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FORWARD 
 
 
Achieving the Governmentôs vision for a sustainable, secure food system will require an 
adequate supply of highly skilled people: to provide the research to support effective, joined-
up policies; to develop and disseminate new knowledge and technologies; and to exploit the 
opportunities for innovation. 
 
The Food Research Partnership skills sub-group has explored in some depth the main 
issues around high-level skills in the agriculture and food sectors. It has looked closely at key 
opportunities & challenges, and identified priorities for action - focusing on high level 
(undergraduate) and very high (Masters and PhD level) skills.  
 
This report summarises the findings. It highlights the conclusion that the supply of high level 
skills in the agri-food sector is at least sufficient to satisfy current demand, but there is very 
little accurate data exploring the future demand for high level skills in individual sectors.  
 
The changes in the Higher Education Institutes (HEIs) are not seen to have disadvantaged 
the supply of graduates and higher level skills to the industry or research base, but have led 
to the loss or reduction of some specialist capabilities in the HEI sector. There are also some 
niche areas of concern in the very high skill levels required to maintain the research base 
and support key future agricultural research. 
 
A significant finding is that clear, common metrics, agreed across government and 
implemented consistently across bodies collecting and collating the data, will be essential in 
addressing the skillôs supply and demand issues in the agri-food sector. 
 
 
Professor John Beddington 
 
Government Chief Scientific Adviser 
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High-level Skills for Food 
 

Executive Summary 
 

i. The óFood Research Partnershipô (FRP) brings together key public sector funders of food-
related research with senior representatives from the research community, Non 
Governmental Organisations and the agri-food industry to promote cross-sector dialogue 
and to jointly deliver enhanced leadership in addressing key strategic issues for food 
research and innovation. The Skills Sub-Group of the Food Research Partnership (the 
Sub-Group) was established in order to consider the issues around high-level skills in the 
agriculture and food sectors. There was a perception that: the closure of institutes and 
specialist departments in universities was affecting the sector; that there were falling 
numbers of graduates in both agriculture and food-related subjects; and that the graduate 
quality was not as high as for other bioscience subjects in the UK. In addition there was a 
perception of a significant and potentially unmet demand within the industry for new 
graduates and there was a view that there was insufficient knowledge exchange between 
the industry and research base, in part due to a lack of appropriately skilled people. A 
final concern was that there is a shortage of very high level (Masters, PhD) skills to 
support research both in the research base and industry. 

ii. The Sub-Group was asked to consider the availability and access to evidence of the 
problems relating to high level skills in agri-food, and to gather and analyse the available 
data. It was also asked to consider what is being done to address the skills issues, what 
success would look like if the issues were addressed, and the priorities for action in order 
to achieve such success. Throughout the exercise, the focus was primarily on high (level 
4, undergraduate) and very high (Masters and PhD level skills). 

iii. Data were obtained from a variety of sources including Higher Education Statistics 
Agency (HESA), Sector Skills Councils, the Higher Education Funding Council (HEFCE), 
and the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC). In addition, a 
number of reports, case studies and some survey data were provided by both the 
agriculture and food industries and other sources. Substantial anecdotal evidence was 
also given. 

iv. These data show that: 

o There is a significant lack of consistency within the available data, with many gaps 
and little ability to compare data from different sources. These difficulties are common 
to all sectors, and can both mask specific, acute problems and confuse 
understanding of the real skills needs. In addition, the data do not cover all sectors 
equally, for example skills required for post harvest and distribution waste 
management are not addressed at all. 

o The supply of high level skills in the agri-food sector is at least sufficient to satisfy 
current demand, but there is very little accurate data exploring the future demand for 
high level skills in any relevant sector. 

o The changes in HEIs have not disadvantaged the supply of graduates and higher 
level skills to the industry or research base, but have led to the loss or reduction of 
some specialist capabilities in the HEI sector.  

o There is a significant overseas student presence on HEI courses at all levels, but it is 
not easy to determine what proportion of the high skills cohorts these students 
represent. 

o There are some specific niche areas of concern in the very high skill levels required 
to support the research base and the future needs of agricultural research. 
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o The immediate and urgent need in both agriculture and the food sectors is to increase 
the skills levels of current owners, managers and workers. The issue is more of 
demand for training than a shortage of supply. A concerted effort to increase the 
professionalisation of the sectors is necessary to enable them to respond to the 
increasingly complex context in which food is produced and consumed. 

o There are no consistent metrics to enable measures of progress in addressing real or 
perceived skills issues in any relevant sector. 

v. From these data, the Sub-Group concluded that: 

o The nature of the supply of and demand for high level skills in agri-food is such as to 
require partnership between all relevant industry and users, skills providers, research 
and policy makers so as to understand the issues and develop solutions to 
addressing them. The work being undertaken by the Agri-Skills Forum provides an 
ideal opportunity to develop this approach, so long as it is across the whole sector 
and at all skill levels. 

o In order to ensure that skills and other needs in both the agriculture and food sectors 
can be properly understood, it is important to resolve the problems of the 
inconsistency and lack of granularity of the data. This needs to be done in partnership 
between all the bodies responsible for gathering such data and with those who will 
use it (e.g. HEFCE, HESA ). 

o There is not an immediate issue in the supply of high level skills to the agri-food 
sectors. However, this does not properly take into account the major re-focusing of 
research in agriculture and food, the skills that will be required for the application of 
the new technologies and developments arising from this, nor the aim for greater 
professionalisation of the sectors. In the context of food security, the strategic 
importance of subjects supporting the agri-food industry may well need re-appraisal. 

o The immediate and urgent need in both agriculture and the food sectors is to increase 
the skillôs levels of current owners, managers and workers. This professionalisation of 
the sectors is necessary to enable an effective response to the increasingly complex 
context in which food is produced and consumed. 

o Clear, common metrics to ensure progress in addressing the skillôs demand and 
supply issues in agri-food are essential. 

o There are some specific areas of niche very high level skills that require addressing. 

vi. The principle recommendations of the Sub-Group are: 

o To support the Agri-Skills Forum in its work to develop a co-ordinated approach to 
understanding and addressing the skills supply and demand issues in agriculture and 
food, and promoting the further professionalisation of all components of the sectors. 
This should include an appropriate expansion of its membership to consider high and 
very high level skills demand and supply. 

o That clear and common metrics relating to important indicators such as skill level, 
qualification and job classification in the agri-food sector should be agreed cross-
government, and implemented across bodies collecting and collating the data. In 
some cases this may require surrogate measures for skill levels where the level and 
type of formal qualifications are not an effective metric. The views of industry and the 
supply sector should be sought so as to ensure that the resulting data and metrics 
are useful to users as well as government and providers. Such metrics should fit with 
the overall government strategies, including the Food 2030 Strategy and research 
excellence framework (REF). 

o To support the development by BBSRC of Advanced Training Partnerships to 
address in particular very high level skills needs in the agriculture and food sectors. 
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High-level Skills for Food 

 
 
Report to the Food Research Partnership from the Food Research Partnership Skills 
Sub-Group 
 
January 2010 
 

1. Introduction 

1.1. This is a very exciting and important time for food research. The Government vision of 
the need to ensure a sustainable, affordable, safe and healthy food supply by 2030 has 
resulted in the widespread realisation that a long-term view is needed of UK and 
worldwide food provision. The role of research and development in achieving this vision 
is recognised by the UK government Food Strategy Task Force, which has established 
the Food Research Group with its stakeholder group the Food Research Partnership 
(FRP) to consider the relevant research issues of importance to stakeholders.  

1.2. Membership of the FRG includes key public funders of food research and its aims are: to 
initiate taking forward the recommendations of the Food Matters report for a Joint 
Research Strategy for Food; to promote the coordination and coherence of food and 
agricultural research programmes and funding across Departments and the wider public 
sector; to provide a forum where key cross-government food research and innovation 
issues and priorities can be discussed and addressed; to facilitate engagement with the 
wider stakeholders groups, including research providers, funders and users. 

1.3. In order to address stakeholder engagement, the Food Research Partnership (FRP) was 
set up consisting of membership of the FRG and stakeholders representing key 
industrial and consumer sectors with aims including: to provide a high level forum to 
promote cross-sector dialogue and to jointly deliver enhanced leadership in addressing 
key strategic issues for food research and innovation; to provide the opportunity of a 
challenge and ñsounding boardò function as individual organisation strategies and 
programmes are developed, and in relation to the development of the institutional 
landscape for food research as a whole; to forge links between member organisations, 
and encourage collaboration and a coherent approach to research across government, 
the research community and the private sector. 

1.4. The Food Research Partnership identified that the introduction of new practices and 
products to all aspects of the agri-food sector is dependent on the presence of high level 
skills, suitable for both undertaking research and understanding its application and the 
translation of such research into practice. Whilst there is anecdotal evidence of problems 
in both the supply of high level skills and of research translation, the FRP agreed that 
substantive evidence should be sought, so as to aid the choice of solutions to any 
material problems in these areas. 

1.5. At the first meeting of the FRP in April 2009 key issues were identified as being critical to 
the future of the sector and it was recommended that a number of Sub-Groups be 
commissioned to explore these issues in more detail. To address the issues around high 
level skills, the FRP established a Skills Sub-Group (the Sub-Group) to consider the 
availability and access to evidence of the actual issues relating to high level skills in agri-
food, what is being done to address these, what success would look like if the issues 
were addressed, and the priorities for action in order to achieve such success. Terms of 
Reference and membership of the Skills group are provided in Annex 1. 

1.6. The context in which the Sub-Group met was a perception that the closure of specialist 
departments in universities was affecting the sector, that there were falling numbers of 
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graduates, in particular UK nationals, in both agriculture and food-related subjects, and 
that their quality was not as high as for other bioscience subjects in the UK. There was 
also a perception of a significant and potentially unmet demand within the industry for 
new graduates. Furthermore, there was a view that there was insufficient knowledge 
exchange between the industry and research base, and that this was in part a skills 
issue due to a lack of a sufficient applied research base in the first instance and a lack of 
appropriately skilled people within the industry able to take up and put into practice new 
findings. A final concern was that there is a shortage of very high level (Masters, PhD) 
skills to support research both in the research base and industry. 

 

2. The role of the Sub-Group 

2.1. The Sub-Group was tasked with reporting back the following to the FRP: 

 A clear articulation of the issues. This is provided in sections 4 and 5 below and 
in Annexes 2 to 9. 

 Current efforts to tackle the issues, including who is involved. These are outlined 
in sections 4 and 5 below and in Annexes 2 to 9.  

 A view of what success would look like, and of the most important steps needed 
achieve this. This is addressed in section 6 below and Annex 10. 

 Proposals for concrete, realistic actions that FRP members could take either 
directly, or through wider influencing, that would make a significant impact. These 
are given in section 6. 

2.2. óSkillsô in the context of agri-food research was taken to mean research-informed 
technical expertise and the high-level (i.e. graduate and postgraduate, Level 4 and 
above) skills that give individuals the ability to understand and make use of specialist 
knowledge and new findings. In other words, óskillsô covers the ability of the owners, 
managers and staff in the agri-food sector to take advantage of developments in science 
and technology.  Factors that contribute to skills levels in agriculture and food sectors 
include the maintenance and improvement of the skills of the existing workforce at all 
levels, the employment of specialists, and careers for high-calibre students.  

2.3. A wide range of skills needs in the land based sectors to support agriculture and primary 
food production, especially those below level 4, are being considered by the Agri-Skills 
Forum established by Lantra at the request for the Secretary of State for Defra. The draft 
report and recommendations have been made available to the Skills Sub-Group. 

2.4. The Sub-Group did not undertake any analysis of the role of research funding schemes 
at Universities and institutes in the development and career progression of high level 
skills. 
 

3. The work of the Sub-Group 

3.1. In order to address the terms of reference set by the FRP, the Sub-Group agreed that in 
the time available it would only be possible to use existing data on the demand for and 
supply of skills. Sub-Group members provided available data to which they had access 
and additional evidence was sought more widely wherever possible. Data for this report 
have been obtained from HEFCE, HESA, Sector Skills Councils and a number of 
individual organisations, and are set out in detail in Annexes 2 to 7.  

3.2. The available evidence has a number of common limitations. In general it is very high 
level, with limited granularity and even more limited accurate, consistent division by 
relevant subject. Further complications lie in the nature of the industry: for example, a 
self classified ófarmerô may not be classed as a role using high level skills, whereas in 
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reality a farmer may also be a graduate, which can distort the interpretation of the data. 
There are also issues distinguishing between skills for primary production (agriculture) 
and skills for food manufacture and retail, with some evidence of assumptions that the 
supply and demand sides of each area are the same. On the supply side, there is also 
the difficulty of dissecting out the UK national student numbers from those of overseas 
students. Details of the limitations of the data are given at Annex 8.  

3.3. In addition, no clear data describing a substantial industry demand for high-level skills 
within the workforce, nor showing a significant increase in the numbers of jobs requiring 
high-level skills could be made available, although there is some anecdotal support for 
both. Some of this evidence is given in Annex 3.  

3.4. In parallel with the formation of the Skills Sub-Group, a second Sub-Group looking at the 
translation pipeline of research into use was established, chaired by Professor Chris 
Gaskell. The membership of the translation Sub-Group included Dr Celia Caulcott in 
order to ensure cross-representation, given the closely interconnected nature of the two 
sets of issues.  

3.5. The definition of Food and Food Security used in this report is based on the remit of the 
FRG and the UK food research strategy defined below: 

It is challenging and probably artificial to arrive at a single definition of food 
research, given the strong links and interactions with a range of other areas, 
from the environment to human health, from biofuels to global trade policies. 
The UK food research strategy does not attempt it. However, its dominant focus 
can be seen as being broadly in the central space illustrated in the diagram 
below:  

 

 

 



 

 7 

4. The evidence 

4.1. The report has been broken into a number of evidence based sections in Annex 2-9: 

 Annex 1 Membership of Sub-Group and Terms of Reference 

 Annex 2 Complexity of the area 

 Annex 3  Demand for High-level Skills 

 Annex 4 Niche skills 

 Annex 5 Supply of High-level Skills 

 Annex 6 Mismatch Between Supply and Demand 

 Annex 7 Examples from industry: in-house skills activities and niche skills 
 gap 

 Annex 8 Limitations of the data 

 Annex 9 International dimensions to UK skills 

 Annex 10 Working in Partnership to Match Demand and Supply and to Raise 
 Employer Ambition 

 Appendix 1 Further analyses and explanations of the UCAS data 
 
Summary of the evidence 

4.2. In nearly all areas, there are very real difficulties in comparing data from different 
sources, or even from the same source but over time. These limitations are common 
across the entire area and are not a result of the time restraints placed on the group in 
gathering the data.  

4.3. Particular and significant limitations of the data are in: differentiating between levels 3, 4 
and very high level skills in different sectors; understanding the balance between UK and 
overseas students; understanding the extent to which bioscience degrees include agri-
food components; and the inability to compare different datasets. These difficulties have 
the effect of masking specific, acute problems (such as the likely shortage of crop 
breeders or veterinarians with large animal experience) but also confuse understanding 
of the type of skills that are needed. Further information on the limitations of the data is 
given in Annex 8. Obtaining improved data is likely to be important to UK government 
policy in the future, and will be necessary to support appropriate metrics of progress in 
the Governmentôs Food policies linked to skills.  

4.4. A further problem is the tendency to merge issues within agriculture, i.e. primary 
production in the land-based sector with issues in food manufacture and distribution. 
These are not the same, and whilst there are distinct data, there is a tendency to 
assume that what is true in one sector is true in the other which is more often than not 
an incorrect conclusion. 

4.5. Reduction in waste throughout the production and distribution systems is an important 
route to increasing the available supplies of food, particularly in the international context. 
However, there are virtually no data on the supply or demand for high level skills in these 
areas. 

4.6. The data available to the Sub-Group were from a wide variety of sources including 
reports, statistical summaries, case studies and in some cases aggregated anecdotal 
reports. The information shows the following, with relevant sections of the Annexes 
given where appropriate. Note that further information is shown in the Annexes which 
should be read in conjunction with this report. 

 
Demand for high level skills (Annex 3) 

4.7. The skill levels of workers within the land based sector are in general lower than for all 
UK sectors, with fewer workers having level 4 or level 3 skills (paragraph A3.20).  
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4.8. There is predicted to be a decline in the requirement for low level skills in both the land 
based and food and drink sectors (paragraph A3.22). However, there was generally very 
little data on the future demands for high level skills in the agri-food sector.  

4.9. For land-based skills, there is a slight oversupply of graduates, but a significant 
undersupply of individuals with level 3 (technical and A level) skills (paragraph A3.23).  

4.10. In several sectors, in particular specialist research areas and land based skills, there is 
some evidence of a demographic problem (paragraphs A3.25-27, Annex 4, Box 1) and 
A6.14), but these data can be confounded by the structure of some industries, such as 
the high number of self- employed people or micro businesses in the farming and food 
sectors (paragraph A3.39). 

4.11. In line with government approach, qualification level is used as a surrogate for skill level 
in a number of areas. It is observed that for the agri-food sectors this may not be valid 
as much of the training is acquired on the job as opposed to within an academic setting 
(paragraph A3.36).  

4.12. User sectors as widely spread as farming, processing and food technology indicated that 
it was vital to see an increase in the skill sets of the existing workforce, with the general 
acknowledgement that there needed to be óprofessionalisationô of the sector (paragraphs 
A3.35-3.42).  

 

Niche skills (Annex 4)  

4.13. The skills shortages perceived by professional societies and other bodies in some areas 
of agricultural research are, in general, attributable to a number of specific ónicheô 
research skills where there is clear but very limited demand. The reasons for 
vulnerability of these subjects are varied, and include both supply- and demand-side 
issues relating to demography, low levels of research spend in industry and the research 
base, and a lack of recognition and reward for applied scientists (Annex 4).  

 

Supply of high level skills (Annex 5) 

4.14. HEFCE data prior to 2002 are not comparable with later data, but in the period 1994-
2002 agriculture graduate numbers were constant, whereas bioscience graduate 
numbers increased by about 40% (paragraph A5.9).  

4.15. The numbers of undergraduates completing degrees in agriculture and food-related 
sciences has remained constant since 2002 but this must be considered in the light of 
the rising numbers of both bioscience and all graduates (paragraphs A5.11 and A5.12). 
It should also be noted that there will be bioscience graduates whose degree studies 
include components of agriculture and food science, but the data do not allow any 
analysis of this. 

4.16. In 2008 there were around 2400 graduates in agriculture and food related sciences 
(excluding veterinary), compared to over 31,000 in biological sciences and related 
degrees.  

4.17. Agriculture and food science graduates have a slightly lower A level score than other 
bioscience undergraduates, which may be indicative of a lower quality (paragraph A5.6).  

4.18. There are increasing numbers of postgraduate (primarily MSc) awards in agri-food, but it 
is not clear whether these are UK or overseas students as some data does not 
differentiate between UK and overseas undergraduate and postgraduate students 
(paragraph A5.13).  

4.19. The RAE 2008 suggests a greater increase in research activity in the general areas of 
agriculture and food since the RAE2001 than in bioscience in general. However, this is 
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likely to be exaggerated due to the move of several agri-food institutes into the HEI 
sector. Equally, the broad performance of the agri-food sector in the RAE 2008 was 
lower than that of biological sciences (paragraphs A5.16-A5.22). 

4.20. There has been a reduction in the number of agri-food departments within the HEI sector 
in the last 20 years, often through consolidation of such departments into larger 
bioscience departments to enhance flexibility and succession planning, and to update 
and modernise courses (paragraphs A5.26-A5.30). This has led to loss of some 
specialist capabilities in the HEI sector. 

4.21. HEFCE report that their funding formula is not intended to influence Higher Education 
Institution decisions (paragraphs A5.31-A5.40). However, there are some issues in the 
academic community as to how the funding formula works in reality, with a perception 
that the HEFCE funding formula encourages HEIs to make investments in some areas 
and not others. 

 
Mismatch between supply and demand (Annex 6) 

4.22. Nearly half of agri-food science graduates entered non-graduate occupations as their 
first destination after graduation, compared to under 30% of all subject graduates. After 
three and a half years, 31% of agri-food graduates were still in non-graduate 
occupations, compared to an average of 19% for all graduates (paragraph A6.5). 
However, these figures represent averages across the sector and some institutions 
report high levels of graduate employment within the agri-food sector.  

 

Examples from Industry (Annex 7) 

4.23. A survey conducted by IGD on recruitment and skills gaps in major food retail, 
manufacturing, wholesale and food service companies (including a combined response 
from the Sector Skills Council Improve), showed that there were some shortages in the 
number of highly skilled employees in this sector, but that recruitment difficulties were 
easing in light of the current economic situation. Some reported no difficulty in recruiting, 
but for those that did, the main reasons for recruitment difficulties were a lack of suitably 
qualified candidates; geographic location of companies; and a lack of understanding of 
the types of roles available within the sector. The majority of respondents reported that 
no additional rewards or incentives were used to help attract the best people into the 
jobs. It should be noted that due to the small number of respondents to the survey, the 
results are not necessarily representative of the sector which comprises a large number 
of small, medium and large companies.  

 
Limitations of the data (Annex 8) 

4.24. Data are regularly collected across sectors and across skills levels. However due to the 
complexities in the agri-food sector it is clear that current data collected are too 
aggregated to fully capture the issues in agri-food. 

 

International Dimensions to skills (Annex 9) 

4.25. Undergraduate and postgraduate courses in agri-food have significant numbers of 
International students, but due to the lack of detail in the data, the relative proportions 
are not always apparent. Whilst there are advantages for the development agenda in the 
UK providing training for a significant number of overseas students in agriculture and 
food the lack of detail in the data make it impossible to accurately determine the supply 
of UK graduates. 
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4.26. There is a significant opportunity for the UK to contribute as a leading international 
authority to the longer-term global food security agenda. Further consideration (BIS/Go-
Science ï Foresight) should be given to the future skills sets required to meet this 
increased need and the provision of training and skills development to meet the global 
demand for skills in agri-food. This will ultimately strengthen the position in research and 
training in this area. 

 

5. Conclusions of the Sub-Group 

The importance of partnership 

5.1. In reaching its conclusions, the Sub-Group recognised that the key route forward in the 
area of agri-food skills is to develop and support partnerships between the industry, skills 
providers, research and policy makers. This partnership working is necessary to ensure 
and encourage an appreciation of the need to increase the skills of the current 
workforce, and in developing routes to addressing this. It is also important in ensuring 
that there is a supply of skilled people to match employer demand for niche high-level 
skills, and to further raise employer awareness of the need for these skills, leading to the 
development of employment opportunities for individuals with high-level skills.  

 
5.2. Such partnerships would lead to a flexible skills system, where:  

 Owners and managers across the agri-food sector recognise the importance of 
maintaining and developing their own and their employeesô skills, and actively seek 
opportunities to do so;  

 Providers of high-level skills can respond appropriately to the needs of industry;  

 Industry can access information and support on how to recruit and develop high-
skilled people;  

 There is a supportive dialogue and knowledge exchange between industry and high-
level skills providers; and 

 Employers can access information about how investment in high-skill jobs is crucial 
not just for future business success, but also in order to attract talented and high-
skilled individuals to work in the sector.  
 

The quality of the available data 

5.3. There is a genuine problem in the consistency and level of granularity of the data 
describing the skills demand and supply sides in agri-food, with data from different 
sources being non-comparable. Appropriate, comparable data need to be collected in 
the future, and will provide comprehensive and informative metrics for use by both the 
government and the agri-food sector. Alignment of data and metrics to constant 
standards would also streamline HEI data gathering. 

5.4. In addressing the issues of the quality of the data, it is important to consider the 
appropriateness of the use of qualification level as a surrogate for skill level in this 
sector. 

 
The supply of trained individuals 

5.5. A key problem is the perceived lack of attractiveness to young people of careers in the 
agri-food sector. This is seen as affecting the quality of people being recruited into the 
sector, particularly at the degree and lower levels. Emphasis should be placed on the 
quality, rather than quantity, of recruits, so that the UK is able to respond to near and 
future skills needs in the area.  
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5.6. Whilst there have been changes in the structure of provision of higher education in agri-
food, the data do not suggest that this has systematically disadvantaged the broad 
provision of skilled (level 4) people to date. Overall there appears to be a sufficient 
supply of new graduates with high-level skills in the agri-food area.  

5.7. An appropriate supply of graduates is one that is both sufficient in number and fit for 
purpose to the sector. The sector should ensure that agri-food skills at the 
undergraduate level are adequate and specific, for example through exploring the 
accreditation of biological sciences degrees.  

5.8. Food, and the agriculture and manufacturing to support this, is both an international 
issue and part of the global market. High and very high level skills can be sourced from 
around the world, thus addressing some immediate demand issues. Equally, this is an 
opportunity for the UK to train such individuals to support the global challenges in 
agricultural production and waste reduction, and food science and technology.  

 
The demand for skills in the current workforce  

5.9. The development of skills within the existing workforce (at all levels) will be vital for the 
future sustainability, productivity and competiveness of the UK agri-food sector. There is 
an urgent need to increase the skills of the existing workforce, including owners and 
managers, recognising that drivers such as climate change, sustainability and increasing 
understanding around nutrition require increased competency in practitioners as well as 
researchers. This óprofessionalisationô of the sector is essential for its future economic 
and social success and is considered to be more appropriate than increasing the skill 
levels of new recruits. 

5.10. It is also important to ensure that the supply of high and very high level skills reflects the 
anticipated demands for these from both the agriculture and food sectors. 

5.11. It is important that companies can access information about the benefits of up-skilling 
their workforce and are aware of the support available to do this.  

5.12. Very high level niche skills shortages perceived by professional societies and other 
bodies should be addressed by both Higher Education Institutions and other 
organisations, to ensure that critical ópinch pointsô within the sector are managed.  

The nature and metrics of success 

5.13. That a successful skills landscape in the complex agri-food industry would be one where 
individuals and organisations: 

 will have (in appropriate forms) the skills and competencies needed to 
understand and develop their component of the sector in a changing and 
complex world, 

 will have the necessary skills to run their business in an efficient and sustainable 
way, with due regard to the environment, food safety etc, 

 can identify those skills that they need but do not currently have in order to 
achieve the above, and 

 will have routes for acquiring, developing or accessing those skills. 
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5.14. In discussion of how this skills landscape will be measured, a number of possible metrics 
were proposed (Annexes 8.12 and 9.6) which should be fed into the Defra development 
of indicators to underpin delivery of the Food 2030 strategy. The following were 
suggested (taken in the context on the need to improve data quality discussed in Annex 
8):  

 number of people employed in the business with relevant bioscience degrees 
and how many of these people are doing jobs requiring said degree 

 number of graduates in the business, including wider skills such as management 

 number of days of training each worker receives which up-skills their knowledge 
and allows them to undertake or translate new R&D 

 number of graduates in the UK, in agri-food subjects 

 the relative number and proportion of the graduates within the HEI sector that are 
UK, EU, from developing countries, or international 

 the short term and medium term destinations of these graduates; both whether 
they stay in the sector, are in industry or academia and which country they are in. 

 as a proxy for potential recruitment demand, data from HEI and public funded 
institutes on post doctoral recruitment, both number of applicants, applicants of 
appropriate qualification, and origins of applicants; and how this changes over 
time. 

 

5.15. The recognition and reward of academics who undertake strategic and applied research 
is important and incentives should be provided to encourage this, both by the funding 
councils (for example, through the forthcoming Research Excellence Framework), by the 
research councils, and via other mechanisms such as the development of partnerships 
with industry. 

 

6. Recommendations of the Sub-Group 

6.1. The Sub-Group was asked to put forward proposals for concrete, realistic actions that 
FRP members could take either directly, or through wider influencing, that would make a 
significant impact. Based on the conclusions above, the Sub-Group identified a number 
of recommendations for action. These are given in the table below. 
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No. Recommendation Who will 
undertake the 
action? 

 

By when? 

Who will 
report back to 
FRP? 

 

Measures of Success? 

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 

1. In order to understand and analyse the issues in 
agri-food skills and translation, clear and common 
metrics relating to important indicators such as 
skill level, qualification and job classification 
should be agreed cross government and 
implemented across bodies collecting and 
collating the data. This needs to consider how 
best to develop surrogate measures for skill 
levels where qualifications are not effective and 
the level of data required. The views of industry 
should be sought so as to ensure that the 
resulting data and metrics as useful to users as 
well as government and providers. Such metrics 
should fit with the overall government food 
strategy.  

Lantra, 
HEFCE, 
Improve, 
HESA, 
BBSRC, 
Defra, BIS 
(through 
consultation 
with industry) 

Agreement 
April 2010 

GO-Science 
with others 

Agreement and use a common set of 
metrics. 

2. The suggested metrics in Annexes 8.12 and 9.6 
and the limitations of current data (Annex 8) to be 
fed into the Defra development of indicators to 
underpin delivery of the 2030 Food Strategy. 

Go-Science, 

Defra 

April 2010 Defra 
representative 
on FRP 

Clear and robust set of metrics for 
measuring progress in the up-skilling 
and the skills needed to support 
innovation in the agri-food sectors 
are developed. 

3. Agri-Skills forum to consider mechanisms to 
engage with other funders of skills 

Lantra, Defra, 
AHDB 

April 2010 DEFRA Agri-Skills Forum membership to be 
expanded to include appropriate 
additional representatives. 

4.  BBSRC to lead the establishment of Advanced 
Training Partnerships in agri-food to enable 
specialist agricultural HE institutions, employers, 

BBSRC Outline call 
March 2010 

BBSRC through 
the FRP 

A successful call for proposals that 
generates interest from a range of 
commercial and publicly funded 
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levy bodies, trade associations, research funders, 
universities and research institutes to work in 
partnership to ensure that the niche expertise, 
high and very high-level skills needed by this 
sector are developed in collaboration. 

membership organisations to work together to 
provide the specialist expertise and 
high-level skills. 

ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS 

5. In light of recent developments and the increased 
importance of food-security in the public policy 
arena, HEFCE (and other funding councils) 
should revisit the issue of the strategic 
importance and vulnerability of Land-based 
studies, including food science and technology, 
and in particular look wider into whether the wider 
agri-food skills area is receiving appropriate 
funding based on its comparative strategic 
importance compared to other areas such as 
STEM subjects.  

HEFCE 

 

Initiate 
review by 
July 2010 

BIS A report from HEFCE to the FRP 
and BIS setting out the outcome of 
its considerations of this issue. 

6. Sector Skills Councils and AHDB to create, 
implement and evaluate an action plan as part of 
the Agri-Skills Strategy to stimulate the 
professionalization of the sector.  

This will include the benefits of:  

 Promoting to agriculture and food 
businesses the value and financial benefits which 
further professionalisation and investment in high-
level skills (through training, recruitment and the 
use of consultancy services) can bring. 

 Provision of clear information on the 
funding schemes available to support such high-
level training and development.  

AHDB, Lantra, 
Improve, the 
Agri-Skills 
Forum, Defra, 
UKCES 

December 
2010 

FRP to identify 
reporting line 

An action plan, including metrics and 
evaluation, will have been produced 
and accepted by the Agri-Skills 
Forum 
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 Developing a communication plan and 
metrics for evaluating the impact of the actions. 

7.  HEFCE to work with AHDB, Defra, BBSRC, 
Sector Skills Councils and the food industry (IGD 
and AIC, or others) to ensure that there are 
appropriate metrics for assessment of impact, KE 
and other applied research activities embedded in 
the REF, such that research base staff are 
recognised and rewarded for this and that 
institutions are not penalised for pursuing applied 
agri-food research.  

HEFCE with 
AHDB, Defra, 
and BBSRC 

October 
2010 

BIS Clear information is available to staff 
in Higher Education which shows 
how a wider range of metrics in the 
REF will reward KE and applied 
research activities. 

8. The FRP to support current discussions to 
explore the accreditation of biological degrees 
and the potential benefit this could have in 
ensuring that key areas of food research are 
underpinned within wider biological science 
degrees, and that agri-food components take 
account of the wider stakeholder needs. 

FRP October 
2010 

BBSRC A plan to develop key accreditation 
components for bioscience degrees 
relevant to agri-food user industries. 

9. The International dimensions of Agri-food skills to 
be explored in more detail by FRP 

FRP October 
2010 

FRP sub-group Identification of the impact of the 
international dimension on UK agri-
food research expertise and training. 

10. FRG to consider and identify who should have 
leadership on high level skills in agri-food where 
current responsibilities are unclear  

FRG January 
2010 

GCSA A lead has been identified, working 
across Government to coordinate 
and champion activities and 
strategies for high-level skills. 

11. The FRP should agree to monitor progress 
against and take ownership of listed 
recommendations, coordinating activities with 
those of the Translation Sub-Group and the Agri-
Skills Forum as appropriate.  

FRP Ongoing GCSA An action sheet is provided to FRP 
with updates against each 
recommendation.  
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Annex 1. Membership of Sub-Group and Terms of Reference 

 

Terms of Reference 

 

Purpose 

To address the question posed by the Food Research Partnership (FRP): 'Where are the most 
serious skills and capacity problems, and what further measures could address these and 
promote more positive attitudes to the agri-food sector?' 

 To provide a report before the FRP autumn 2009 meeting (a revised report was provided to 
the FRP in December 2009) that: 

 Clearly articulates the issues 

 Summarises current efforts to tackle these, including who is involved 

 Describes the outcomes if the issues are successfully addressed 

 Identifies those actions that are of highest priority in order to achieve these successful 
outcomes 

 Sets out material, realistic actions that will make a significant impact and that the FRP/FRG 
members and others can take forward either directly or through a wider role of influence. 

 

Mode of working 

The group should have no more than 12 members, excluding chair and secretariat to provide 
more focussed discussions 

Two meetings are proposed, with an information gathering exercise after the first meeting, 
(however three meetings were actually needed). 

Members are expected to contribute substantively to the work of the group through their personal 
knowledge of issues, access to wider knowledge within their organisation, sector or through other 
groups they are members of. 

Where members are unable to physically attend meetings their views will be sought through email 
and 1-1 meetings. 

A report and feedback to the FRP is planned for the end of August 2009. (Following this meeting 
a revised report was presented to the FRP on the 3rd December) 
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Membership of the group 

 

 
NAME 
 

ORGANISATION 
 

Celia Caulcott (Chair) Biotechnology and Biological Sciences 
Research Council (BBSRC) 

Judith Batchelar Sainsbury's 

Charlie Battle Agricultural Industries Confederation 
(AIC) 

Andrée Carter UK Collaborative on Development 
Sciences (UKCDS) 

Paul Chapman  Improve Sector Skills Council 

Angela Coleshill Food and Drink Federation (FDF) 

Martin Grantley-Smith Agriculture and Horticulture 
Development Board (AHDB) 

Paul Hazell Higher Education Funding Council 
England (HEFCE) 

David Llewellyn Harper Adams University College 

Mike Segal Department for Environment, Food and 
Rural Affairs (DEFRA) 

James Stillman Pepsico Europe 

David Swales Lantra Sector Skills Council  

Christine Williams University of Reading 

Deputies were sent to meeting when appropriate 
 
Officials 
Adam Staines, BBSRC 
Elizabeth Warham, Government Office for Science 

Ian Lyne, BBSRC 
Clare Nixon, BBSRC 
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Annex 2. Complexity of the area 

 

Complexity of the Agri-food area  

A2.1. From both a policy and research perspective the topic of food is highly complex. 
There are many interests across Government Departments, a large and diverse 
industry sector and an extensive range of scientific disciplines that are relevant, 
ranging from biotechnology through to behavioural research. The diagram below 
illustrates the number of primary government departments and Research Councils 
involved in this space and excludes many important secondary partners such as 
Department of transport, Department of Energy and Climate Change, Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office. 

 
 
A2.2. In the definition given in paragraph 3.5 of the report, food research has been 

articulated in a wide landscape in relation to other relevant sectors such as the 
environment and health. This gives food a broad definition encompassing basic 
science underpinning primary production through to diet and health and consumer 
practice. This is an attractive generic description of a wide area of activity that has a 
single primary focus: that of feeding people.  

A2.3. Though this area has a single primary function the use of food or agri-food to describe 
an industrial or academic sector has dangers in that it assumes that this is a single 
cohesive sector similar to any other main academic or industrial sectors such as 
computer science or aerospace. This assumption causes a number of flawed 
deductions which must be countered: such as the idea of a single university degree in 
agri-food, or that there is a representative industry body that can speak for the whole 
sector.  

A2.4. This level of complexity within the agri-food sector is an order of magnitude more 
complicated than, for example, the pharmaceutical industry. The UK agri-food sector 
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comprises an enormous range of companies, including over 200,000 farm holdings 
and 6,900 food processing companies, involved at varying stages of the food chain 
ñfrom farm to forkò, and divided between a number of sub-sectors. 
Farmers/producers, processors, food service providers, retailers, consultants and 
policy makers all require continual supply of new skills and training to improve 
practices and develop new products but whose structures, needs, and capacity to 
respond are different.  

A2.5. Therefore the issues and challenges within each sector, at every stage of the food 
chain, and between individual companies, will be equally wide ranging. This is in 
addition to further considerations such as the different characteristics of sectors and 
companies in terms of preferred channels of communication and support networks. 
The different sectors and their research and innovation needs are, however, 
necessarily connected. This complexity needs to be acknowledged both in analysing 
the research skills problems that might exist and in scoping effective solutions.  

Complexity of skills 

A2.6. The issues around the highly-skilled individuals developing the skills and 
understanding needed to bring about the translation of research into new practices  
new products, and services, etc, are extremely complex. The research and 
development needed stretches across the public sector, producers, manufacturers, 
servers, and retailers, as well as policy makers and regulators - and ranges from very 
small business to multinational corporations.  

A2.7. These issues extend to the impact on translation and not just the skills base, for 
example, if companies do not have staff with the high-level skills needed to take up 
and apply new research findings - or cannot access expertise through consultants or 
other advisory channels - then the translation of new research will be severely 
constrained. However, equally, if companies do not see the value or cost-benefit of 
investing in new technologies or innovative practices, they will not create the 
employment opportunities (either in-house or in the consultancy sector) which are 
needed to attract talented individuals into areas where they can use their expertise.  

A2.8. This means that óskillsô in the context of food research means both specialist, 
research-based, technical expertise and the high-level (i.e. graduate and 
postgraduate) skills, both of which give individuals the ability to understand and make 
use of specialist knowledge and new findings.   

Complexity of Agri-food skills landscape 

A2.9. There are significant structural issues in the agricultural sector (such as the large 
numbers of small farming businesses) which appear to result in a low-level of 
investment in high-skilled roles. This in turn results in a low of growth in employment 
opportunities for high-skilled individuals ï these may be understood as a óderived 
demandô from the investment by business in long-term strategies which stress 
innovation of processes, practices, products and services. Addressing this low level of 
investment in employment opportunities ultimately depends on support and 
encouragement for companies to take up new innovation; therefore it will depend 
crucially on solving the issues around the translation of new research to the industry. 

A2.10. The complexity of the issues across the sectors means that there are a range of 
perspectives and views that the Sub-Group has sought to synthesise. In the sections 
which follow, text boxes highlighting specific perspectives and case studies have 
been used, but these should not necessarily be taken to represent the conclusions 
reached by the Sub-Group or be indicative of the sector as a whole.. 
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Annex 3. Demand for High-level Skills 

 
A3.1. This section looks at issues of employer demand for high-level skills in the agri-food 

sectors, and sets out the broader policy context in which the Government is seeking 
to encourage a demand-led pull on skills. As indicated above, óskillsô must be 
construed broadly to cover not just education and training, but also the availability of 
employment opportunities that make high-level and specialist skills available to 
employers. 

The nature of the high-level skills in agri-food 

A3.2. The term óhigh-level skillsô is used to cover skills at Level 4 and above, that is, first 
degrees, higher diplomas and postgraduate qualifications. Within postgraduate 
qualifications, however, there is often a need to distinguish postgraduate research 
expertise ï i.e. very high-level specialist skills. 

 

Qualifications by level  

The analysis in this report classifies qualifications into the five levels set out 
below.  

Level 1:  GCSEs, O-Levels or equivalent at grades D-G;  
National Vocational Qualification (NVQ) Level 1;  
Business Training and Education Council (BTEC) first or general 
certificate;  
General National Vocational Qualification (GNVQ) foundation level;  
Royal Society of Arts (RSA);  
SCOTVEC modules.  

 

Level 2:  Five or more GCSEs,  
O-Levels or equivalent at grades A*-C;  
NVQ Level 2; 
BTEC first or general diploma;  
GNVQ intermediate level;  
City and Guilds Craft;  
RSA diploma;  
BTEC, SCOTVEC first or general diploma.  

 

Level 3:  Two or more A-Levels or equivalent;  
NVQ Level 3;  
BTEC National;  
Ordinary National Diploma (OND);  
Ordinary National Certificate (ONC);  
City and Guilds Advanced Craft;  
3 or more Scottish highers.  

 

Level 4:  First or other degree;  
NVQ Level 4;  
Higher National Diploma (HND);  
Higher National Certificate (HNC);  
higher education diploma;  
nursing;  
teaching (including further education, secondary, primary and 
others). 

 

Level 5:  Higher degree;  
Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.);  
NVQ Level 5   
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These levels can be further classified into low skills (no qualifications and 
Level 1); intermediate skills (Level 2 and 3) and high skills (Level 4 and 
above). This ócommon currencyô allows comparisons across sub-groups of the 
population, time and, to a certain extent, between countries. There is some 
debate at an international level: Level 2 can be classified as either low or 
intermediate level.  

 
A3.3. There is a key distinction in the industrial sector of a difference between a skills gap 

and a skills shortage which can often be inappropriately amalgamated into a single 
issue. For the purpose of this report: 

 a skills gap is defined as a deficiency or weaknesses in the current skills and 
capabilities of the current workforce of a particular employer or employment sector. 

 a skills shortage is defined as hard-to-fill vacancies and therefore a mis-match 
between employer recruitment need and the availability of people with the required 
skills.  

A3.4. The Agri-food sector is potentially one of the most complex industrial sectors in the 
UK. Rather than being a small number of focussed businesses requiring a specific 
sub-set of skills, there are thousands of different businesses covering skills needs 
from farm to fork.  

 
The diagram below indicates some of the key skills demand areas across the chain: 
 

 

 
A3.5. There are potentially 19 different broad skills areas in this chain, in any one of which a 

skills shortage could have deleterious effects on the whole chain. Within each of 
these broad areas there may be niche skills for which there are specific issues, and 
which while seemingly minor in the overall context, could have significant impact on 
the whole chain. 

 



 

23 
 

Knowledge Exchange Skills 

A3.6. Skills areas are often viewed by training providers (e.g. HEIs) in terms of the 
academic discipline in which the skills are taught. However, there is a key additional 
cross-cutting skills area in Agri-food that needs to be covered alongside academic 
subject knowledge, and which could be called ñpractical translationò or ñknowledge 
brokeringò. This is the provision of people trained to understand the science of R&D 
who can discuss with end-users the benefits and practical implementation, such as 
informing farmers of new seeds, discussing benefits of new vaccines, informing 
retailers of improved hygiene techniques. Here, credibility with end-users is vital to 
being able to convey new scientific thinking. 

 

Lab coat to Welly Boot 
 
A view held by 55% of interviewees was that the gaining of agricultural and farming 
credibility was the single most important skill at risk of being lost.  
 
From: Survey of arable specialists undertaken for the Rothamsted Research 
Association: Scientific Skills for Knowledge Transfer in Arable Agriculture in England 
(December 2005), page 10. Available at: 
http://www.rothra.org/documents/Extension%20Specialists%20Audit%20Survey.pdf 

 

 
A3.7. In addition to providing the vital link in the translation pipeline, these individuals often 

provide users with a scientific consultancy and in effect promote new research and 
the benefits of R&D to the user-base, thus pushing usage and creating drivers for new 
research.  

 
The demand-led approach 

A3.8. The need for a ódemand-ledô approach in the provision of support for skills and 
training is now well recognised. The 2006 report by Lord Leitch1 argued strongly for 
the need for the UK to develop a skills system which responds to employer skills 
needs in a more responsive manner, rather than relying on central planning and 
funding by Government or other national bodies. 

 

Leitch Review of Skills: A demand-led system 
 
The Reviewôs analysis shows that previous approaches to delivering skills have 
been too ósupply drivenô, based on the Government planning supply to meet 
ineffectively articulated employer demand. This approach has a poor track record ï it 
has not proved possible for employers and individuals to collectively articulate their 
needs or for provision to be effectively planned to meet them. Employers are 
confused by the plethora of advisory, strategic and planning bodies they are asked 
to input to. Under a planned system, the incentives are for providers to continue 
doing what they have done in the past so long as that meets the requirements of 
planning, rather than responding flexibly as demand changes.  
Prosperity for all in the global economy ï world class skills (December 2006), 
available at: http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/leitch_review_index.htm  

                                                
 
 
 
1 The Leitch Review of Skills commissioned by the Government in 2004: http://www.hm-

treasury.gov.uk/leitch_review_index.htm  

http://www.rothra.org/documents/Extension%20Specialists%20Audit%20Survey.pdf
http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/leitch_review_index.htm
http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/leitch_review_index.htm
http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/leitch_review_index.htm
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A3.9. Lord Leitch emphasises the need to ensure that individuals see the value of investing 

their time, energy and money in acquiring higher level skills, and that it is these skills 
which are needed to support innovation. In simple terms, this means that individuals 
need to perceive there to be attractive employment opportunities and professional 
careers utilising the specialist expertise that their investment in training would give 
them. 

 

Ambition for the UKôs Skills Profile 2020 
 
The UK is already making good progress in improving its skill profile and has  
stretching targets in place to improve the nationôs skills by 2010. Although meeting 
current targets will be a significant challenge, the Review believes that in order to 
support growth and rise to the challenge of a high-skill economy in 2020, the UK will 
need to be even more ambitious. Further improvements must be made to the stock of 
skills in the working age population: 
 

Å it is not possible to rely solely on the flow of better-qualified young people to 
drive further change by 2020. Seven out of ten of the workforce in 15 years 
time have already finished compulsory education; 
 
Å further action is required to reduce the stock of adults without basic literacy 
and numeracy skills and to encourage progression to Level 2 and beyond to 
enable expansion of the economyôs capacity in higher-end skills; and 
 
Å at the higher end of the spectrum in particular, further consideration must be 
given to whether people have the right incentives to gain skills that are 
commercially valuable and support innovation. 

 
Skills in the UK: The Long-term Challenge (Interim Report) (December 2005), 
(paragraph 6.7) available at: http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/leitch_review_index.htm  
 

 
A3.10. At the heart of the demand-led approach is the idea that there is no point in investing 

in training where there are not the jobs for people to use those skills. In a fast-moving 
and globally competitive market for goods and services, the UK must clearly avoid 
investing in skills which are no longer needed, and ensure that the skills system 
responds rapidly to new demands from UK and international businesses. 

A3.11. However, the demand-led approach relies on employers actually having a demand for 
high-level skills by moving to higher value-added activities, and being able to 
articulate this demand to the supply sector. If UK business is not investing in its 
human resourcing by creating jobs that require high-level skills, or óprofessionalisingô 
its existing employment structure, this will send signals back down the skills supply 
chain. In other words, individuals will be less likely to invest the time, energy and 
money in acquiring high-level skills if they are not confident of there being job 
opportunities for them (or indeed jobs that are sufficiently attractive in pay and 
conditions to make their personal investment worthwhile). 

A3.12. A recent report by the UKCES provides information on the rate at which high-skill jobs 
are being created in the UK compared to other countries, and also in comparison with 
the growth in numbers of people with high-level skills. 

 
 
 

http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/leitch_review_index.htm
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Ambition 2020 
 
The UKCES report shows: 
 

 The growth in the numbers of high skilled people significantly exceeds the 
growth in the numbers of high skill jobs in the UK (p. 9).  

 The UK has too few high performance workplaces, too few employers producing 
high quality goods and services, too few businesses in high value added sectors 
(p. 10).  

 Increasing the skills in the population only makes sense if jobs are available to 
make use of those skills (p. 84).  

 There has been a growth in the proportion of jobs needing Level 4+ qualification 
(graph on p. 85), and overall the UK has more high skill jobs than high skill 
people (p. 114). However, it is the rates of growth which are very different. 

 The growth in supply of people with high level skills exceeds the growth in 
demand by a factor of approximately 4 to 1. The relative growth in demand in 
the UK is the slowest of any OECD country with the exception of Netherlands 
and Ireland (p. 115).  

 The requirement for high level skills is a óderived demandô ï i.e. it depends on 
employers shifting into higher added value services and products (p. 137).  

 There is a need to help companies move up the value chain, to choose to 
produce higher specification goods and services, to innovate, to be creative (p. 
137). 

 
Ambition 2020: World Class Skills and Jobs for the UK (2009), available at: 
http://www.ukces.org.uk/our-work/research-and-policy/ambition-2020/ 

 

 
A3.13. The UKCES report concludes that, arguably, too much emphasis has been placed on 

raising the overall qualification levels of the workforce, and too little on the demand 
side, i.e. raising employer ambition, helping companies to óraise their gameô (p. 146).  

A3.14. A limitation of the demand-led approach is that it may not recognise the extent to 
which the state acts as a proxy customer for some types of expert services, which 
creates a demand (and therefore employment opportunities) that commercial 
companies can benefit from. An example would be where reductions in public R&D 
investment in agriculture and agronomy may inadvertently cause the loss of a 
valuable training stage for very highly skilled people (i.e. postdoctoral research posts 
in universities and research institutes), and therefore a reduction in the pool of people 
from which businesses can draw.  

A3.15. A further limitation to a simple demand-led approach is where a fragmented industry 
may not be able to provide clear demand signals ï individual small businesses cannot 
afford to invest in high skilled individuals and their expertise, whereas collectively it 
may be both cost effective and raise the productivity of a group of UK business 
against global competition.  

A3.16. The Levy Bodies under the newly formed Agriculture and Horticulture Development 
Board have a role in investing in R&D and in promoting and stimulating demand for 
up-skilling in their sectors, and helping to ensure that the training available suits their 
needs. In this way, they are able to articulate demand for innovation on behalf of their 
levy payers. 

 
 
 
 

http://www.ukces.org.uk/our-work/research-and-policy/ambition-2020/
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Levy Bodies and the AHDB 
 
Funding: 

AHDB is funded by a statutory levy (a parafiscal tax) paid by producers, growers 
and processors and AHDB is responsible for the collection of all levies. Levies 
raised from each sector are ring-fenced to ensure they can only be used to the 
benefit of the sectors from which they were raised. The responsibility for setting 
and delivering the strategies to deploy the levy income is delegated to six AHDB 
sector boards which are comprised of levy payers and other stakeholders from 
each sector. 
 
Structure: 

In order to maintain its sector focus AHDB is organised with six sector boards 
representing the commodity sectors covered by its statutory remit. The sector 
boards are made up of members, representing their specific sectors, appointed 
by AHDB. The primary function of the sector boards is to act in the very best 
interests of the sector at all times. Each board has delegated functions from 
AHDB giving it the duty to develop the most appropriate strategies to meet the 
challenges of the sector; to ensure the relevant levy rate is recommended in 
order to provide adequate funding for the required work, monitor strategy 
implementation and approve remedies where performance deviates from plan. 
 

 
 
From: http://www.ahdb.org.uk/about/default.aspx (accessed 3 September 2009) 
 

 
A3.17. The complex and fragmented nature of the agri-food sectors is likely to affect demand 

for high-level expertise, and make it difficult for clear demand signals to be sent from 
the industry to the skills supply. Partnerships between the Levy Bodies and higher 
education institutions will be crucial to ensuring that demand signals can be effectively 
communicated. 

 
The evidence of demand for high level skills 

A3.18. In recognition that within the economy, the skills needs of different sectors are likely to 
be different, the government has established Sector Skills Councils. For the industrial 
sectors involved in food security issues these are primarily Lantra (for the land-based 
industries) and Improve (for food and drink manufacture). 

 

About Sector Skills Councils 
 
Sector Skills Councils (SSCs) are independent, employer-led, UKïwide 
organisations designed to build a skills system that is driven by employer demand. 
There are currently 25 SSCs covering over 90% of the economy and they all work 
towards the following four key goals: 

 reduced skills gaps and shortages  

 improved productivity, business and public service performance  

http://www.ahdb.org.uk/about/default.aspx



