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c. Use of alternative manures/fertilizer substrates including Peat replacements 

programme 

d. Current Research projects 

i. Innovations in plant variety testing (EC H2020) 

ii. Soil Health (E&I) 

iii. Future grass genetics Research (E&I) 

iv. Impact of conventional manures and novel products on plant and soil 

(E&I) 

v. Mycotox-I: Fusarium in Irish cereals (DAFM/DAERA) 

vi. Beyond Peat: Peat replacement (DAFM/DAERA) 

Rationale for Branch Status 

The vision for the branch is to build on the current foundations of grass breeding and 

technologies for seed testing (e.g. genomics and phenomics) (set out below) but also 

examine and optimize the introduction of alternative plant systems such as alternative 

cereals, multi species swards and agro-forestry to support wider farm ecosystems and 

produce food while reducing the environmental impact of producing that food. The branch 

would consider optimum fertilizer types and regimes for such systems as well to promote soil 

health and productivity. 

Plant breeding, plant and seed testing, and agronomy are essential for optimising land use 

and management.  What is grown on the land, in terms of species, varieties and seed quality, 

and how that land is managed, is key to meeting productivity and environmental goals. This 

forms the basis for the new Land Use and Management Branch.  This new Branch will have 

a focus on plants for use in agricultural and food systems, their management and innovations 

to optimize their productivity whilst also maximizing their ability to support soil and 

environmental health.   

The AFBI forage grass breeding programme at Loughgall has been breeding grass varieties 

for > 70 years. Since 1998, 39 improved forage grass varieties have entered variety 

recommended lists around the UK and Ireland, at a rate of 1.5 per year.  Twenty-one AFBI-

bred varieties are currently on UK RL’s, highlighting the longevity and robustness of AFBI 

varieties to perform consistently across different regions.   

AFBI Crossnacreevy has been conducting statutory testing of herbage and cereal varieties 

for > 50 years and Seed Testing in Northern Ireland has just past it’s 100-year anniversary.  

Realtime testing of varieties to determine if they are novel and merit Plant Breeders’ Rights 

ensures new germplasm is reaching market every year.    

AFBI Crossnacreevy has conducted Herbage DUS for several decades, the work is highly 

specialised following specific protocols laid down by UPOV 

(https://www.upov.int/portal/index.html).  The relevant legislation is laid out in the UK Plant 

Varieties Act 1997, with the associated Plant Breeders' Rights Regulations 1998 (further 

details are available at www.gov.uk/guidance/national-lists-of-agricultural-and-vegetable-

crops).  In the UK, the DUS tests are co-ordinated by the Plant Varieties and Seeds Office 

(PVRO) of the Animal and Plant Health Agency (APHA is an agency of the Department for 

Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, Defra), on behalf of the four UK country regions.    



8 

AF1 24 68244  AFBIFOI20240901 Annex B SAFSD restructuring August 2023 EMT science - redacted, last saved 10/10/2024 

Performance testing of plant varieties provides essential information on varieties’ value for 

cultivation and use.  This work is covered by the Seeds (National List of Varieties) Regulations 

2001, Seeds (Variety Lists) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2020 and AFBI Crossnacreevy 

conduct this in a range of herbage and cereal species.  Following Brexit, National Listing in 

NI is now a devolved task and separate National Lists exist for GB and NI. 

The Official Seed Testing Station (OSTS) for Northern Ireland is in its 100th year and is 

responsible for conducting Statutory Seed and Certification for Northern Ireland.  It is one of 

three OSTS in the UK, the other two being in Scotland (SASA) an England (NIAB).  The 

Northern Ireland OSTS is an ISTA (International Seed Testing Association) designated 

laboratory and follows ISTA protocols.  Statutory seed testing and certification is carried out 

according to The Seeds Act (Northern Ireland) 1965 (as amended) and The Seed Marketing 

Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2016 (Statutory Rule no. 2016/244).  Certified seed of known 

varieties with high germination and largely free of weed seeds ensure that crops sown in 

Northern Ireland establish well and contribute to profitable and sustainable yields.  

Associated with the Statutory work carried out at Crossnacreevy, is a requirement for AFBI 

senior staff to participate in multiple working groups and committees on behalf of DAERA to 

represent NI.  This enables NI to: 

a. take part in discussion and agreement of UK Policy and Strategy in plant varieties and 

seeds, 

b. contribute to UPOV International working group on plant variety protection for 

agricultural crop varieties,  

c. contribute to discussion for a for the ex-situ maintenance of UK plant genetic 

resources, and 

a. develop testing procedures and making variety recommendations to UK National List 
and Seeds Committee. participate in the organisation of UK National Listing and Seed 
Certification, 

b. provide independent expert opinion on the VCU of forage and cereal varieties entered 
for UK (NI and GB) National Listing. 

c. participate in discussion and agreement of UK Policy and Strategy in plant varieties 
and seeds. 

Agronomy encompasses the science and technology of producing and using plants by 
agriculture for a range of end uses.   It includes plant and soil science.  Working with AEB, 
this new Branch will have a focus on soil health, especially biological characteristics, and 
evaluating the impact of what is applied to and grown in the soil.  The DAERA Soil Health 
and Manure in Arable projects have developed ways to measure the impact of land 
management practices on soil health.  Associated with this is the peat replacement 
programme work at AFBI Loughgall looking for mitigations against the loss of peat in 
horticulture. 

The work of AFBI Crossnacreevy and Loughgall are closely aligned and form a cohesive unit 
as well as working across Branch and Divisions within AFBI. 

 

 

 

 








