Responses from the European Plant Science Organisation to the FP6 proposal

Introduction

On 21 February 2001 the European Commission set out a proposal for the Sixth Framework Programme (FP6) covering the period 2002-2006
. FP6 is regarded as a major instrument for the implementation of the European Research Area (ERA), a concept that aims to promote a knowledge-based economy and society. EPSO, the European Plant Science Organisation representing the leading research centres in the field, recognizes the merits of the FP6 proposal, which focuses on specific themes that are relevant to society and to consumer. EPSO acknowledges that in order to fulfill the objectives of FP6, certain areas of research need to be stimulated while others cannot be supported. However, EPSO is concerned that in the life science priorities there is a too narrow emphasis on human health and health risks. 

It is easy to understand how a strong focus on biomedical applications of genomics and other research will lead to new treatments and detection of disease that will improve our lives. However, human needs extend far further than ameliorating disease and prolonging our lifespan. We need a sustainable source of nutritious food, we need to ensure better custody of the Earth and its resources, and we need to secure a more stable future for our children. 

Plants are the source of all our food and nutrition and the oxygen we breathe. They are therefore of central relevance to food safety and the consequences of environmental change. Securing the future supply of high quality, healthy and safe food in sufficient quantities, while minimising the environmental impact of agriculture, are linked goals that contribute to the objectives of this Programme. We therefore urge that the potential contributions of plant science be articulated more explicitly.

In this document EPSO makes concrete suggestions how plant research can contribute to the stated objectives of FP6. EPSO also strongly supports the concept of the ERA by building on the existing strengths of European plant science in coordinating existing and forthcoming national programs, such as Genoplante, Garnet, Gabi etc. with European programmes. While the proposed European actions will focus on model species, national programs are well positioned to transfer this knowledge to crop species. 

In essence, the EPSO proposal calls for concrete actions in three priorities of the FP6 proposal:

· Priority 1 “Genomics and biotechnology for health”

· Priority 5 “Food quality, safety, health risks and health improvement”
· Priority 6 “Sustainable development, biodiversity and global change”
Priority 1 “Genomics and biotechnology for health”: Proposed action “Model species for post-genomic research”

Justification for Arabidopsis as a model species for functional genomics research:

In the current FP6 proposal there is not sufficient emphasis on the importance of model organisms for the functional characterisation of human genes. Tremendous progress has been gained in the last years through studies of yeast, fruit flies, worms and also the model plant Arabidopsis.

A major aim of this key action is to gain knowledge of plant genomics that will contribute to understanding the biology of the human genome: Plant and human genes are similar in structure, but sometimes very different in function. Their evolutionary distance uncovers gene functions and regulatory patterns in plants that are difficult or impossible to access in animals. Valuable, comparative information can thus obtained on the human genome that can be used to understand major factors affecting human health. Many genes implicated in human disease conditions have high homology to Arabidopsis genes, a situation similar to the one in observed in nematodes and other model organisms, which justifies the study of plants as a model species.

Action envisaged for Arabidopsis as a model species:

Research on comparative functional genomics, proteomics, metabolomics and bioinformatics, which is advanced in plants, focused on the model species Arabidopsis: Comparisons between the plant and human genome will produce insight into the function of genes conserved between plants and animals.

· Study of basic biological processes that are universal to organisms and an intrinsic part of human biology, such as programmed cell death, cell cycle, oxidative stress, and disease resistance.

· Study of biological processes of high relevance to human biology that can be best studied in plants, such as epigenetics, polyploidy, and developmental plasticity.

Suggested amendment to the FP6 proposal Annex I point 1.1.1.

It is proposed to add the action “Model species for post-genomic research” to the actions listed under “Fundamental knowledge and basic tools for functional genomics”.

Priority 5 “Food quality, safety, health risks and health improvement”: Proposed action “The Healthy Crop”

Objective & justification:

The current FP6 proposal emphasizes food safety and health risks. Its major shortcoming is that it does not emphasize the impact of food quality on the improvement of human health.

The aim of this key action is to gain knowledge of biological research that will lead to the improvement of the quality of life through high quality, safe and more nutritious food:

1st Genomics and post-genomics research produces a systematic definition of genes and their functions. The refinement of information thus gained through focused studies of selected model species provides an efficient route for the systematic transfer of knowledge to crop plants. This will have a major impact on agricultural & food improvement in the next decade and allow Europe to control the quality, safety and quantity of its own food production.

2nd Concerted efforts towards understanding the mechanisms of plant growth and development are likely to provide the knowledge base required for improving plants to serve consumer needs while minimising the environmental impact of agriculture. A deeper understanding of biological processes will furthermore strongly increase international competitiveness of European biotechnology, agriculture and food industry.

Action envisaged:

Relevant targets are any factors and processes that affect the chemical composition of the plant, such as altered metabolism, plant-environment interactions and natural variation.

It is proposed to approach this research using genomics technologies on plants including Arabidopsis and model cereals, legumes and vegetables.

Suggested amendment to the FP6 proposal Annex I point 1.1.5.

It is proposed to broaden the scope of the priority from “Food, safety and health risks” to “Food quality, safety, health risks and health improvement”. To fulfill this, the Key action “The Healthy Crop” should be added as a major action to this priority. To accomplish this, the budget for the entire priority should be increased by 400 Mill €.

Priority 6 “Sustainable development, biodiversity and global change”: Proposed action “Improvement and use of biological resources for sustainable development”

Justification:

The current FP6 proposal does not place sufficient emphasis on biological resources for sustainable development.

The aim of this key action is to generate and exploit knowledge of biological systems to benefit the quality of life through protection and improvement of the environment, including the identification and conservation of biodiversity. Biological processes can lead to reduced inputs of materials (such as fuel, fertilizers), optimize the use of limited resources (such as water, soil) and can also remediate environmental change (carbon dioxide, toxic waste) as required by the Kyoto protocol.

Action envisaged:

Relevant research targets are any biological processes that lead to reduced inputs of materials, such as fuel, fertilizers, pesticides, that remediate environmental change, and optimize use of limiting resources, such as water and soil. 

Suggested amendment to the FP6 proposal Annex I point 1.1.6.

It is proposed to add the activity “Improvement and use of biological resources for sustainable development“ to the action “Technologies for sustainable development” and to rename the priority “Sustainable development, biodiversity and global change”.

� � HYPERLINK http://www.epsoweb.org/commun/external/Framework_6_programme_proposal%20.htm ��http://www.epsoweb.org/commun/external/Framework_6_programme_proposal%20.htm�





Responses from the European Plant Science Organisation to the FP6 proposal; 13th April 01

Page 3 of 3

