projected 45% increase in energy demand by 2030 and the need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions would put upward pressure on energy prices, impacting directly on food supplies through increased running costs of agricultural machinery, processing plants and transport, and indirectly through increased costs for energy intensive fertilisers and pesticides. 

On climate change, JB noted that the recent Copenhagen Accord to hold the increase in global temperatures below 2oC by 2050 may not have delivered the most ambitious or legally binding outcome, but was nonetheless significant in securing commitments to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from both developed and developing nations. And while Copenhagen focused on longer-term objectives, it was important to note that the impact of emissions already in the atmosphere could not be influenced and would last until 2030. The later action to reduce emissions was left, the more extreme the measures would be required to meet the 2050 target.  
JB highlighted Met Office analysis of the impacts of a 2oC global temperature rise. These included increased risk of forest fires, a 40cm rise in global average sea levels, glacier melt, changing rainfall patterns, increased risk of drought events at lower latitudes and increased production of cereal crops at mid- to high latitudes. 

With a 4oC global temperature rise – which under the most pessimistic forecasts could be reached by 2060, under the most optimistic by 2100 -  JB noted that the effects would be disastrous, ranging from reduced crop yields, more extreme weather events and glacier melt to sea level rise and acidification of the oceans leading to severe depletion of fish stocks. These effects would all happen together and in combination.  
Biofuels offered potential solutions, although it was a truism that land used to grow crops for biofuels could not be used for food. While increased US ethanol production was not the only factor implicated in the 2008 grain price spike, its impact could not be overlooked. US ethanol production had increased four-fold between 2000 and 2007, when production totalled 4.8bn Imperial gallons, accounting for 20% of the US maize harvest. 

Next generation biofuels, mainly in the earlier stages of development and commercialisation, offered potentially important solutions, for example through the development of low carbon microalgae technologies, and using bacteria to break down cellulose starch directly into aviation fuel. UK scientists from BBSRC were co-operating at an international level on biofuel projects with researchers from Thailand and Embrapa in Brazil. 

Turning to water, JB noted that global agricultural use of fresh water for irrigation dwarfed consumption for other industrial or domestic purposes. But it important to note that irrigated crops yielded 2-3 times more than their rain-fed equivalents - while 18% of global agricultural land was irrigated this produced 50% of the world total of grain. There was an urgent need to exploit these efficiencies and to focus more research effort on the development of improved water management and irrigation systems.    

The challenge for global agriculture was to increase production by 50% by 2030, on less land, using less water, using less energy, fertiliser and pesticide, while not increasing greenhouse gas emissions. According to JB, science and technology would help deliver a newer and greener revolution to address this challenge. 

In many instances, this would require smarter application of existing farming systems and technologies. JB highlighted an example of large-scale agriculture in Brazil, in which the fallow period in a soybean / cotton rotation was just half an hour, yet the system used low tillage and precision farming techniques to conserve soil quality and minimise input use. 
Similarly, JB pointed to research which indicated that current crop yields of 1t/ha in sub-Saharan Africa could be increased to 3-4t/ha using existing technology and farming practices more effectively. 

There would be an important role for biotechnology in providing future solutions. JB highlighted the conclusions of the Royal Society report Reaping the Benefits, which pointed in particular to the potential application of genomics to help plant breeders increase food crop productivity in line with predicted demand – using both GM and non-GM methods. 
JB noted that while some parts of the world remained hostile to GM, the technology’s adoption on a global basis continued to increase year after year. These divisions could pose future difficulties, since the use of GM offered potential solutions to key problems in agriculture which could not be addressed through other means. JB predicted that GM would have a particular role in developing crops with improved drought and salt tolerance, and better pest and disease resistance. Globally it was estimated that current crop losses to pests and diseases were between 30 and 40% (maize 30%, rice 37%, potatoes 40% and wheat 30%). 
JB noted that there were signs of a more positive outlook for GM crops in Europe, at least at a political level, with the recent approval by Commissioner Dalli of the GM Amflora potato for cultivation and industrial production, and for the by-products to be used in animal feed. 

Every 8 months a disease jumped from animals to humans, and reducing the impact of livestock diseases on food production and human health was also a major research objective. 
JB emphasised that the UK was recognised internationally for its world-class agri-food research base. The UK was the most productive nation in terms of science and technology, representing just 1% of the world’s population yet accounting for 14% of the most cited scientific papers. 

He also highlighted the value to society and to the economy of specific agri-food research conducted at UK institutes, including work to reduce Septoria leaf blotch in wheat at the John Innes Centre (£36m saving), sulphur nutrition research at Rothamsted Research (£50m saving) and bluetongue virus research at the Institute for Animal Health (£485m saving and 10,000 jobs). 

Continuing to capitalise on the excellence of the UK’s research base was essential, although JB acknowledged the need to be smarter with resources, making investment in the right people and skills the focus, and getting better at translating basic research into tangible outputs with economic and social value.  

This was the focus of recent initiatives to co-ordinate science and research within the Government’s overall food strategy. 

This included the establishment of the Food Research Partnership – looking at how translation of food-related research could be improved and the balance of roles between public and private sector; at skills and capacity issues, and how to attract the best scientific talent to the agri-food sector; and examining the UK’s engagement in international food research, identifying opportunities to strengthen the UK’s current approach and impact.       
JB stressed the importance of involving all sectors of the food supply chain – from primary producers and input supply to manufacturers and retailers, and from public to private sector research. He also highlighted the involvement of all the major research councils at different points in the food supply chain, not only BBSRC but also NERC, EPSRC and MRC. 

Investment in agricultural science and technology was seen by JB as integral to achieving the Government’s vision for a sustainable and secure food system. A new UK Cross-Government Food Research and Innovation Strategy had recently been launched, providing for the first time an overarching framework for food related research and innovation across all Government departments. 

The Strategy highlighted examples of past successes and good practice, as well as areas in need of further resource and commitment. JB noted that the translation of science into practical application along the innovation chain – from basic plant scientist through to the consumer - was an area of particular weakness in the UK which the Food Research Partnership’s Working Group on Translation was focusing on. JB considered that the fragmented nature of parts of the agri-food sector made the transfer and implementation of new technology more challenging, and there was a particular need to establish effective, interactive relationships with users at each stage of the chain, to improve communication and to ensure researchers fully understood the practical context for farmers. 

To feed a predicted world population of 9 billion people equitably, healthily and sustainably, JB concluded that a joined-up approach to food research and innovation was vital: to underpin coherent policy-making, to maximise the contribution of UK research, and to help the UK benefit from global market opportunities. 

Developing approaches to support the timely transfer of new knowledge and technologies into practical application was highlighted by JB as a key priority for the UK in meeting the following five grand challenges set out in the Foresight Global Food and Farming Futures report, due for launch in October 2010:

· Sustainably feeding the world under ever increasing resource pressures;
· Increasing resilience to cope with a more volatile world;

· Ending hunger;

· Meeting the challenge of a low carbon world;

· Maintaining biodiversity and ecosystem services while feeding the world.

5. Questions and Discussion
In relation to climate change mitigation, Lord Haskins asked whether mankind could cope with the impacts of climate change, and how much could be done through regulation to change people’s behaviour on issues such as waste. 
JB highlighted a major difference on this issue between developed and developing countries. There was certainly scope to change behaviour in the developed world, for example through initiatives to boost recycling, improve domestic insulation and reduce packaging. But our ability to make predictions on a reasonable timeframe to allow larger-scale preparations for the impacts of climate change was very limited. Developing countries would face major issues of international migration, as rising sea levels made places such as Bangladesh and other mega-deltas uninhabitable. Mass movements of people from these regions would need to be dealt with strategically and not treated as a refugee problem. He noted that a major success of the recent Copenhagen talks was in securing commitment from developed nations to support developing countries in their response to climate change. 

Lord Livsey asked whether there was any way of mapping the world in terms of food deficit and productive potential in response to varying climate change scenarios. 

JB confirmed that this issue was the focus of a great deal of research. Some countries, such as China, looked set to experience major food supply and water shortage problems, while other countries, like Brazil, had major crop production potential, particularly if it reduced livestock numbers.    

Lindsay Hargreaves noted JB’s comments that there was a great deal to be done to rebuild a functioning innovation chain in the UK, and asked who would deliver – was AHDB seen as a key driver, or the private sector?     

JB said there was no single clear answer. The TSB had made a start with its Sustainable Agriculture and Food Innovation Platform, but there was certainly a role for collective funding for applied research in an industry sector like agriculture with large numbers of smaller producers. 

Julian Little asked why less pesticides had been included by JB as an objective alongside less water and less energy, when the impact of pesticide use on carbon emissions was relatively low and the impact on productivity extremely high. 
JB agreed that the major issue with pesticides related to their future availability following the switch from risk- to hazard based legislation in Europe. Would the agrochemical sector put up with that regulatory burden or give up on the EU? JB added, however, that the environmental, energy and resource issues associated with the continued use of mineral-based fertilisers were very real. 

Neil Bragg noted that while JB had rightly referred to the UK’s international reputation for science, there was a very real and immediate risk of losing vital skills and experience among translational and applied scientists because their work was not valued under current systems of academic funding. Concerns over the future of applied horticultural research Warwick HRI, an issue under discussion within the All-Party Group, was a case in point. 

JB described the situation at HRI as ‘work in progress’, and indicated that he would certainly be interested to see an outcome in which the applied and industry-facing services at HRI could continue to be used in an effective way. He had personally initiated a dialogue with representatives of the horticulture industry to identify the issues and research challenges facing the sector. This process had developed a real consensus among representatives which he would pass on to Defra. But Government could not be responsible for performing all the functions along the innovation chain – it was simply not the case to suggest that all translation and extension services were undervalued. Agronomy, for example, was a key part of the translation process, generating significant levels of employment and revenue within the sector on an entirely commercial footing. 
Dominic Dyer asked about the national security issues implicated in the food security agenda, and the need for global cooperation between Governments. 

JB confirmed that the national security issues associated with future food supplies and the impacts of climate change were indeed high on the political agenda. Managing the risks of hunger, mass migration and war would require close international co-operation, and it was worth noting that a positive outcome of last year’s G8 summit had been agreement on the need to put more resource into agricultural research and development in developing countries. 

Richard Summers noted that plant breeding had been omitted as a separate link in JB’s innovation chain, yet commercial plant breeders provided the only route to market for all forms of crop genetic improvement. Furthermore, while the renewed emphasis on crop genetics by politicians and R&D funders was extremely welcome, research was needed to develop and introduce new sources of genetic variation to breeders, rather than to understand the mechanisms for genetic characteristics already bred in (eg Septoria resistance example cited by JB). Often the timescales and research funding available did not match the long-term realities of plant breeding, and this needed to be addressed urgently to deliver the required step-change in food crop productivity.  
6. Any Other Business    
Warwick HRI

JK raised the issue of Warwick HRI, and the proposal already circulated to Members and Stakeholders that the All-Party Group should call for an independent impact assessment of plans to merge Warwick HRI with the University of Warwick’s Department of Biological Sciences on the UK’s ability to meet future food security objectives. 

While appreciating the financial dilemma facing the University, Members considered that this was an issue of such strategic national significance that the UK could not afford to discard further applied research capacity without fully understanding the implications.  
It was therefore agreed that JK should write to Environment Secretary Hilary Benn and to Professor Nigel Thrift, Vice-Chancellor of the University of Warwick, to express the All-Party Group’s deep concern at the potentially damaging impact of the planned merger on the UK’s applied research capabilities in the horticulture sector, and to call for the merger process to be put on hold pending an independent review of these wider implications. 

