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G reat Britain is regarded as a densely

populated country (we have

approximately 59 million people living in

94,252 square miles, contrasting with somewhere

like Montana, USA, with 0.8 million people in

145,556 square miles).  However, even in Britain,

77% of the land area is considered to be rural.

Currently, those responsible for land management

(farmers, foresters, market gardeners and estate

managers) are facing huge challenges which,

inevitably, will affect both the countryside and the

way in which we use it. 

In the short term, the increasing international value

of the pound has eroded real farm incomes by 40%

or more in the last 18 months.  This increases the

pressure for fewer people to farm and for them to

farm on larger units in order to improve the

efficiency of production.  Both of these changes will

impact directly on the rural economy.  In the longer

term, there are three further factors that will add to

the challenges facing rural enterprises.  Consumer

confidence in food is low and will have to be

restored if important elements of UK agricultural

production (including grassland-based agriculture)

are to retain a viable market share.  To do this we

need to generate the products that retailers and

customers want, particularly in terms of price,

quality and traceability, so that the in-built

advantages of short, locally-based supply chains can

be realised for both producers and retailers.

Secondly, it seems to me inevitable that a further

liberalisation of world trade rules will combine with

the enlargement of the EU to reduce the levels of

direct, production-oriented subsidy to farmers.  This

will further pressurise inefficient enterprises and

ensure the need for continued efficiency gains, even

if currency imbalances are removed.  It will also

place a premium on diversity within agriculture,

encouraging new enterprises which are not based

exclusively on food production.  Finally, the EU

proposals expressed in "Agenda 2000" will place

greater emphasis on the supply of "environmental"

goods such as clean water and a diverse countryside

with improved access, as a significant element in the

contract between land owners and central

government.

What can IGER's research base do to address these

problems?  The BBSRC-sponsored institutes are

well positioned to take a long-term view of such

challenges and the recent changes in funding

arrangements with BBSRC have provided a

welcome indication of continuity.  In terms of our

research targets, the work illustrated in the second

issue of IGER Innovations addresses the three

challenges directly.  Efficient production of high

quality animal products for a range of markets is
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Professor Chris Pollock (right) with Mr Ben Gill (NFU President)
at the opening to the new Dairy Unit at Trawscoed



linked to an increased use of forage in the ruminant

diet.  Plant breeding and the basic science which

underpins it can improve the quality of this forage,

which in turn can improve both efficiency of

conversion and the constitution of the final product.

Several of the articles in this issue demonstrate how

we can identify specific quality traits in forages,

manipulate these genetically and use them to modify

the product as purchased by the consumer.  The work

is strategic and based mainly on "proof of principle",

but underlying this is an effective plant breeding

programme with commercial funding which has

already shown itself well placed to take up the

results of our basic science and incorporate them in

successful new products.  The end result of such

work is an enhanced role for naturally-produced

plant products in the diet of ruminants as well as an

increase in the quality of the outputs: these advances

can help to improve both efficiency and quality, as

well as facilitating traceability.

Our research also covers diversification and novel

enterprises.  In order to sustain their science base,

research institutes need to diversify as much as, if

not more than farmers, and two articles describe

specific moves we have made in this direction.  As

well as being of scientific interest, both of these

projects may well impinge directly on agriculture by

offering farmers alternative enterprises. Fine

chemical production from plants is likely to be

small-scale and highly specialist, but amenity seed

and turf production is a growing international market

where the potential financial rewards are large.

Finally, we are conducting research on the

management of extensive and nutrient-efficient

systems and on the preservation and utilisation of

biodiversity. This is part of a large environmental

portfolio which addresses the key issues involved in

combining productive agriculture with sustainable

and environmentally-friendly land management.

This introduction may seem to some to be rather

self-satisfied and I do take pride in the enthusiasm

and commitment with which IGER's scientists have

developed their research in these areas.  However, I

also have significant concerns about the overall

framework within which this work is carried out.  I

do not feel that the dialogue between "stakeholders"

in the rural economy is as effective and cohesive as

it should be.  At the policy level, these issues

impinge on MAFF, DETR, DTI, the farming unions

and, increasingly, the Food Standards Agency,

together with regional organisations like SOAEFD,

the Welsh Office and DANI.  At the operational

level, there is an even greater diversity of provision

between BBSRC, NERC, ADAS, the Environment

Agency and a raft of conservation organisations,

some of which have very tightly-focused aims.

Currently, I do not recognise a coherent strategy for

rural land use or for the provision of the research

such a strategy will generate.  Regretfully, I do not

even recognise a forum where these issues can be

debated effectively, although the Foresight exercise

could be realigned so to do.  I believe that, if the high

quality research described in this volume is to be

used efficiently by the UK to benefit both economic

activity and quality of life, all the stakeholders need

to be involved in strategy development.  All the

elements of the food chain must be represented in

order to ensure that we produce the goods that

people want at a price they are prepared to pay, but

there must also be input from those for whom food

production is not the only land management issue.

We do not need the traditional British compromise,

where everybody gets something but where cohesion

is lacking.  What we need to guide land-based

bioscience into the 21st Century is a partnership that

recognises the need to produce good food as one

element of the benefits which flow from a rich and

diverse countryside.
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Contact: Research Director, chris.pollock@bbsrc.ac.uk


