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he publication of this year's issue of IGER

Innovations occurs against a background of further

pressures on livestock agriculture in the U.K.  The

Foot and Mouth Disease (FMD) epidemic has

caused direct financial loss to many farms, even

where their livestock remain unaffected, and has

further eroded fragile public confidence in U.K.

farming.  Mischievous press and political comments

have implied that FMD is a product of intensive

production systems, despite its widespread

occurrence in the more extensive systems of

developing countries.  This has brought further

criticism of production methods that are already

paying the penalty of their own success in terms of

low returns against a background of low global

commodity prices.

Under such circumstances, what role can IGER play,

given its historical emphasis on long-term research?

Fortunately, our knowledge transfer programme has

expanded significantly in recent years as a result of

funding from the European Agricultural Guidance

and Guarantee Fund, MAFF and the National

Assembly for Wales, together with closer links to

other participants in knowledge transfer and

extension work.  In collaboration with our ADAS

partners, IGER staff who are normally involved in

on-farm advisory work have prepared information of

direct value to those farmers affected by FMD. A

booklet entitled 'Managing Grassland on Farms

Affected by Foot and Mouth' has been published by

MAFF and is also available on the internet at:

http://www.maff.gov.uk/animalh/diseases/fmd/restri

ctions/grasslands/introduction.asp. This booklet

provides practical information on a range of

situations that could be affecting livestock farmers

across the U.K.

Whilst I am pleased that we have been involved in

such a rapid and needs-driven response to the current

crisis, our ability to carry out such a task serves as an

example of just how far the Institute has come since

its consolidation in 1992.  IGER is engaged in major

scientific research programmes relating to soils,

livestock and grassland systems, ecology, genetics

and plant breeding. However, we are now much

more effective at communicating the outputs of this

research to beneficiaries, as well as being in a

position to exploit new opportunities to generate

research funding.  It is because of this expansion in

our technology transfer capacity that we have been

able to play our part in the current crisis. It is a

significant strategic priority for the Institute to

maintain its involvement in direct knowledge

transfer to a range of beneficiaries.
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Although our knowledge transfer programme

benefits from access to in-house expertise and from

the results of our scientific studies, I would also

argue that our science programme benefits in turn

from increased links to its user community.  This has

already been demonstrated by the alliances with

plant breeding companies that replaced the largely

ineffectual marketing of IGER varieties by NSDO.

Today, our breeding objectives reflect not only the

scientific advances made within IGER, but also the

market experience of our commercial partners. Over

the past ten years these partnerships have allowed us

to develop a portfolio of over 50 recommended

varieties and to market these successfully in more

than 15 countries.

Development of broader-based knowledge transfer

approaches has brought similar benefits to our

research in other areas.  Some of these projects are

represented in this year's IGER Innovations.  The

chapters deal with a range of basic, strategic and

applied research but, in all cases, the route to market

for the information derived from basic research is

well-established and builds on existing strategic

inputs.  For example, our work in BSE diagnostics

draws upon pre-existing chemical expertise and on

the availability of a unique record of samples from

animal studies that have spanned the BSE outbreak.

Fundamental studies on soil processes, covering

both aspects of soil quality and biodiversity,

integrate well with direct measurements of emissions

and transformations and lead in to practical advice

for farmers on fertiliser application and waste

management.  Management gains from such

information are truly a �win-win� situation, since

they reduce costs, minimise pollution and maintain

production. The articles on variety production of

white and red clover demonstrate the reliance of

breeding on both fundamental scientific information

and on compatible production systems that help to

realise the breeders� gains.  IGER researchers have

demonstrated that precision herbage varieties can

have direct benefits at the system level, and some of

this work is described in terms of milk production

from high sugar grasses. The power of biochemistry,

genetics and genomics is highlighted in the articles

on functional genomics and the control of leaf

senescence. These disciplines provide plant breeders

with precise tools to manipulate the complex traits

that are so important in determining forage quality. 

I am confident that the articles in this issue continue

to indicate the scientific excellence of our work.

However, I believe they also illustrate the increasing

level of integration that is now in place within our

research portfolio.  It is this integration, and the links

that it gives us through to partner organisations and

directly to the beneficiaries of our research, that has

enabled us to respond effectively during the current

crisis.  Maintenance of centres of expertise like

IGER, and the continuing development of

programmes that address in a coherent manner the

underlying challenges of the sector is, in my view,

the best way of ensuring that high quality advice

remains available to farmers and agriculturalists and

that it can be deployed rapidly at times of need.  

C. J. Pollock

June 2001
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