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Dear Select Committee, 
 

1. GARNet is a BBSRC-funded community network that acts as an advocate and 
supporter of plant science research in the UK and worldwide. The network has 
existed for over 17 years and is funded until 2020. GARNet is overseen by a 
group of twelve UK academic plant scientists who are elected by their peers. We 
are a respected voice for academic plant scientists in the UK, particularly those 
involved in the type of fundamental research that underpins future translation of 
knowledge into crop species or bioproduct pipelines. Our primary goal is to 
ensure that the plant science community remains competitive and productive at 
the national and international level.  
 

2. Plant scientists who work on both fundamental and applied aspects of research 
are part of a worldwide community that is ultimately attempting to tackle global 
problems of food insecurity. The majority of the consumed calories are derived 
from plants so maximising crop yields both in the UK and overseas is critically 
important for the wellbeing of the global community.  

 
3. This places the UK plant science community in close alignment with European 

colleagues. It is critically important that any changes resulting from Brexit will 
maintain the UKs preemptive position in plant science research outputs and 
continue to support the important influence that UK researchers currently have 
within the wider community. 

 
4. Below we provide input from GARNet in three overlapping policy areas that are 

relevant for the future activities of our community. These policy areas involve 
Movement of People, Funding and Collaboration and the Regulatory 
Environment. 

 
5. Movement of People  

 
6. As with the activities of any research community, the UK plant science 

community requires input from an outstanding and varied set of participants. In 
terms of quality of research publications in plant science, the UK ranks in the top 
2 worldwide (1) and as such attracts many of the best researchers to its research 
institutions. EU nationals who are part of the UK plant science community make 
a key contribution toward these outputs. Following Brexit it will be critically 
important that these contributions are consolidated and that the opportunities for 
future interactions are not harmed by any changing policies.  
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7. GARNet welcomes the UK Government’s recent statement that the rights of EU 
nationals working in the UK will be protected after Brexit (2). However our 
concern also lies with the impact of Brexit on the future contributions of EU 
nationals to UK excellence in plant science. 
 

8. The John Innes Centre and Rothamsted Research are major UK plant science 
research centres and over 20% of their staff are non-UK EU nationals (3,4). This 
is higher than the overall proportion of EU workers in academic research 
positions across the UK, according to numbers produced by the Royal Society 
(5). This indicates that UK plant science is more greatly reliant upon EU nationals 
than other research areas. These EU nationals provide numerous contributions 
to the UK community and include financial input through grant income, 
reputational enhancement through their published materials and pastoral 
influence by improving the quality and diversity of the research environment. 
These individuals significantly enhance the UK research community by providing 
educational, leadership and collaborative opportunities for UK nationals.  
 

9. GARNet hopes that following Brexit there will be mechanisms in place to not only 
protect their current employment of EU nationals working in the UK but to ensure 
the facile movement of new outstanding scientists into the UK, allowing their 
expertise to benefit the UK plant science community. Under the current system 
the full participation of a country with the current Horizon2020 funding 
infrastructure relies upon freedom of movement between EU countries. 
Therefore future UK immigration policies are inextricably linked to the finance 
resources that are available to UK researchers (6). 
 

10.  GARNet supports future policies that allow the free movement and 
employment of staff and students for the benefit of the UK plant science 
community. 

 
 

11.  Funding and Collaboration 
 

12.  The United Kingdom is a net beneficiary of funding provided by the EU for 
research, development and innovation activities (6).  
 

13. GARNet is primarily concerned with the support for fundamental plant science. 
EU funding for this area of research is an important component of the financial 
landscape for UK plant scientists. Since 2014, UK-based researchers received 
over £7M for fundamental plant science through individually awarded Starter, 
Consolidator or Advanced grants from the European Research Council (ERC). 
The removal of these funding opportunities would be a significant concern for UK 
plant science. Therefore GARNet supports any opportunity for the UK to remain 
a full member of future EU research frameworks. 
 

14. If the UK does not participant in FP9 or other similar funding instruments and 
opts to distribute this funding through UKRI or a related mechanism, GARNet 
strongly calls for the same proportion of EU funding secured by plant scientists to 
be ring-fenced for the same purpose.  
 



	 	

GARNet

15. The ERA-CAPS program was funded through FP7 with the remit of supporting 
five key areas of plant science, offering the opportunities for UK researchers to 
interact with EU colleagues in large consortium grants (7). Twenty-seven projects 
were funded in the first two ERA-CAPs grant calls (8). UK plant scientists 
participated in 74% of these projects, 40% in a leadership role. This 
demonstrates UK pre-eminence within EU plant science research. 
 

16. The £8.5M of funding for these ERA-CAPS projects came directly from RCUK via 
the BBSRC. Therefore if the UK does not participant in equivalent programs in 
future then in theory this finance could be available directly from UKRI. However 
it is would be essential that this funding remained earmarked for plant science 
projects and not distributed to other research areas. 
 

17. The Royal Society has shown that the impact of publications is higher from 
projects that involve UK-EU collaborations than from research that occurs only in 
the UK (6). Given the significant number of UK plant scientists involved in these 
type of ERA-CAPS projects then it is almost certain that UK plant science 
outputs share a similar benefit.  
 

18. GARNet thinks the UK Government should prioritise maintaining access to 
EU funding programs. This will aid collaborative research and enable the 
UK to continue in its preeminent position within EU plant science.  

 
 

19.  The Regulatory Environment 
 

20. UK plant scientists favour a regulatory environment that is evidence-based and 
encourages the use of technological innovations in a responsible manner. 
However there are particular areas of policy that are more relevant for plant 
scientists, most notably the legislation that controls the use of plants that have 
been developed using genetic technologies. 
 

21. The past two decades have seen enormous technological advances that have 
improved the ability of plant scientists to generate new crop variants that are 
better able to respond to changing biotic and abiotic stresses. These include use 
of genetic modification (GM) and gene editing (GE) techniques.  

 
22. Obtaining the maximum benefit from these techniques requires a change in 

current EU regulations with regard the growth of modified organisms. Recently 
there have been indications that gene edited crops will be regulated differently to 
genetically modified plants (9). If this situation is maintained this has enormous 
potential to speed up the use of this technique for the development of novel 
crops for research, food and bioproducts. 
 

23. In this regulatory area the UK government has adopted a wait-and-see approach 
to align itself with overall EU policy (10) although regions with devolved powers 
have clear anti-GM policies (11, 12). Therefore how Brexit will impact the 
regulation of these crops grown in the UK is challenging to predict. 
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24.  After Brexit the UK government could have the opportunity to depart from 
decisions of its previous EU partners in this area of policy. This might include a 
greater number of controlled field trials of crops generated by GM and GE. 
Therefore this is a potentially critical time for the future use of these techniques 
by UK plant scientists. Even though this might allow for a greater level of 
research and investment in this area, GARNet feels it is important that any 
decisions are made with the fullest possible agreement of EU partners.  
 

25. GARNet supports a regulatory system that assesses each new plant variety on a 
case-by-case basis that focuses on the final product and not on any intermediate 
process or variant. We advise that any UK regulations are developed with the full 
collaboration of EU policy makers. Any significant UK divergence from EU policy 
in this area could cause problems with the movement of materials from the UK to 
other EU states, which could stifle collaboration. 
 

26.  Aligning future UK policy in this area with EU partners will allow continued 
opportunities for full collaboration. In addition it will allow the UK to play a 
significant role in the decision-making processes that will determine EU policies 
in this area of legislation.  
 

27. GARNet proposes that the development and implementation of future UK 
regulations regarding the use of Genetic Modification and New Breeding 
Technologies are closely aligned with the activities of EU policymakers. 

 
 
Yours, 
 
The GARNet Advisory Committee 
https://www.garnetcommunity.org.uk/advisers 
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