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Introduction

Professor Gerry Boyle, Director, Teagasc

This book deals with the business of doing research in Europe’s public research and development organisations, with a particular focus on their strategic management challenges. It is the third e-book produced by EURAGRI and draws on contributions made at the 31st EURAGRI annual conference held in Dublin in September 2017.

EURAGRI is a network of EU research and higher education organisations and ministries interested in agri-food research. It operates as a platform of exchange and discussion on topics of common interest pertaining to the organisation, orientation and outlook of agri-food research in Europe in connection with global changes. It holds annual conferences and organises workshops twice a year.

In the course of the Dublin conference, delegates considered these strategic management challenges within the context of the changing role and expectations of agricultural and food research; new partnerships and stakeholders needed to deliver this type of research; the structures and tools required in addressing new research questions; and the requirement for more extensive reporting and evaluation. These themes are reflected in the selection of papers presented in this book.

A particular area of focus at the conference was the role that agricultural research and innovation will play in tackling many of the most serious challenges facing humanity in the coming decades. The world must produce more high-quality and safe food for a growing, increasingly affluent global population while vying for access to increasingly scarce natural resources, preserving biodiversity and water quality, restoring fragile ecosystems and mitigating the effects of climate change. It must also adapt to new plant and animal disease threats.

In response, agricultural and food research is being asked to address a new and pluralist research agenda that requires both multi- and interdisciplinary responses and the deployment of a broad assortment of new and potentially disruptive technologies, in addition to traditional agricultural and food technologies.

The “smart farming ecosystem” of the future will involve a complex range of players in the public and private sectors, requiring public sector research managers to re-evaluate their role in the national innovation system and to embrace partnering and collaboration on a global scale. To ensure continued relevance with regard to the rapidly changing needs of society and policymakers, public research organisations will also need to strengthen procedures for involving stakeholders in programme design, priority setting and evaluating outcomes, while enhancing communication with society about the risks and benefits of new scientific applications.

Moreover, they will have to adapt and strengthen their strategic management competencies in order to maintain scientific excellence and enhance social relevance while addressing new questions with larger and more diverse teams and a range of new partners from the public and private sectors. This, in turn, will require public research organisations to develop a strong capacity in foresight, to build core organisational competencies and to put in place new structures to facilitate greater openness to stakeholders and society.

Properly executed, new governance capacities will not only enable public research organisations to become more flexible and proactive, but to take on a new leadership role in the development of the agriculture sector as well.

The following chapters present reflections on aspects of the strategic management challenges facing agri-food research organisations arising from new policy rationales and resulting demands.

The first two chapters, presented by the Irish Minister for Agriculture and DG Research and Innovation, respectively, examine the issues from a policymaking and funding perspective. The next two chapters reflect on the challenges from the heads of the Irish and New Zealand national agricultural research organisations. Their considerations are further developed in the chapters from the Teagasc Director of Research and the Head of Postdoctoral and Fellows’ Development at Imperial College London. The final chapter deals with the numerous levels of “diversity” and the opportunities and challenges they represent, and thus exemplifies the demands and complexities the research area must navigate given the diverse interests of different actors, stakeholders and users.

The valuable contributions compiled in this book are an indication of the strategic challenges, dilemmas and complexities that research performing organisations in the broader bioeconomy face today. Most research performing organisations in Europe have their roots in an agricultural orientation, often with a narrow agricultural commodity focus. The importance this historical legacy has on investing in new scientific skills and overcoming deeply rooted cultural inflexibilities cannot be overstated with regard to efforts to shift to systems such as the wider bioeconomy, the food and health nexus, and providing public goods while keeping the industry competitive and able to confront future challenges. The way many such organisations operate must be completely overhauled if they are to capture the full potential of all possible approaches. Although trans- and multidisciplinary approaches are key to addressing society’s major challenges, they are difficult to successfully implement.

The path to success will be different in every country, with each dependent on its own competitive advantages. The respective national research strategies will reflect these advantages (Michael Creed, Ireland), and the accompanying funds to implement them will influence not only the research to be carried out at the national level but room for manoeuvring in terms of strategic research management at the research organisational level as well.

European research strategies (Bioeconomy Strategy, Food 2030, Blue Growth), drawn up to tackle global challenges and which include an extensive consultation process, are implemented through different instruments. The main current funding mechanism is the EU Framework Programme for Research and Innovation, Horizon 2020; Horizon Europe, which is slowly taking shape, will succeed it in 2021. The emphasis is on “mobilising a diversity of actors and sectors to deliver R&I solutions and to produce the scientific and technological results and outputs and wider societal impacts needed to achieve its objectives” (Ciaran Mangan, EU COM). Such funding schemes call for multi-actor approaches and societal impact, which requires research organisations to adapt how they conduct research. The influence on the strategical management of research performing organisations is limited.

Teagasc strives to provide solutions and opportunities for the Irish agricultural and food industry within a constantly changing global context. Greenhouse gas emissions, digitalisation, new bio-based products and environmental goods are some of the challenges and opportunities that require “developing a knowledge-based, sustainable and secure food system; embracing social, environmental, health and economic goals, and developing new policies, systems and procedures” (Gerry Boyle, Teagasc). To fulfil its role, Teagasc consults widely, both internally and externally each year, to set out research priorities and decide on new project topics. This process has a regional and national scope that ensures cooperation with researchers, extension officers, the private and investment sector and the Irish Department of Agriculture (Frank O’Mara, Teagasc).

Volatility is the point of departure for Tom Richardson (AgResearch). A science reform agenda implemented in New Zealand in the 1990s transformed the...
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