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e are in a time of significant change: IGER has a
new director and is undergoing a change of

governance, with IGER-Wales moving towards the
University of Wales, Aberystwyth, to form part of a
new research centre for international scientific
excellence and knowledge transfer related to land-
based research. IGER-North Wyke is moving closer
towards our parent Biotechnology and Biological
Sciences Research Council together with Rothamsted
Research as part of a new ‘further-in’ BBSRC Institute.
The University of Wales, Aberystwyth and the
University of Wales, Bangor already have strong
research partnerships and it is envisaged that,
ultimately, an Institute for Sustainable Land Use will be
formed, comprising these organisations and IGER-
Wales, which will seek to maintain existing strong links
with IGER-North Wyke while developing further links
with other Institutes and Universities.

However, in global terms, IGER’s reorganisation and
the various political machinations going on around us
are vastly overshadowed by a profound and widespread
concern that our planet’s climate is changing rapidly
and irreversibly because of human intervention.

The UK Government EnergyWhite Paper “Meeting the
Energy Challenge” has just been published with the
Trade and Industry Secretary saying that: “We face two
big challenges - climate change and maintaining a
stable and affordable energy supply in an increasingly
unstable world.”

The White Paper states that, “The role of human
activity in changing the climate is now clearer than
ever and there is strong evidence of the need to take
urgent action to combat climate change” and that,
“Climate change is not simply an environmental
problem, but a threat to international peace, security
and development. It has far-reaching implications for
the global economy and our prosperity.”

At the same time, the joint Defra/DTI/DfT “UK
Biomass Strategy” was published which reinforces the
UK Government’s firm commitment to tackle climate
change. It acknowledges the importance of fuels
sourced from biomass in doing so and states that,
“Biomass will have a central role to play in meeting the
EU target of 20% renewable energy by 2020.” There is
a proposed UK target of at least 60% cuts in carbon
dioxide emissions by 2050, and the Biomass Strategy
complements the Energy White Paper, as well as the
recently published UK Non-Food Crops Strategy and
the Waste Strategy for England, in aiming to achieve
this. The Biomass Strategy also reflects the EU
Biomass Action Plan and builds on the work of the
Global Bioenergy Partnership and the International
Energy Agency through its Bioenergy Implementing
Agreement, drawing on detailed research work to
evaluate the contribution biomass can play in meeting
future energy and industrial material needs in a
sustainable way. The Strategy’s Ministerial Foreword
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points out that, “Biomass has the potential to make a
valuable contribution in a number of areas such as heat
and electricity generation and in the development of
greener fuels for transport and sustainable industrial
products. In many of these areas biomass can be used
as a low carbon, sustainable replacement for fossil
fuels.”

In the light of these high-level publications and
statements, it is timely to consider the work IGER is
doing, and can do in the future, to help tackle the
problems produced by climate change and the
underlying need to increase the use of biorenewables to
reduce the nation’s carbon footprint. This 11th issue of
IGER Innovations serves to do just that with a range of
articles reflecting different aspects of this broad and
multidisciplinary topic.

I am very grateful to Professor Jim Skea, Research
Director of the UK Energy Research Centre, for
providing a commentary on the place of bioenergy in an
overall energy strategy, and to Dr Paul Fowler and his
colleagues from the BioComposites Centre, University
of Wales, Bangor, for their commentary on the value of
non-food crops and biorenewable resources in
providing an almost unlimited supply of sustainable
fibre and resin feedstocks as potential raw materials for
biocomposites.

IGER has just created a new Biorenewables and
Bioenergy Research Programme to provide a focus for
the future development of work in this critical area of
research. This is being led by Dr Iain Donnison who is
involved with a number of important multidisciplinary
bioenergy initiatives in the UK and abroad such as
Supergen (http://www.supergen-bioenergy.net/) and the
new Porter Alliance (http://www.imperial.ac.uk/
porterinstitute/partners). However, in addition to this
there is relevant work in progress across the whole of
IGER’s remit. This includes plant breeding for energy
use in existing temperate species such as ryegrass, as
well as in C4 tropically-adapted species such as

Miscanthus; the production of biogas from the
fermentation of organic wastes; and the biorefining of
renewable plant raw materials using thermal, chemical,
mechanical, enzymatic or microbial processes to derive
products that can be used in transport fuels, therapeutics
and food additives, or as a series of secondary
chemicals with a range of applications.

As with all industrial processes, waste management is
critical and IGER’s research is addressing this, as well
as taking account of the environmental implications of
farming for bioenergy and biorenewables. Substantial
increases in the land area devoted to energy crops may
have a major impact on food production and prices.
Thousands of people have already protested in Mexico
City at the high cost of tortillas due to the price of corn
increasing by more than 80% in the past year. Corn
prices are now starting to move in line with global oil
markets as the demand for ethanol as a biofuel
increases. The use of lignocellulosic materials from
non-food crops grown in agriculturally less-favoured
areas should have less of an impact. ‘Next-generation’
biofuels based on cellulose biomass, such as wood, tall
grasses and widely abundant crop residues, should also
cause less interference to food economies, coupled with
a reduced strain on land, air, and water resources.
IGER’s research on promising energy crops, such as
willow and Miscanthus, on new processing
technologies and on environmental impacts will play a
vital part in enabling this to happen, as I hope will
become clear to readers of this latest issue of IGER
Innovations.

Mervyn Humphreys

May 2007
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