Speech of Welcome: Westminster BBQ, Wednesday 15 July 2009 
Secretary of State, distinguished guests, colleagues,  can I welcome you to the second AHDB Westminster BBQ.

AHDB has had a successful first year. 

 Our annual report and accounts have been laid in Parliament and are now available through our website.

The challenge of continuity and change has been met.

 Our six sectors have risen to the challenge, meeting all their business plan targets and at the same time preparing themselves for the move to a single site at Stoneleigh.

 As I speak the move is half completed and will be fully completed by the end of the month.  It has not been easy moving six businesses, over 100 senior staff, recruiting a further 100 locally and assembling the IT and finance infrastructure which had to work from day one.

The fact that it did is great testimony to our core transition team, the support we have had from our sector colleagues and the continuing support from Defra.  And thanks to our stakeholders, many of whom are here this evening, who have kept faith with the vision and have helped us to realize it.  We are on target to secure a £3.8m annual saving in our costs.

As Rosemary Radcliffe reminded us in 2005, the changes we are managing now are set against a backdrop of major global upheaval, which is with us now, and will be in the foreseeable future.

Global commodity markets are a good deal more stable than they were this time last year and the economic recession has dampened consumer demand.  But the need to maintain the productive base of a viable food industry remains of vital importance.

And despite the fall in the prices of both commodities, oil and other key inputs from their peak levels in 2008, we also have to recognize that global commodity prices are likely to be more volatile over time.

First a few words about food security and a sustainable UK food system: two sides of the same coin.

An efficient and competitive agriculture and horticulture industry that is investing in productive capacity and in skills and training is essential in addressing both issues.

 Many factors are important in improving technical and business performance but let me just touch on four.

First, a strong commitment to R&D by both Government and industry – we neglect this at our peril.  R&D is AHDB’s largest spend area and we have recently appointed a Chief Scientist, Professor Ian Crute, to ensure we get the maximum value out of this spend.  

But we need leverage.  We already have it: the Cereals sector attracts £3 for every £1 it invests, but we need more.

We want to work with Government but also with the whole of the food and farming industry – including retailers.  We have a common agenda to support the long-term sustainability of agriculture and horticulture in the UK. 

Second, AHDB needs to ensure, that through its Knowledge Transfer activities, managed through our six sectors, that our industry picks up and applies the fruits of research and best practice.  One example: through the Better Returns Programme over the last three years more than 15,000 beef farmers have improved their farmyard efficiency

Our ultimate aim must be to change behavior.

Third, we need to improve the efficiency and transparency of food supply chains.

Our retailers and processors are admired across the world; this is a clear advantage that we need to build upon.

Finally, we need to ensure we have the skills base to take forward this challenging agenda.  

Skills from the farmyard to the University laboratory.

AHDB is committed to working with partners to develop a skills agenda, which is practical and achievable.  But we want to ensure we work closely with Government to meet this challenging objective.

In all these areas AHDB has a valuable role to play.

Let me touch briefly on climate change; a subject that could easily take up an hour or so of your time!

Climate change adaptation and mitigation are long-term challenges to all our sectors.  The Government has set testing but realistic targets for reductions in greenhouse gas emissions.

UK agriculture must play its part.  The dairy sector has a roadmap in place to plot the climate change impact on production and processing and to provide industry with guidance on how to manage adverse impacts.  Similar roadmaps are being developed by the beef and lamb and pig sectors.  The Cereal’s sector can also help to deliver the Government’s commitment to securing 10% of road transport fuels from renewable resources by 2020.

We know that diet-related health problems cost the UK economy £10 billion per year.  A move to zero carbon fresh produce supply chains, promoted through our horticulture sector, is part of a solution that can provide significant  long-term benefits.  Equally, we need to educate and inspire the next generation.  Our Potato sector involved over 10,000 schools in its ‘Grow your own Potato scheme’ last year.

We also have to understand that the ruminant sectors in particular are concerned that policy makers and others understand the wider contributions of livestock production: maintaining grasslands that themselves store carbon for instance and maintaining cherished landscapes and protecting important wildlife habitats.  And supporting rural areas and communities.

The climate change debate in respect of agriculture and horticulture must be a balanced debate. 

Feeding Britain in the future will be challenging.

There is strong evidence that the resources, knowledge and commitment to meet this challenge do exist.  Harnessing them to allow us to increase output at the same time as meeting targets for environmental sustainability will not be easy.

It will call for a level of collaboration across industry, consumer and Government that has not existed to date, but the challenges we face require concerted and radical action.  I say to all our Parliamentary guests that we are up to the challenges and look forward to working ith you to secure sustainable solutions.
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