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NEW FUNDING FOR INNOVATIVE ANIMAL AND PLANT DISEASE RESEARCH
The Research Councils UK have allocated £5 million for innovative, new research into animal and plant diseases.  For the first time ever, researchers will examine these from an interdisciplinary perspective, spanning both natural and social sciences, investigating not just the technical issues, but the social aspects, such as attitudes to risk, how we communicate information about diseases and the social and economic costs of outbreaks.

At a time when government and society are rethinking how disease risks should be managed, teams of leading scientists from universities across the UK are beginning to research topics that include how decisions are taken about containing outbreaks of disease such as foot and mouth and avian flu, how the risks of E coli can be reduced in rural communities, whether the lessons learnt from Dutch elm disease might help us to combat the new threat of sudden oak death, and the ways in which information to the public can help to reduce the risk of tick-borne disease carried by animals. 
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The research is being carried out under the Rural Economy and Land Use Programme (RELU), a radical interdisciplinary initiative, funded by the Economic and Social Research Council, the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council and the Natural Environment Research Council, as well as the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs and the Scottish Executive Environment and Rural Affairs Department.  All the research carried out within the programme crosses the traditional boundaries between natural and social sciences and aims to combine the strengths of both.  It also emphasises the involvement of stakeholders at every stage of the research.  For the first time this approach is being applied to animal and plant diseases. 
John Lloyd Jones, chairman of the Countryside Council for Wales said: “The interdisciplinary philosophy has been a great strength for RELU.  As a stakeholder for the programme and as a farmer myself, I am particularly encouraged to see it being applied in this very important area.  But animal and plant diseases are an issue, not just for farmers but for the whole community.
“The government’s emphasis has moved very much towards prioritising the public risk aspects, with inevitable implications for those of us who are in the agricultural industry.  Here we have cutting edge research that looks at every aspect of animal and plant disease, not just the technical problems of containment or eradication, but at risk, management options and the social, technological and natural dynamics of the diseases.
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“I believe that the findings from this research will enable us to open up these questions much more widely and encourage a very useful debate about future strategy.”

Notes for editors:
1
The six projects are:

· Lessons from Dutch Elm Disease in assessing the threat from Sudden Oak Death http://www.relu.ac.uk/research/projects/Third%20Call/Potter.htm
· Assessing and communicating animal disease risks for countryside users

http://www.relu.ac.uk/research/projects/Third%20Call/Quine.htm
· Reducing E coli risk in rural communities http://www.relu.ac.uk/research/projects/Third%20Call/Killham.htm
· Assessing the potential rural impact of plant disease http://www.relu.ac.uk/research/projects/Third%20Call/Mills.htm
· The governance of livestock disease http://www.relu.ac.uk/research/projects/Third%20Call/Medley.htm
· Assessment of knowledge sources in animal disease control http://www.relu.ac.uk/research/projects/Third%20Call/Wynne.htm
2 For more information contact Anne Liddon, Science Communications Manager, Rural Economy and Land Use Programme tel 0191 222 6880.
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