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Shaping a UK strategy for agri-tech: response form  

 

The Department may, in accordance with the Code of Practice on Access to 
Government Information, make available, on public request, individual 
responses. 
 
All comments are welcome but we particularly encourage submission of 
evidence from institutions, organisations and representative bodies with an 
interest in this topic.  
 
The closing date for this call for evidence is Thursday 22 November 2012 by 
14.00 hours. 
 
Please return this completed form to: 
 
Email: lsas@bis.gsi.gov.uk 

Postal Address:  

Andrew Kitney 

Office for Life Sciences 

Department for Business, Innovations and Skills  

1 Victoria Street  

London SW1H 0ET  

Fax: 020 7215 2842  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:lsas@bis.gsi.gov.uk
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1. The aims and objectives of the Agri-Tech strategy are outlined above in 
the introduction to this call.  Please give your views on: 
 

a. The need for and potential benefits of having such a strategy.  
The need for such a strategy is paramount due to increasing pressure on the world’s 
resources for food production. The global nature of our food supply chains mean that the 
effects on production of food in one area of the world are felt elsewhere. Recent Defra 
statistics show that the UK food production to supply ratio (sometimes used as a measure of 
self

 

 

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130123162956/http:/www.defra.gov.uk/statistics/files/defra-stats-foodfarm-food-pocketbook-2012-130104.pdf
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130123162956/http:/www.defra.gov.uk/statistics/files/defra-stats-foodfarm-food-pocketbook-2012-130104.pdf
http://www.euroseeds.org/Topics/FoodSecurity_Brochure.pdf
http://www.euroseeds.org/Topics/FoodSecurity_Brochure.pdf
http://www.euroseeds.org/Topics/FoodSecurity_Brochure.pdf
http://www.euroseeds.org/Topics/FoodSecurity_Brochure.pdf
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as broad a topic as HealthTech and Medicines. The technology areas relevant to agriculture 
are split between the priorities of the Environmental Sciences KTN and the Biosciences KTN. 
Synergy between these initiatives will be important in supporting a future agri-tech strategy. 
Alongside this, as mentioned in 1b), the government can help to support the growth of this 
sector by ensuring that there is sufficient review of regulatory frameworks to take account of 
new developments in environmental science and technology. 
 
Another desired outcome should be to improve the perception of agricultural sciences as a 
desirable career option, leading to an increase in the number of researchers who apply their 
skills to this area. The skills pipeline is critical to the aim of ‘increased UK exports of 
knowledge, products, systems services and technology’. In some areas, such as soil science, 
the UK is in danger of losing our leading position due to the lack of graduate researchers 
entering the field. The government needs to help to promote agricultural sciences as a viable 
and rewarding career choice. There is a need for scientists to have a good fundamental 
understanding of particular disciplines, but extended support to initiatives that promote 
interdisciplinary learning and research is needed to ensure that solutions to problems in 
agriculture are realised. 

 
d. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/strength-and-opportunity-uk-medical-technology-medical-biotechnology-industrial-biotechnology-and-pharmaceutical-sectors-annual-update-2011
http://www.rsc.org/ScienceAndTechnology/Policy/EHSC/PragmaticPrecaution.asp
http://www.rsc.org/ScienceAndTechnology/Policy/EHSC/PragmaticPrecaution.asp
http://www.rsc.org/images/081203%20OSCAR%20web_tcm18-222767.pdf
http://www.rsc.org/images/081203%20OSCAR%20web_tcm18-222767.pdf


http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/BISCore/economics-and-statistics/docs/I/12-1140-industrial-strategy-uk-sector-analysis.pdf
http://www.syngenta.com/global/corporate/en/investor-relations/financial-information-and-presentations/Pages/financial-information.aspx
http://www.landis.org.uk/
http://www.landis.org.uk/
http://news.jic.ac.uk/2012/07/cereals-self-fertilise/
http://news.jic.ac.uk/2012/07/cereals-self-fertilise/
http://news.jic.ac.uk/2012/11/slola_oldroyd/
http://www.norbrook.com/company
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130123162956/http:/www.defra.gov.uk/statistics/files/defra-stats-foodfarm-crosscutting-auk-auk2011-120709.pdf/
http://www.rsc.org/Membership/Networking/InterestGroups/OrganicDivision/organic-chemistry-case-studies/organic-chemistry-food-production.asp
http://www.rsc.org/Membership/Networking/InterestGroups/OrganicDivision/organic-chemistry-case-studies/organic-chemistry-food-production.asp
http://www.rsc.org/images/PACN%20Africa%20Agri%20Report%20WEB_tcm18-222108.pdf
http://www.rsc.org/images/PACN%20Africa%20Agri%20Report%20WEB_tcm18-222108.pdf
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market in this area is occupied by large multinationals. The numbers of small and medium-
sized businesses in the UK agricultural sciences sector are very low in comparison to sectors 
such as pharmaceuticals. A comparison of numbers of businesses with 249 employees or 
fewer using the Standard Industrial Classification (SIC) system, indicates that there are more 
than four times as many SMEs in the pharmaceutical sector in the UK than in agricultural 
sciences. Whilst larger pharmaceutical companies can explore models such as procuring 
advanced projects from SMEs, similar opportunities are almost entirely absent in the crop 
protection industry. 
 
The ‘valley of death’ between research outputs and technological application in the UK is 
seen as a weakness that affects the agricultural technology sector amongst others. Like 
pharmaceuticals, the development of an agritech product can take 10 years or more, meaning 
that it is extremely difficult to encourage investment in potential new technology at the early 
stage under the current risk-averse financial climate. 

 
Th

http://www.bvdinfo.com/Home.aspx?lang=en-GB
http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/science-and-technology-committee/news/111215-new-inquiry---bridging/
http://www.soci.org/News/BioResources-Funding-Agri-Innovation
http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/science-and-technology-committee/news/111215-new-inquiry---bridging/
http://www.bbsrc.ac.uk/business/collaborative-research/industry-clubs
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agricultural technology is an important area where the government can work with scientists to 
ensure that testing and monitoring procedures maintain currency with on-going developments 
as a result of research. 
 
The creation of centres of excellence in the area of agricultural sciences through coordinated 
action across the research councils and the Technology Strategy Board could help to create a 
favourable environment for SMEs to be established and flourish. This could help to bridge the 
gap between academia and industry further by encouraging an environment where joint 
working as well as joint funding is facilitated, encouraging SMEs to carry out their own 
research and development. Creating a favourable environment that encourages the sector to 
innovate could then attract inward investment from overseas. 
 
The potential value of EU-level funding for scientific research and development should not be 
underestimated; in the past the UK has received a generous share of money for research 
from European funding initiatives. In the Framework Programme 6, which ran from 2002 to 
2006, the UK received 14.2 % of the total budget, second only to Germany which received 
18.1 %. The Horizon 2020 programme, the successor to the EU Framework Programmes, 
proposes to include around €32,000 million of funding, dedicated to addressing ‘grand 
challenges’ including food security. Mechanisms need to be in place to ensure that through 

http://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/research/briefing-papers/POST-PN-359
http://www.syngenta.com/global/corporate/SiteCollectionDocuments/pdf/publications/our-industry-syngenta.pdf
http://glyphosateresistance.org.au/register_summary.html
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as opposed to the use of a remediative measure. The need for such crop enhancement 
chemicals will become increasingly important, due to likely future changes in climate and 
weather patterns.  
 
Another key area is crop nutrition. Identifying the chemistry that controls the communication 
between crop species and soil organisms is important in developing ways to improve nutrient 
supply to plants.

 
Understanding these mechanisms mean that sensors to monitor minute 

changes could be developed. Using nutrients in an efficient and sustainable way could lead to 
a reduction in nutrient leaching. Farmers would thus be able to use nutrient inputs more 
efficiently.  
 
Phosphorus and nitrogen are essential to plant growth and are key nutrients in fertilisers. 
Even in livestock farming, one of the largest single synthetic inputs in bulk terms is fertiliser 
for application to grasslands and forages. Phosphorus is a finite resource and current 
production of nitrogen containing fertilisers is energy-intensive. One possible way to obtain 
nutrients for fertiliser more sustainably is to recycle these from waste streams. Research into 
developing technology to recover nutrients from e.g. human urine would need to be based 
upon fundamental understanding of how these elements interact with potential recovery 
agents to ensure that efficient and cost-effective technologies could be developed.

5 

 

Technology for effective monitoring and fundamental research into minimising the impacts of 
agricultural activity are important to ensure that natural systems can be sustained as part of 
the process. Research in fundamental areas such as the transport and fate of farm inputs will 
help to develop novel and innovative ways to assess and alleviate possible environmental 
impacts associated with agriculture. 
 
As well as crop health, veterinary health is also an important issue, again with respect to 
developing new drugs that can combat resistance. There are also opportunities relating to 
niche areas of technology in relation to animal health, for example the formulation of dairy 
sanitizers and teat dips for cows that could present opportunities for innovative SMEs. 
 
Development of accurate, reproducible analytical methods to measure the composition and 
quality of animal feed could have a real impact in terms of efficiency gains on-farm. There is 



http://www.nature.com/nbt/journal/v30/n3/index.html#nw
http://www.rothamsted.ac.uk/Content/pdfs/GM%20Leaflet%20-%20Information.pdf
http://www.rothamsted.ac.uk/our-science/rothamsted-gm-wheat-trial


http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/
mailto:psi@nationalarchives.gsi.gov.uk

