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DO FARMERS NEED TO CHANGE?
On Wednesday 7 November, at Congress House in London, policy makers, representatives from the farming and food industries, and top academics will be hearing the results from seven ground-breaking projects and considering their implications for food policy in the UK.  

“Unlocking change in the food chain” is showcasing interdisciplinary research funded by the Research Councils UK as part of their Rural Economy and Land Use Programme.
The researchers have identified a range of significant issues for farmers and other food producers.
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· Dr David Little from Stirling University is discussing the potential for novel diversification strategies for farmers, including converting unused barns for environmentally-friendly production of the tropical fish tilapia for food in the UK.  This could support the government objective of increasing fish consumption without endangering wild fish stocks.  Tilapia is a popular white fish option in many countries but is, as yet, little known in Britain.
http://www.relu.ac.uk/research/projects/Little.htm
· Dr Chris Hodgson from the Institute of Grassland and Environmental Research looks at the risks waste disposal on farms poses to crops and water courses and the problems that farmers have to deal with in ensuring that our food and water supplies remain safe.   The project has designed a risk assessment tool for identifying potential problems and the ways in which these could be addressed. http://www.relu.ac.uk/research/projects/Chadwick.htm
· Professor Henry Buller of Exeter University is researching the potential for farmers to enhance both their profits and the environment by exploiting biodiverse pastures for production of beef, lamb and cheese.  He argues for more “joined-up thinking” to link environmentally rich pastures and quality food production, perhaps via agri-environment schemes, organic farming payments and cross compliance rules.

http://www.relu.ac.uk/research/projects/Buller.htm
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· Professor Bruce Traill of Reading University considers whether changing ways in which farmers produce food could enhance its nutritional value for consumers, for example, by using UV-transparent plastic for polytunnels, or by the selection of specific varieties.  He looks at whether biodiverse pastures can actually enhance health benefits of the meat they produce and whether consumers are willing to pay the extra costs this would incur.

http://www.relu.ac.uk/research/projects/Traill.htm
Other topics under discussion include whether changing our eating habits could help reduce our carbon footprint, how biopesticides could become a mainstream solution for farmers and how consumers could be informed more effectively about risks in the food chain.
As well as the presentations there will be structured opportunities for contributions from the delegates, who will include representatives from the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, Natural England, the Countryside Council for Wales, regional development agencies and other statutory and non-statutory agencies, as well as the private sector.  Sessions will be chaired by Dame Deirdre Hutton, Chair of the Food Standards Agency and Professor Maggie Gill, Director of the Rural and Environment Research and Analysis Directorate of the Scottish Government.
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Delegates will also be asked to provide feedback via the Sound Bites video box, resulting in a short film to be shown at the end of the conference and made available on the internet. 

John Lloyd-Jones, farmer and Chairman of the Countryside Council for Wales, said: “This is a challenging time for farmers.  We always have to be looking at developments and changes in the industry.  Carbon footprints, food chain crises, worries about diet and obesity all have an impact on what we do.   And the research being presented at this conference gives us a unique opportunity to consider some of these issues and the part the farming industry could play in tackling them.  
“All the projects have an interdisciplinary perspective, taking into account not just the technical aspects, but also the human dimension – both in respect of consumers and of ourselves, as food producers and custodians of the land.

“Now it’s important to make sure that these findings are made available to policy makers and are taken into account in future practice.”
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Notes for editors:

1
A programme for the conference is attached and members of the press are welcome to attend.  The conference takes place at Congress House, Great Russell Street, London WC1B 3LS from 9.30 to 17.30 on Wednesday 7 November 2007.
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For further information about any of the research contact RELU Science Communications Manager Anne Liddon, tel 0191 222 6880, email anne.liddon@ncl.ac.uk.
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