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his year marks the 25th anniversary of the

establishment of North Wyke as part of the

IGER family.  Initially set up by the Grassland

Research Institute at Hurley, North Wyke has

contributed to a wide range of innovative work

relating to pastoral land use systems.

Consequently, this issue of IGER Innovations,

itself marking the tenth anniversary of our

decision to present information on our science in

a new and more accessible format, is devoted to

the work carried out by staff at the North Wyke

site. It is ironic, therefore, that this important

anniversary is being celebrated at a time when

reduced investment in land use research has led to

significant job losses both at IGER and

elsewhere.  

The research at North Wyke, as evidenced in the

articles that follow, has always emphasised

grassland systems as a whole and has sought to

understand the flows of materials through these

systems and how that influences land, landscape

and ecology. This emphasis on systems requires

an holistic experimental approach, backed up by

appropriate use of numerical modelling, to

facilitate both prediction and the development of

optimal management strategies.  This has never

been more important than it is now, given the

conflicting pressures on agriculture in the UK and

Northern Europe.  Following reform of the

Common Agricultural Policy, agriculture is

viewed not only in terms of the food it generates

but also the environmental goods it sustains.

Clean air, clean water and a diverse, accessible

and aesthetically-pleasing landscape are all

“mandatory” outputs from farming that would not

have been recognised by many even 20 years ago.

If these are allied with recreational outputs and

new opportunities for energy crops and

biorenewables, it is obvious that the kind of

multifunctional land use envisaged in the Curry

report is indeed going to be an integral part of UK

farming.

The consequences for R&D of this shift  are going

to be very significant.  Multifunctional land use

means what it says: a range of outputs will be

generated, some of which will be saleable; others

will be supported from the public purse via the

single farm payment and schemes that map on to

it.  In contrast to the production agriculture of the

60s and 70s, improvements in outputs of saleable

products may not be acceptable if they produce
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significant negative impacts elsewhere; i.e., the

challenge becomes one of optimising rather than

maximising.  In my view, only systems-oriented

research can drive such optimisation.

Reductionist science alone will not promote the

achievement of balance between competing

processes, nor will it permit due regard to be

given to the simultaneous delivery of

environmental, economic and social goods.  To

help deliver this, the research landscape needs to

become much more continuous.  IGER scientists,

particularly those based at North Wyke, have

been very active in fostering such continuity

through the progressive integration of core-

funded programmes between Institutes, and this is

beginning to show real progress, some of which is

described in the articles below.  What is less

evident is the commitment of funders to

promoting such continuity.  Research remains

disadvantaged by conflicting short to medium and

long-term targets and by the absence of a UK

strategy for land use.  SEERAD has developed a

series of cross-disciplinary integrated projects

that address many of these issues and IGER

colleagues are collaborating in a number of cases,

but there is a need to deliver similar cohesion in

England and Wales.  In a survey of funder views,

the Research Priorities Group for Sustainable

Farming and Food identified the need to improve

cohesion as a major objective, but actions to

support that objective are partial and less than

wholly effective.

Without these structural changes the excellent,

relevant and distinctive science described in this

issue, which is a tribute both to the scientists

involved and to the funders, will not develop in

the directions needed if the radically different

agenda for 21st century land use is to be delivered

effectively.  I know that the potential to achieve

this exists in organisations like IGER; what is

needed is a more radical approach to realising this

potential. 

The institute has made significant efforts over the

past decade to interact with the agricultural and

land use industry and with the general public.

This has been covered in previous editions of

IGER Innovations and is highlighted again in the

final article of this issue. However, on this

occasion we have introduced a novel approach by

inviting commentaries by prominent individuals

from outside the Institute on IGER’s North Wyke

work. I would particularly like to thank Caroline

Drummond (LEAF – Linking Environment and

Farming and a new appointee to our Governing

Body), David Cray (Farmer and former member

of IGER’s Governing Body) and Peter Gregory

(Director, Scottish Crops Research Institute, and

a current member of IGER’s Governing Body) for

their contributions. This reflects our continuing

intention to engage in discussion with

individuals, organisations and other communities

outside the institute with the expectation that this

will provide valuable inputs into the direction of

future research.

I am sure that our readers will find much to

inform them in this issue, and I am confident that,

given the right funding environment, IGER North

Wyke can make an even greater impact in the next

25 years than it did in the first.  This is the last

introduction to IGER Innovations that I shall be

writing, but I look forward to reading of the

achievements of others in future editions.

Chris Pollock

April 2006 
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