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Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

Draft Budget 2018-19 

 Written submission from SEFARI 

SEFARI – Leading Ideas 

SEFARI (Scottish Environment Food and Research Institutes) (www.sefari.scot) is 
the collective of six Scottish Research Institutes, each with their own global 
capability, expertise and reputation. SEFARI is delivering “Leading Ideas for Better 
Lives” by working across Plant and Animal Health; Rural Economy; Agriculture; Land 
and Communities; Climate and the Environment; Food and Drink Innovation; 
Healthier Food and Science Education. There are significant national and global 
challenges within that portfolio, and these are largely increasing, for example: 
climate change, food security, genetic diversity, land use choices. SEFARI is 
innovative and shows leadership in delivering what the Scottish Government and 
other funders ask for and require, and represents value for money in doing so. 
Spending on research and development is part of the solution to these issues, and 
sustained funding is critical to ensure this capacity is retained.  

Whilst the SEFARI collective is imperative, the Committee wrote to each of the 
Institutes individually, and so responses are coming from SEFARI as the collective, 
and from the individual institutes.   

The Institutes in the collective are: Biomathematics and Statistics Scotland (BioSS); 
The James Hutton Institute; The Moredun Research Institute; The Rowett Institute 
(University of Aberdeen); Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh (RBGE); and Scotland’s 
Rural College (SRUC). SEFARI is a core part of the Scottish research and 
innovation community, with 390 staff (average during 2011-20161) with world leading 
skills across natural and social sciences, and highly qualified technical staff, 
employed on Scottish Government and other funded research. The Directors 
Executive Committee (DEC) is made up of the Directors of the Institutes, and the 
Director of SEFARI Gateway. The Chair of DEC (which rotates annually) is the 
Executive Chair of SEFARI.  

SEFARI Gateway is the knowledge exchange and impact hub, set up in 2016 as a 
means to co-ordinate and develop the knowledge exchange and engagement activity 
of all the SEFARI members.  It has its own budget, staffing and Director. Staffing of 
SEFARI Gateway includes individuals drawn from across the Institutes. 

The development of SEFARI and SEFARI Gateway has been a major step forward. 
It has cemented already strong working relationships, and improved the impact of 
the Scottish Government funded Strategic Research. The development of a common 
brand as well as a common knowledge exchange gateway is leading to better 
integration of outcomes and communication.  Our partners and audiences across 
policy and business, in particular, have welcomed the development of SEFARI. From 
a staff perspective, SEFARI has encouraged research to be considered in a broader 
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 In 2011/12 there were 411 posts supported by the Strategic Research Programme, dropping to 354 

in 2016/17. 

file:///C:/Users/rwt200/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/GF12V9DW/www.sefari.scot


 DB 010 

2 

perspective. In generating external income, SEFARI is being highlighted as a 
‘pathway to impact’ (e.g. in bids as a collective, such as in summer 2017 to the 
Natural Environment Research Council [NERC] Engaging Communities Programme. 
This model aids competition with larger, peer organisations in the UK and across 
Europe. 

The Committee will find that reference is made in some documentation to Main 
Research Providers (MRPs). These are the same Institutes as make up the SEFARI 
collective, and are all responsible for delivering aspects of the Scottish Government’s 
Environment, Agriculture and Food Strategic Research. 

It is worth noting that one of the Committee’s questions related to linkages to the 
Scottish Government’s National Performance Framework. You will see some 
references in this document to National Outcomes (NO) against which the work of 
SEFARI delivers.  

The Strategic Research Programme  

The Scottish Government funds a variety of activities through its Strategic Research 
portfolio. This includes, but is not limited to, the Strategic Research Programme, 
(herein referred to as the SRP), on land, food, agriculture, environment and 
communities. Other activities funded through the portfolio are also delivered by 
SEFARI, but through different funding streams. The graphics2 below show funding 
splits for 2011-2016, and for 2016-2017.  

 

 

                                                           
2
 Source: Scottish Government. Note that MRP and SEFARI are used interchangeably in these 

graphics. “RAFE” stands for “Rural Affairs, Food and the Environment”. 

http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Research/About/EBAR/research-providers
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The Institutes that comprise SEFARI have long had a common and shared interest in 
the delivery of quality and relevant research, but over the last 11 years there has 
been a move from grant-in aid support to the strategic research model. This was 
initiated in 2006 with a structure of five year funding cycles. The SRP is designed to 
focus on mid to long term national (Scotland) priority areas, but with flexibility to 
deliver against more pressing policy requirements. This model has driven increasing 
integration of research disciplines and cross-Institute research collaboration, creating 
multi-and inter-disciplinary research teams. The Directors Executive Committee 
ensures delivery of the SRP.  

1. How is SEFARI engaged in the development of the Strategic Research 
Programme? 

We have assumed this question pertains to the current Strategic Research 
Programme 2016-2021. The MRPs (as SEFARI was not established until 2016), 
were proactive in proposing a three theme research approach, vision and structure 
for the 2016-2021 SRP. This was designed to deliver against Scottish Government 
priorities.   

The final scope and content was defined by the Scottish Government in a process 
involving the MRPs, bilateral meetings and workshops with potential audiences and 
collaborators, together with a wider written consultation involving the policy 
community, government agencies, agricultural food industry sector, and the third 
sector. MRPs also engaged with stakeholders through this period. This led to a 
tender process followed by external peer-review. 

Delivery of the SRP is monitored by the Scottish Government within a “Research 
Delivery Framework”. This monitoring includes meetings between researchers and 
the Scottish Government. These meetings provide detail on progress and delivery. 
DEC has strategic oversight and responsibility for this delivery, and meets and 
communicates regularly with the Scottish Government. DEC is directly involved in an 
Operational Group, chaired by the Scottish Government, which meets 3 times a year 
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to oversee delivery. In addition to these operational discussions, dialogue is on-going 
about iterative changes to the current SRP, as well as the funding model to be used 
post 2021. This involves a Strategic Advisory Board (SAB) composed of external 
academics, representatives of UK research funding agencies and key members of 
Scottish Government. SEFARI is represented on the SAB by the Chair of DEC.  

2. Is the Scottish Government approach to research funding effective in 
supporting sustained research in priority areas? 

Long-term strategic funding from the Scottish Government enables research to be 
focused towards national priorities within policy, industry and wider society. Critical to 
this unique capability is the long-standing working relationship between the Scottish 
Government and the MRPs, which enabled the co-development of the SRP; the 
MRP’s sustained relationship with key stakeholders which ensures relevance to end-
user needs; and the strong understanding and collaboration between the MRPs 
themselves, which enhances the scope of SRP delivery. SEFARI represents a 
further and significant evolution of this inter-institutional approach to delivering 
strategic research – this model enhances, and will continue to enhance, cross-
institutional connections and stakeholder access to publicly funded interdisciplinary 
research and expertise. In some instances funding has supported the retention of 
nationally important expertise in areas that have otherwise experienced a decline in 
external funding opportunities due to changing short term trends within the direction 
of funders and on research unlikely to be supported by multi-national companies 
(e.g. sheep diseases).  

The evolution of successive SRPs has been challenging due to the necessarily 
ambitious scope involved, however the approach has been effective in that it has 
allowed mid to long term investment in areas of research which are challenging, 
complex, and yet have the potential to result in major benefits for Scotland, UK and 
globally. From a recent independent economic impact assessment of the 2011-16 
SRP, accepting that such impacts manifest over time, often considerably beyond the 
funding cycles that create them, SEFARI is demonstrably delivering both direct and 
indirect benefits. 

Examples of key impacts from the 2011-2016 and current SRPs are:  

 Science advice and research supporting the  Scottish Biodiversity Strategy;  

 Working with Scottish Natural Heritage to refine the Natural Capital Asset 
Index for Scotland; 

 Enhanced understanding of Flood Risk Management; 

 Providing key evidence on the review of Nitrate Vulnerable Zones (NVZs); 

 Providing influential research for shaping policy decisions on the reformed 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP); 

 Providing dramatic improvements on the ability to model peatland carbon 
stocks and emissions, with a direct effect on how formal emission factors are 
calculated; 

 In collaboration with the Centre of Expertise on Climate Change, SEFARI 
identifying the benefits of peatland restoration on carbon management, 
helping to support statutory emission reduction targets required by the 
Climate Change (Scotland) Act (2009); 

http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2017/09/5004
https://beta.gov.scot/publications/highlights-scottish-governments-strategic-research-programme-2011-16/pages/2/
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 Developing new varieties of potato and soft fruits to enhance competitiveness;  

 New findings that have a major potential to improve the barley crop to cope 
with effects of climate change; 

 Enhancing livestock breeding through improved estimated breeding values 
(EBVs) of cattle for improvements to their environmental footprint and health; 

 Seminal role in supporting the Bovine Viral Diarrhoea (BVD)  eradication 
scheme, through integrated research approaches on national herd 
prevalence, economics and knowledge exchange; 

 Development of targeted biosecurity advice for livestock keepers; 

 New understanding of viral infection in sheep providing crucial evidence for 
future animal disease treatment and control; 

 New Integrated crop pest management (IPM) approaches enhancing disease 
management while reducing pesticide usage; 

 Reformulating foods for increased health potential and environmental 
sustainability within the sustainable development of the food and drink 
industry; 

 Seminal research on microbes in the human gut and fibre metabolism 
opening new opportunities to provide health benefits to consumers; 

 Enhanced understanding of food poverty and household food insecurity, 
contributing to questions generated for the Scottish Health Survey 2017 and 
which will help provide a measure of food poverty in Scotland for the first time; 

 Mapping rural socio-economic performance for improved targeting of funding; 

 Research on outdoor access for older people, informed Land Use Strategy 
and Physical Activity Implementation Plan. 

Such research impact translates to significant economic benefit. Based on an 
independent assessment of impacts in the single calendar year 2016 arising from the 
2011-2016 SRP, there were:  

 Environmental benefits estimated to be worth £71.7 million GVA to the 
Scottish economy;  

 Animal health benefits from BVD reduction alone of at least £3.0 million GVA; 

 Plant health benefits of at least £16.6 million GVA;  

 Genetic improvement benefits to crops and livestock equating to £35.9 million 
GVA.  

In addition, extensive expert advice for innovation was provided to over 250 of 
Scotland’s Food and Drink sector SMEs between 2011-2016. 

It is important to note that economic benefits from the 2011-2016 SRP will continue 
for many years to come, hence the full economic impact will be considerably greater 
than indicated by the figures above. 

Strategic funding has also allowed for the retention and development of globally 
distinct and important collections across SEFARI including:  

 National Seed Store; 

 National Soils Archive;  

 Insectaries; 



 DB 010 

6 

 Germplasm (living genetic resources such as seeds or tissues that are 
maintained for the purpose of animal and plant breeding, preservation, and 
other research uses);  

 Pathogen & Bacterial Culture collections. 

For livestock, SEFARI holds considerable invaluable resources: the world’s longest-
running dairy cattle selection experiment; selection lines of hill sheep (data, 
genotypes, samples); specific pathogen free livestock. For crops, SEFARI holds: a 
mapping collection of ear types in winter wheat; long term evaluation of diversity in 
cereals (especially barley); collection of barley landraces and wild barleys; and the 
Commonwealth Potato Collection. For human nutrition: a new, state of the art, 
Human Nutrition Unit provides an unrivalled ability to conduct human intervention 
research. 

Institutional Data collections include renowned soil data and maps, land capability 
data, bioinformatics tools, livestock production data, access to national dairy, beef, 
sheep genetic data (with consent), and crop health databases. 

Access and utilisation of these resources, together with advice and collaboration with 
BioSS on quantitative issues, has been a seminally important platform for 
interdisciplinary integration across SEFARI. This has delivered, for example, critical 
work relating to:  

 Modelling and advice for policy on CAP scenarios;  

 Ground breaking work for reductions in methane production from cattle; 

 Research to mitigate greenhouse gas emissions across agricultural 
production; 

 Driving approaches to understand and address zoonoses3;  

 Collaboration on integrated pest management;  

 New and novel research combining plant science and nutritional chemistry to 
identify and improve the health beneficial components of crops;  

 Highlighting the nature conservation importance of High Nature Value (HNV) 
farming systems throughout Europe: 

 Linking of environmental sustainability and health research from production to 
consumer; 

 Through working with EPIC (the Centre of Expertise on Animal Disease 
Outbreaks), the industry-led Bovine Viral Diarrhoea (BVD) eradication 
scheme. 

The SRP is also an important platform for leveraging external, including international, 
funding (between April 2016-March 2017 £15.8 million was leveraged for research 
and public good consultancy; plus a further £9.5 million from industry sources). SRP 
funding is levered by SEFARI to 356 external collaborative projects. Over half of 
those active in 2016-2017 involved international partners, with 120 including partners 
within the European Union. Such interactions both transfer SRP supported expertise 
to global issues, including climate change, water resources, food security but also 
bring wider UK and international expertise to Scotland.  

                                                           
3
 Infectious diseases of animals that can naturally be transmitted to humans. 

https://www.sruc.ac.uk/info/120275/egenes
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Overall, the SRP delivers an extensive range of policy, practice and innovation 
impacts, underpinned by robust, internationally competitive research, as shown 
within highlights of the science outcomes for policy, practice, economy and 
innovation and the economic impact assessment of the 2011-2016 SRP. In 2016-
2017, 122 policy briefings were also produced, including 85 to the Scottish 
Government, and to agencies across environment and climate, agriculture, food, and 
health remits. In economic terms, the 2011-2016 SRP has delivered, for 2016, a 
minimum of £151.8 million GVA to the Scottish economy. 

The Scottish Government recognised that there was an opportunity to do even more 
with the research being produced through the SRP. SEFARI Gateway has been 
funded to deliver enhanced knowledge exchange and impact. This means delivering 
information in the right format, to the right people, at the right time, with resultant 
improved outcomes. Fundamental to this is the development of more strategic 
partnerships across those who could make more use of the research. Such 
partnership work is being developed with organisations as diverse as the Scottish 
Land Commission, Food Standards Scotland, Scotland Food and Drink, Cairngorms 
National Park Authority, Loch Lomond and the Trossachs National Park Authority, 
the Marine Alliance for Science and Technology for Scotland (MASTS), Marine 
Scotland, Scottish Government Good Food Nation policy team, Scottish Natural 
Heritage and the Scottish Environment Protection Agency. SEFARI Gateway 
receives £750,000 pa funding from the Strategic Research portfolio. 

 

http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0052/00523788.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0052/00524038.pdf
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SEFARI Gateway activities are underpinned by: 

 A programme of key conversations with key audiences across policy, 
scrutiny, business and society, including intelligence to SEFARI on emerging 
conversations and research needs;  

 Think Tank funding – this allows for SEFARI researchers to  apply their skills 
and expertise to national and global challenges – current projects include on 
urban food, genetic diversity, decarbonising global agriculture-food, and 
alternative protein sources;  

 Responsive Opportunity Fund – this allows for new and innovative 
knowledge exchange (for example films, exhibitions, peer to peer farmer 
learning, co-ordination of SEFARI educational resources, schools poster 
competition);  

 SEFARI Fellowships – bringing the breadth and depth of the SRP to host 
organisations. Work to date with Scotland’s Futures Forum and Cairngorms 
National Park Authority, with others under development.   

 
3. What is the anticipated impact of the UK exit from the EU and the 

capacity of SEFARI to deliver the programme?  

The likely terms of the UK’s exit from the EU will make the research carried out 
across SEFARI even more important. If there is potential for the UK, and so 
Scotland, to be removed from collaborative EU-wide models of research, then 
domestic research becomes even more critical. In expectation that access to the 
European Union markets will continue to rely on adherence to EU standards, then 
the role of SEFARI in contributing towards the adherence to those standards will be 
even more important. It should be also noted that SEFARI and UK institutions have a 
leading role in the implementation of some standards, the requirements of which are 
increasingly emphasised within EU funded research - an example of this is research 
ethics with human participants. Impacts relating to the delivery of the Strategic 
Research portfolio, and more widely, can be categorised under three headings:  

Influence of Scottish research at the European level 

There is a risk that our European partners dis-engage with our scientists and 
science, although to date, collaborators have emphasised their wish to retain links 
due to our track record of success, scientific expertise and excellent facilities. 
Scotland outperforms equivalent and also larger geographic areas in its contributions 
to influential environment related advisory groups of the EU. For example, in recent 
years, at a European level, the James Hutton Institute has provided invited 
convenorship or membership of a number of bodies established to underpin 
agricultural and environmental policy making. This is typical of the role played by the 
Institutes which make up SEFARI, and this is important as Scottish, UK, European 
and industry funders benefit increasingly from a two-way flow and sharing of 
knowledge. Participation in such international and European bodies promotes 
Scotland’s brand internationally, and supports Scottish Government international 
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ambitions of promoting a global outlook, international connectivity, influence and 
networks. 

Adverse impacts on income to research organisations 

The impact of the UK exit from the EU will vary across the Institutes which make up 
SEFARI. This is because the percentage of income derived from EU sources is 
different depending on the history, structure and business focus. Detail for each 
Institute can be found in the individual submissions, but as a collective it is 
anticipated that SEFARI will see a significant downturn in income over a sustained 
time period as a result of exit from the EU. An independent evaluation by Biggar 
Economics reported that SEFARI secured £29.2m from EU sources between 2011 
and 2016, the largest single source of funding after that of the Scottish Government. 
It is critical to ensure continued access to such funding, for which SEFARI have been 
very successful in bidding in a highly competitive environment. 

Changes in the arrangements for movement of researchers and academic staff 

Constraints on the mobility of researchers between European countries (and 
beyond) could reduce the attractiveness of Scottish research organisations as 
prospective employers or as hosts of post-graduate students and visiting research 
workers, and thus could adversely impact on Scotland’s reputation for research and 
innovation (NO3), and as an attractive place for doing business in Europe (NO1). It 
may introduce a barrier to early career researchers for pursuing their studies, with 
negative impacts over the longer term of weaker links with research networks and 
the benefits of joint scientific publications and funding bids to which these lead. As 
an example, almost one-third of the Rowett’s post-doctoral staff and over one-
quarter of the PhD students at the Institute are from EU countries other than the UK. 
Should EU citizens feel less inclined to pursue their research careers in Scotland 
and the UK post-Brexit, this might impact on the ability to deploy the best staff to 
undertake the SRP in the future. Given the timescales of Brexit and the proposed 
transitional arrangements being discussed, it is unlikely that the impact will affect the 
current programme, but it may affect a future SRP. 

Centres of Expertise  

The Committee’s letter referred to the Centres of Expertise at this point. Submissions 
from the Centres of Expertise themselves will explain more, however SEFARI are 
inextricably linked with, and deliver to, all the Centres of Expertise. In this section we 
continue to answer the questions as outlined in your letter.  

4. How is SEFARI funded (project based or rolling funding)?  

The SRP funding is of major importance for the research capability, capacity and 
long term stability and vitality of the Institutes which make up SEFARI. In addition, 
SEFARI partners variously receive funding from other components of the Scottish 
Government’s Strategic Research portfolio: underpinning capacity, innovation fund, 
Centres of Expertise, HEI-projects and also work to leverage external funding from 
other research funders and industry, (although access to such funding schemes is 
not universal across SEFARI). In 2016 SEFARI leveraged £9.5 million from industry 
funding sources and £15.8 million was gained from research (non-industry) funders 
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and public good consultancy. SEFARI partners also variously have commercial arms 
and commercial consultancy, as well as intellectual property and spin-outs, though 
their income balance varies and is distinctive for each Institute. SEFARI Gateway 
receives £750,000 pa funding from the Strategic Research portfolio. 

5. Are there set timescales attached to the funding and what are the 
challenges associated with this? 

Individual Institute responses identify specific issues relevant to their situation and 
the particular context of their research. Although a five year programme, the SRP 
research funding budget is approved yearly, which can affect long term planning and 
the connectivity within the programme. This can also potentially create uncertainty 
within research which naturally extends over multiple years, and makes planning 
challenging for those areas where research takes place seasonally (e.g. forward 
planning of field trials involving crop cycles). This situation can impact on research 
outcomes which were never expected to deliver before the latter stages of the SRP 
cycle. SEFARI partners also require the flexibility to ensure they can retain 
researchers and, where possible, recruit. Year to year budget approval can hamper 
the attractiveness of SRP work to existing and prospective staff.  

6. How do you work with other higher education institutes and research 
providers beyond those directly involved in SEFARI?  

HEI interactions throughout Scotland, the UK and internationally are extensive. 
Included in these are projects funded by the Scottish Government within the SRP, 
collaboration on Centres of Expertise, co-supervision of PhD students, and projects 
delivered through collaborative funding initiatives. Examples include strategic 
alliances, for example between the James Hutton Institute and the University of 
Dundee; Moredun and the University of Glasgow; SRUC and the University of 
Edinburgh; and the Rowett as an integral part of the University of Aberdeen. These 
demonstrate examples of deeper collaboration and co-operation (for example 
involving joint appointments as well as joint students). However, the Centres of 
Expertise, in particular, ensure SEFARI is collaborating with virtually all HEIs in 
Scotland, and SEFARI students work with and across many of these. Specifically:  

 Every member of the SEFARI collective has staff who have either shared or 
honorary positions with HEIs;  

 The Centres of Expertise each have different management structures but all 
have SEFARI and HEIs as integral parts;  

 Many of the Institutes have to co-supervise PhD students with a HEI partner. 
In addition, SEFARI partners collaborate with HEIs in funding initiatives e.g. 
RCUK, Leverhulme, EU Horizon 2020.  

SEFARI Gateway affords new opportunities for SEFARI researchers to actively 
engage with those beyond SEFARI in innovative knowledge exchange and Think 
Tank initiatives.  
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7. How does the work that SEFARI does support the delivery of Scottish 
Government policy priorities including those set out in the National 
Performance Framework?  

SEFARI has relevance across the National Performance Framework, in some cases 
directly, and in others indirectly and supportive. The Scottish Government’s own 
website states “The [Institutes] make substantial contributions to the objectives and 
targets of the National Performance Framework (NPF)”. This reflects that the SRP, 
and any other funding which comes from the Scottish Government is designed to 
allow for delivery against NPF priorities. Some of the work carried out under the SRP 
can demonstrate impact against such priorities year on year, however the impact of 
research can take years to come to fruition, This means that research funded a 
decade or more ago can be generating impact today (e.g. comparison of soil carbon 
stocks in National Soil Inventory of Scotland 1978 to 1987; 2007 to 2010). 

Examples of work delivering against the Scottish Government Economic Strategy 
includes informing investment in natural capital, resource efficiency and low carbon; 
and, the National Outcomes of living longer, healthier lives (NO6); valuing and 
enjoying our built and natural environment and protecting it and enhancing it for 
future generations (NO12); and, reducing the local and global environmental impact 
of our consumption and production (NO14).  

SEFARI Gateway is an investment in delivering NO3 (Research and Innovation) 
through the encouragement of knowledge exchange between research organisations 
and businesses. The processes of research (publishing in leading international 
scientific journals; keynote speeches at key scientific conferences, contributions to 
STEM subjects and Women in Science Programmes), contributes directly to 
achieving the National Outcome of “We are better educated, more skilled and more 
successful, renowned for our research and innovation.” (NO3).  

The breadth and depth of such skills enables SEFARI to pool resources to tackle 
societal challenges of global significance. These include the effective and innovative 
management of natural assets (e.g. carbon stock), enhancing the capability of 
Scotland’s land based sector for productive and sustainable land management, 
supporting the rural economy, and providing evidence that enhances the health and 
wellbeing of Scotland’s people, and the nutrition and security of food on which they 
depend.  

Further delivery against National Outcomes comes through the contribution SEFARI 
makes to the work of the Centres of Expertise. For example, the James Hutton 
Institute is involved in all three CoEs, and manages the HydroScholars Scheme of 
the Scottish Government HydroNation work.   

Innovation Funding  

8. Does SEFARI receive innovation funding? If so, how has this supported 
collaborative working and what have the outcomes been?   

SEFARI is strongly committed to research and innovation and has a strong track 
record for this in the environment, agriculture, food, and life-science areas, which are 
key to supporting the Government’s purpose of increased sustainable economic 

http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2007/11/13092240/9
http://www.gov.scot/About/Performance/scotPerforms/outcome/healthier
http://www.gov.scot/About/Performance/scotPerforms/outcome/environment
http://www.gov.scot/About/Performance/scotPerforms/outcome/envImpact
http://www.gov.scot/About/Performance/scotPerforms/outcome/research
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Research/About/EBAR/StrategicResearch/strategicresearch2016-21/srp2016-21/naturalassets
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Research/About/EBAR/StrategicResearch/strategicresearch2016-21/srp2016-21/viableruralcommunities
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Research/About/EBAR/StrategicResearch/strategicresearch2016-21/srp2016-21/viableruralcommunities
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growth. Within the current Strategic Research portfolio the Scottish Government has 
allocated £0.3m4 in 2017-2018 towards small, but focussed, innovation projects to 
draw out innovation from any aspect of the longer term agriculture, food and 
environment research it funds. Of those SEFARI partners in receipt of this funding, it 
contributes to the interdisciplinary, partnership building and translational aspects of 
SEFARI research. 

The SRP is itself a major innovation platform, such as providing the research to 
deliver or underpin new crop varieties (barley, soft fruits, potato), innovative 
approaches to plant disease forecasting (e.g. The Hutton Criteria), livestock vaccine 
development (e.g. Barbervax), identifying traits for improved livestock selection and 
welfare (e.g. through SRUC work on genetics in the EGENES programme), and spin 
out companies (e.g. 4D pharma). Innovation from the SRP is also delivered to key 
audiences via targeted advice e.g. agriculture – food sector bodies, direct to farm 
personnel and to food and drink SMEs (see individual Institute responses). 

The SRP also underpins the ability to leverage external funds to drive innovation and 
partnerships. In 2016 SEFARI leveraged £9.5 million from industry funding sources. 

Underpinning Capacity  

9. What activities are supported by funding to underpin capacity?  

Underpinning Capacity varies across SEFARI, but enshrines investment in:  

 Capacity (e.g. collections, data bases of national significance); 

 Platforms (e.g. long-term experiments, monitoring and demonstration sites, 
containment facilities); 

 Flexible delivery of advice and collaboration by BioSS; 

 Skills training for the next generation of applied and translational science 
researchers (through post-graduate research/PhD training programmes: in 
2016-2017, a total of 345 PhD students were under training within SEFARI 
and though Underpinning Capacity represents only a proportion of their 
funding, it supports the vibrancy of the  research and learning environment in 
which these students carry out their research); 

 Allows for support to pursue projects which are not included in the main SRP 
but which may lay foundations for future research investment.  

Underpinning Capacity funding also provides for “call-down” advice for Scottish 
Government policy requests (such as used in the options appraisal for proposed 
Areas of Natural Constraint to replace the less favoured Areas Scheme under CAP). 
As such, Underpinning Capacity supports various but unique combinations of 
capabilities which create benefits for Scottish and UK society.  

10. What costs are attached to this and what are the expected outcomes?  

The costs vary between Institutes (please see individual responses as examples of 
the diversity of coverage). The outcomes are however significant and long term. In 
essence Underpinning Capacity is a vital component of the national resource 

                                                           
4
 Source: Scottish Government 

http://www.hutton.ac.uk/news/hutton-criteria-potato-late-blight-risk-analysis-unveiled-ahdb-conference
https://www.sruc.ac.uk/info/120275/egenes
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Research/About/EBAR/StrategicResearch/strategicresearch2016-21
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capability offered through SEFARI, and it is intimately intertwined with the efficient 
delivery of, and impact from, the SRP and wider SEFARI research. 

For example, the animal, laboratory, field and infectious disease handling facilities of 
a SEFARI partner underpins all aspects of the livestock and animal disease research 
across the SRP.   

SEFARI partner collections are also maintaining and enhancing critical national 
resources e.g. the National soils archive and map databases enables assessments 
of Scotland’s carbon stocks, and changes due to land use – this can inform 
Scotland’s contribution to international strategies for tackling climate change through 
the Report on Policies and Proposals, including to the UN Paris Agreement 2015. 

11. How secure is this funding stream?  

Underpinning Capacity is part of the wider Strategic Research portfolio, and so is 
inextricably linked to funding decisions taken in the round. Although the individual 
roles and levels of underpinning funding varies across SEFARI partners, it is a 
critical component of sustaining the breadth and impact of a strategic programme 
approach, enabling flexibility through seed corn approaches, the development and 
testing of new research streams, and training of the next generation of researchers. 

Contract Funding  

12. The funds available through the contract research budget have declined 
significantly. How has this impacted the work of SEFARI?  

Contract Research Funding (CRF) differentially affects, and is of corresponding 
variation in importance, across SEFARI partners (e.g. see individual responses). For 
specific Institutes it has been a vital source of research funds that provide flexibility 
to address new challenges that arise during funding cycles. Whilst recognising that 
the principal driver for the decline in the CRF has been the shrinking funding 
allocation available, and the Scottish Government decision to protect secure income 
to SEFARI at the expense of the CRF, the decline in availability of the contract 
research budget has limited the provision of research on topics identified by 
particular policy teams.  

Typically, such research requires a relatively short timescale outwith either the remit 
of the call-down funds or refinements in the delivery of the SRP. Such funds are 
subject to public tenders, but the nature of expertise required places relevant 
SEFARI partners in a competitive position to tender. The reduction in associated 
income contributes to financial pressures on specific SEFARI partners.  

Additional issues  

13. What do you consider to be the key challenges for SEFARI, the research 
community and research funding in the next 10 years?  

There are three top line issues: people, funding security and maintaining 
international competitiveness. These are interlinked. Having the right staff is 
essential for any organisation. This is particularly so in science and research. 
Attracting the brightest and best scientific minds to SEFARI, and having the essential 

http://unfccc.int/paris_agreement/items/9485.php
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skills and expertise to be internationally competitive, is vital to our ability to innovate 
and for our research to bring new ideas and evidence forward for the benefit of 
Scotland.  

As an example, the Rowett Institute has a high proportion of scientific leaders who 
have intimated they will or are likely to retire in the next 5 years. Succession planning 
is essential, ensuring the recruitment of the next generation of skills and expertise to 
maintain our international reputation. This is challenging, a primary reason for which 
is funding, an issue shared across SEFARI.  

After many years of flat funding and more recently decreasing budget, it is becoming 
more difficult to maintain critical mass in certain areas. Since 2011 the budget from 
the Scottish Government to SEFARI has fallen significantly. With inflation, salary 
adjustments and pensions changes, the effect of this budgetary decrease is even 
more challenging. This has required inevitable reductions in staff complement, 
making it difficult to sustain international credibility and competitiveness across all 
areas of our activity.  

The Institutes which make up SEFARI have reputations for attracting and nurturing 
the best talent. Such staff, who may originate from anywhere in the world, will only 
be attracted if the research opportunities are not overly prescribed. Hence, in 
seeking to address future priority needs of Government, there has to be an 
appropriate balance between scientific freedom and work directly addressing policy 
needs. Without this, combined with the issue of the funding window mentioned 
above, future recruitment of the highest calibre of staff will be a challenge. Set 
against these challenges, there are also some opportunities. SEFARI is well placed 
to contribute to new research initiatives, such as Global Challenges Research 
Funding. This is a positive way we can build on the funding provided by Scottish 
Government and ensure that Scotland remains renowned for its research and 
innovation.      

14. Specifically what is the estimated impact of withdrawal from Europe on 
the centre, the research community and funding available to rural, food 
and environment research in Scotland?  

This has partly been covered in answer to Question 3, however it is worth reiterating 
that in the past, funding from the European Union has been considerable. It has also, 
through the European Union research frameworks, been on an increasing trajectory. 
This trajectory is anticipated to continue, and reiterates the importance of SEFARI 
retaining access to such frameworks.  

The short term impact of leaving the European Union is likely to be the effect on staff 
from the rest of the EU who either work across SEFARI already, or who might wish 
to work with us in the future. The discussions around the withdrawal of the UK from 
the European Union have undoubtedly affected staff confidence and influenced how 
some see Scotland and the UK as a place to work. Whether this will translate into a 
change in the number of EU citizens who will wish to work across SEFARI is difficult 
to judge at present.  

Science operates across boundaries, and one of the great benefits of being part of 
the EU has been the development of collaborations and networks which have greatly 
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enriched the research being undertaken across SEFARI. Research interactions 
between SEFARI staff and colleagues in other European countries are unlikely to 
stop as a result of constitutional change. However, these interactions are likely to be 
impaired significantly if access to European funding, which has allowed collaborators 
to come together to do joint work, is no longer available.  

It is worth making the point that SEFARI research continues to underpin key building 
blocks, in particular relating to how we use our land and natural assets, and how 
related policy choices are monitored – and in particular how these choices affect the 
people of Scotland, the UK and beyond. This includes aspects such as CAP, 
protected areas and species under Natura 2000, movement and health of plants and 
animals, biodiversity, food security and nutrition, and the EU directives pertaining to 
water resources and quality.  

15. What steps do the Scottish Government and research organisations 
need to take to address those challenges?  

Research organisations must ensure they remain competitive with respect to 
European and international peers, identifying key opportunities for funding and high 
quality collaborations. We are very keen that the UK and Scottish Governments do 
all that is possible to retain access to EU research programmes and financial 
support. We look forward to working with and supporting them in those endeavours. 
The UK Government has provided new funding opportunities through the Global 
Challenges Research Fund, and other opportunities are likely to be available through 
the UK Industrial Strategy Fund. However this will only compensate for lost EU funds 
if the areas/focus of research matches that of SEFARI expertise.   

The strategic research undertaken by SEFARI is both for the benefit of the Scottish 
economy and for public good. Given the long timeframes between the investment in 
research and the realisation of tangible impacts, as well as the indirect relationship 
between investment and impact, this requires public funding and is not something 
that could be supported by industry alone, or models of public subscription. The 
Scottish Government can, therefore: 

 Re-affirm the need for, and the importance of, long-term strategic research, 
and the role of SEFARI in its delivery; 

 Ensure that the content of the SRP should not become overly-prescriptive, in 
order that it is able to be truly innovative in generating transformative ideas, 
and attract the best scientists to Scotland. 

A major issue is uncertainty over funding. While it is clear that these are 
unprecedented times, with issues like leaving the European Union adding to that 
uncertainty, research is one of the key tools at the Government’s disposal that will 
define Scotland’s ability to adapt to, and compete in, a changing world.  In that 
context, the Scottish Government can help support research by being clear about the 
budget for the SRP over the lifetime of the SRP, rather than on a year to year basis. 
This would facilitate appropriate planning and would further illustrate the Scottish 
Government’s positive support for research.  
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The Institutes have increased their alignment and developed their mode of 
collaborative working by establishing SEFARI and SEFARI Gateway. This direction 
of travel will continue. As research problems become more complex and multi-
disciplinary, this alignment gains increasing importance: 

 SEFARI will continue to develop and help to maximise the holistic outputs of 
research across the food supply chain and in relation to the environment, 
agriculture and land use;  

 SEFARI is also a key vehicle being used for discussion about research 
priorities with key stakeholders, such as Scotland Food and Drink, and 
thereafter the design of relevant research.  

The sustained investment in research across SEFARI by the Scottish Government is 
key to the continued ability to leverage funding from other sources, as well as 
demonstrating its value across other sectors – and in particular demonstrating the 
positive impact of this research on our society. SEFARI will continue to add value to 
the public investment in research by Scottish Government by securing additional 
funding for research from sources outside Government. This is of significant 
importance in maintaining Scotland’s reputation as key global hubs for research and 
innovation.  

Professor Colin Campbell – Chief Executive of the James Hutton Institute and 
Chair of SEFARI 

Graeme Cook – Director, SEFARI Gateway 

Professor David Elston – Director, Biomathematics & Statistics Scotland (BioSS) 

Professor Julie Fitzpatrick - Scientific Director of the Moredun Research Institute 
and Chief Executive of the Moredun Foundation 

Simon Milne MBE – Regius Keeper, The Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh (RBGE) 

Professor Peter Morgan, FRSE - Director of the Rowett institute  

Professor Wayne Powell - Principal and Chief Executive, Scotland’s Rural College 
(SRUC) 

 


