BIOTECHNOLOGY AND BIOLOGICAL SCIENCES RESEARCH COUNCIL

BBSRC/INRA COLLABORATIVE PROGRAMMES IN CROP SCIENCE

CALL FOR PROPOSALS

SUMMARY

1. Collaborative work is central to delivery of programmes in crop science, to maximise the return on investments by all partners, and to encourage new alliances as well as to strengthen existing partnerships. In advance of a wider European programme under the framework of the European Research Area in Plant Genomics (ERA PG), and to specifically address recommendations arising from the UK Crop Science Review, the BBSRC and the INRA would like to stimulate initial bilateral collaborations between INRA and UK institutions. From the BBSRC, funding of up to £1.35M is available for up to 4 year projects to be carried out by UK universities, BBSRC-approved academic analogues or BBSRC-sponsored institutes in collaboration with colleagues in INRA, France. For the French part funding of up to 2 million Euros (full cost) is available for up to 4 year projects to be carried out in INRA laboratories.
INTRODUCTION

2. In recent years the methodology underlying biological investigation has undergone radical changes. This has led to an increase in the volume of data collected during experimentation, and a concomitant increase in the cost of these efforts. As a result it is anticipated that, in the future, there will be more emphasis on larger and longer collaborative programmes, such that maximum benefit can be made of shared data and facilities generated by ‘omic’ approaches.

3. In established food crops there are important targets which will contribute to environmental and economic sustainability, as well as impacting on human and environmental health, such as the following examples:
a. Targeted enhancement of nutritional quality in important food crops to address the development of major diseases such as coronary heart disease, cancer, obesity and diabetes. 

b. Quality improvements that facilitate processing of harvested crops, giving advantages to the food industry. 

c. Crops with reduced input requirements to minimise costs to the producer as well as to the environment. 

d. Plants developed for utilisation in bioremediation; absorbing and sequestering heavy metals. 

e. New varieties for feed crops to minimise environmental pollution by reducing nitrogen excretion by livestock.

f. Improved resistance to abiotic and biotic stresses including drought, salinity, pests and pathogens, to respond to the constant and changing demands of the environment.

4. It is suggested that plant-based industries will be of increasing importance to future economic development in Europe (‘2025; a European vision for Plant Genomics and Biotechnology’). Diversification in agriculture and greater understanding of basic plant metabolism has meant that plants are increasingly being explored for non-food crop potential. High volume uses include packaging, industrial fibres and as potential sources of alternative energy via fermentation or liquid fuels, with low volume, high value usage in biopharmaceuticals and speciality chemicals. 

5. In all the above areas, academic scientists are being encouraged to work more closely with industry to develop a pipeline from basic research through to commercial use. In France, the Genoplante programme has strengthened such contacts between public research institutions and industry by supporting large-scale collaborative research projects.

6. Exploitation of the knowledge generated by genomic technologies and utilization of this knowledge in the development of new crops to meet the changing needs of European agriculture will require a greater degree of cooperation between researchers.

7. The change in scale of such programmes will mean that it will be valuable to encourage collaboration, not only nationally, but also internationally. Transnational programmes in plant genomics already exist in Europe and in a wider global context, starting off with the GABI/Genoplante alliance in 1998, the Arabidopsis 2010 project between the DFG and the NSF of the USA, and more recently with a trilateral programme including GABI, Genoplante and the Ministry of Science and Technology in Spain. These collaborations have been fruitful and are continuing in advance of a planned wider European initiative in plant genomics, joining up national funding programmes of 11 countries under the umbrella of the ERA PG (www.erapg.org).

BACKGROUND

8. The BBSRC commissioned a review of Crop Science, (http://www.bbsrc.ac.uk/news/reports/crop_sci_review12_05_04.pdf), published in 2004 and one of the findings of the review was that the BBSRC should take the lead in the development of international programmes. Some funding arrangements to foster this and to support large-scale collaborative projects with external matching funding were proposed. Specifically, it was recommended that relationships with INRA should be strengthened (Recommendation 15). 

For its part, the INRA wants to strengthen its collaborations in Europe. Numerous BBSRC-funded research groups in the UK develop research programmes complementary to those of the INRA and should therefore be considered as privileged partners. 

9. The BBSRC Crop Science Review highlighted that there has been a considerable long-term investment in plant molecular biology, which has resulted in the accumulation of important and underpinning information about basic processes. Additionally programmes such as GARNet and the Brassica Genome Project and Cereal IGF Consortium, all funded under the BBSRC Integrating Gene Function (IGF) initiative, have fostered good links between researchers, particularly in model organisms. 

The INRA wants to facilitate collaborative research with the BBSRC in the Crop Science field, to complement and enrich the research programmes led in the frame of the Genoplante programme and of various EU supported programmes.

10. Crop science encompasses a broader remit than basic plant science. It can include studies of function at the level of the gene and the molecule, but generally involves a more strategic and applied focus leading, to the exploitation of economically important crops in sustainable agricultural systems. 

11. There is now an expectation that, for economic and social benefit, the investment in basic science should contribute to the future exploitation of crop species. It is likely to be possible to identify commonality between programmes of research at the basic level, and ambitions for strategic delivery and application into crop science. A clearer understanding of these areas of opportunity for translational research should lead to knowledge transfer in line with current ambitions for crop science. 

12. Apart from the BBSRC Crop Science review, policy documents have been drawn up at the European level recognising the changing landscape of agriculture and plant and crop research. A vision for European plant science has been described with a view forwards to 2025 (see paragraph 3). ‘Plants for the Future’ outlines how future developments in plant science need to be promoted and supported in academic and industrial sectors as well as socially in order to make a valuable contribution to the economy Europe, boosting its competitiveness in the global market. These reviews and policy documents emphasise the importance of European collaboration in achieving such long-term goals.

OBJECTIVES
13. One of the recommendations of the BBSRC Crop Science review was that the UK community should be encouraged to increase collaboration with its European partners, and particularly the INRA. It is suggested that a way to start this process is to initiate bilateral collaborations in defined areas of mutual interest, with each partner committing comparable funding. 

To reinforce its links with European partners, the INRA wants to foster a higher level of collaboration with the BBSRC. An annual call for proposal will be issued on one or several themes of mutual interest.

14. The call aims to fund two collaborative programmes each taking place over approximately 4 years. These should be true collaborations with partners from the different countries working closely together. Exchange of scientific staff between the partner institutions will be encouraged. There should be clear demonstration of added value in the proposed partnerships.

TOPICS FOR THE CALL

15. Applications will be welcome in 2005 from different research areas and could include a range of crops and traits e.g. brassicas, cereals, plant pest and pathogen interactions, epidemiology. The translation of genomic information from reference species to practical application will be welcomed where appropriate. Joint work is likely to be in areas where there is extant high quality research activity and a common interest for both partners. 

ELIGIBILITY

16. On the UK side, the BBSRC/INRA collaborative programme is a responsive mode initiative open to UK universities, BBSRC-approved academic analogues and BBSRC-sponsored institutes. (Applications from BBSRC-sponsored institutes will count against their competitive funding “cap”). On the French side, the collaborative programme is open to INRA Research Units (UR), Mixed Research Units (UMR) and to associated laboratories. 

FUNDING ARRANGEMENTS

17. On the UK side, up to £1.35M in total (including 80% full economic costs) is available for 4 year projects to start in 2006. Consumables funding will be available as justified for each grant application. 

On the French side, each project will be granted by INRA a post-doctoral position for 3 years and a PhD grant. A maximum of 40 000€ per year will be provided for the duration of the project (consumables, travel, small equipment)

18. Each funding body will fund according to its normal procedures.

APPLICATION PROCESS AND TIMETABLE

19. There will be a two stage application process, with outline proposals presented for consideration in advance of a final call. The timetable for this process will be as follows;

a. Initial Call 



28th September 2005

b. Deadline for pre-proposal 

11th November 2005

c. Panel for pre-proposal sift

28th November 2005

d. Deadline for full applications

13th January 2006

e. Panel meeting for final selection
20th February 2006

20. Pre-proposals should be sent simultaneously to Sophie Laurie (sophie.laurie@bbsrc.ac.uk) and to Hélène Lucas (dgap@versailles.inra.fr) before the 11th of November 2005. The selected applicants will be notified and a proposal form will be sent to them. 
21. The format for the pre-proposal is free but the pre-proposal should contain:

i. A summary overview, not exceeding 2 sides of A4, of the collaborative project including a description of how the project meets the objectives of the call. This should give an outline of the work proposed, the background and suitability of the applicants to carry out the work, the general project structure including time schedule and funding requested.

ii. A detailed description, not exceeding 2 sides of A4 for each country, of the work planned by each partner, showing clear planning and identifying how partners from each side will work together. This should indicate the added value of the collaboration.

A proposal form will be sent to the selected applicants, to be filled and sent to the INRA and the BBSRC before 13th January 2006.

FURTHER INFORMATION

For general enquiries about the application process contact:

Mr Paul Boniface


e-mail; paul.Boniface@bbsrc.ac.uk

Tel
01793 414690


Fax
01793 413234

For scientific enquiries about the call, contact:
Dr Sophie Laurie

Email: sophie.laurie@bbsrc.ac.uk
Tel
01793 413340

Fax
01793 413234

Dr Alf Game



Email: alf.game@bbsrc.ac.uk

Tel
01793 413220


Fax
01793 413234


Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council


Polaris House


North Star Avenue


Swindon SN2 1UH

For enquiries to INRA contact:

Dr Hélène Lucas


Département de Génétique et d’Amélioration des Plantes 

INRA, Bâtiment 12


78 026 Versailles Cedex


Email: dgap@versailles.inra.fr

Tel: 01 30 83 34 73


Dr Thierry Candresse 

UMR GD2P

IBVM, Campus INRA

BP 81

33883 Villenave d'Ornon Cedex, France


Email: tc@bordeaux.inra.fr

Tel : +33 (0)557 12 23 89


Fax : +33 (0)557 12 23 84

