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Highlights 
 
2008/9 has been a busy and successful year for China-UK Sustainable Agricultural 
Innovation Network (SAIN). Main achievements include: 
   

• Successful launch of SAIN in Beijing in November 2008 by Hilary Benn, 
Secretary of State from UK Department of Environment, Food and Rural 
Affairs (Defra), and Sun Zhengcai, China’s Minister of Agriculture 

• Governing structure established. 
• Over 30 institutes from the UK and China involved. 
• 13 project proposals developed by the four working groups. 
• The first GB meeting held in Beijing on 7th July, co-chaired by Vice Minister 

Niu Dun of Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) and Defra’s Chief Scientific Advisor 
Bob Watson. The Board endorsed five project proposals, the concept note 
of Working Group 4, Business Plan and Annual Work-plan.  

• Working Group and Steering Group meetings held. 
• A wide range of stakeholders engaged and networking facilitated 
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Introduction 
This report covers the period from November 2008 to December 2009, the first 
year of full operation of SAIN. The report covers the major activities under taken by 
SAIN Governing Board and Working Groups. SAIN’s day-to-day operation is 
supported by the two Secretariats in the UK and China, under the supervision of 
the Steering Group.  
 
Launch of SAIN 
SAIN was successfully launched by Hilary Benn, UK Secretary of State for 
Environment, and Sun Zhengcai, Chinese Minister of Agriculture on 10 November 
2008 in Beijing.  Both Hilary Benn and Sun Zhengcai highlighted the importance of 
SAIN as a platform to persuade sustainable development concept, create new 
cooperative models, and share expertise and reduce impact on environment, and 
contribution to sustainable development in the two countries and elsewhere in the 
world. The launch event was held at the UK-China Workshop on Sustainable 
Agriculture Policies and Strategies, which is an annual event organised jointly by 
Defra and MoA on various topics. 
 
As part of launch event, SAIN inaugural workshop on “Circular Agriculture – Policy, 
Science and Technology”, was held on 5th November 2008 jointly with Yangling 
Science Forum.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Establishment of Governing Structure 
 
Governing Board  
Governing Board was established to oversee SAIN’s operation. The Board is co-
chaired by Prof Bob Watson, Defra Chief Scientific Advisor, and Mr Niu Dun, Vice 
Minister of Agriculture of China. 15 members of the Board represent government 
departments, academics, and internationals organisations, their affiliations are 
listed in the following table:   
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Steering Group 
A Steering Group was established as a proxy of Governing Board. The members 
of the Steering Group include: 

Table 1 Governing Board Members 
Co-Chairs 

 
Professor Robert Watson,  

Chief Scientific Adviser , Department for 
Environment, Food and Rural Affair  

 
Mr Niu Dun,  

Vice Minister, Ministry of Agriculture  

Members 

Ms Yao Xiangjun,  Deputy Director, Department of Intl Cooperation, MoA 

Mr Wang Yanliang, Director, Department of Science and Technology, MoA 

Professor Tang Huajun, Vice President, CAS 

Professor Sun Qixin, Vice President, China Agricultural University 

Professor Wu Pute,  Vice President, Northwest A&F University 

Professor Chris Whitty,  Chief Scientific Adviser, Department for International 
Development (Dfid) 

Professor Ian Crute,  Chief Scientist, Agricultural & Horticultural Development Board 

Professor Trevor Davies, Pro-Vice-Chancellor, University of East Anglia 

Mr Jeremy Eppel, Deputy Director, Farming for the Future Programme, Defra 

Professor Philip Lowe, Director, of RELU, University of Newcastle 

Mr Alexander Mueller, Assistant Director General, FAO 

Professor David Norse,  University College London, 

Dr Ren Wang, Director, CGIAR 

Table 2 Steering Group Members 
Jeremy Eppel (Defra) Yao Xiangjun (MoA) 
Renata Rees (Defra) Liu Zhongwei (MoA) 
John Warburton (DFID) Sun Guifeng (MoA) 
Su Zhang (DFID) Tong Yanan (SAIN Secretariat, China) 
Yuelai Lu (SAIN Secretariat, UK)  
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Working Groups 
The co-chairs and members of the four working groups have been appointed as 
following: 

Table 3 Working Group Members 
Working Group 1 
Prof David Powlson 
Rothamsted Research 

Prof Zhou Jianbin 
Northwest A&F University 

Working Group 2 
Dr Jeremy Woods 
Imperial College London 

Prof Zhao Lixin 
Chinese Academy of Agricultural 
Engineering  

Working Group 3 
Prof Pete Smith 
University of Aberdeen  

Prof Lin Erda 
Chinese Academy of Agricultural Sciences 

Working Group 4 
Prof Peter Hazell 
School of Oriental and Africa Studies  

Prof Gao Shangbin 
Institute of Agro-environmental Protection 

 
Secretariats 
The Secretariat in each country was established in November 2008 and was in full 
function since then. The China Secretariat is led by Prof Tong Yanan supported by 
a full time administrator Wang Wenjuan; the UK Secretariat is led by Dr Yuelai Lu 
supported by a part-time administrator Lisa Howlett.  
 
SAIN Operation 
 
Governing Board meeting  
SAIN’s first Governing Board meeting 
was held in Beijing on 7th July. The 
meeting was chaired by Prof Bob 
Watson, Defra Chief Scientific Advisor, 
and Mr Niu Dun, Vice Minister of 
Agriculture of China.  Attendees of the 
meeting included eleven Governing 
Board members, four Working Group 
co-chairs, two Secretariats coordinators, as well as senior officials from Ministry of 
Agriculture, Dfid, Defra and British Embassy in Beijing. 
 

The meeting achieved the following results: 

• SAIN Terms of Reference and Business Plan approved  
• Agreed to set up Steering Group to act as a proxy to the Governing Board  
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• Five projects approved, which include: manure nutrient management; 
agricultural greenhouse gas emissions mitigation; capacity building for climate 
change adaptation; integration of energy and water use policy; conservation 
for enhanced use of crop wild relatives  

• Support in principle given to proposals on phosphorous management and on 
bioenergy 

• Guidance given to relevant Working Groups to rework the proposals and re-
submit via the Secretariat to the Steering Group  

• Broad support given to Working Group 4’s concept note on policies for 
achieving circular agriculture, and detailed proposals to be developed in due 
course  

• SAIN Annual Work Programme to reflect above agreements and be 
appended as Annex 2 to the Business Plan.  Work Programme to be updated 
as other projects are approved.  Funding for projects to be identified at the 
earliest opportunity 

• Relevant projects to be referred to in the UK-China Food Security Action Plan  
• Communications Strategy broadly endorsed, with caveat that it is balanced 

and well-resourced  
  
Working Group Activities 
 
Working Group Co-chairs Meeting 
The first joint working group co-chairs meeting was held at UEA and Defra on 23-
26th March 2009. The purpose of the meeting was for co-chairs to review and 
revise each group’s research proposal and to plan the work for next stage. This 
meeting also provided an opportunity for co-chairs to clarify synergies, discuss 
cross group issues, as well as communicate with other SAIN members and policy 
makers in Defra, Dfid and industrial 
sectors.  
 
At the meeting, co-chairs discussed 
and revised each working group’s 
priority research activities, 
implementation plan and resource 
requirement. The co-chairs agreed a 
phased implementation plan start with 
review and gap analysis. 
 
Prof Bob Watson, Prof Gordon 
Conway, Jeremy Eppel and other 
Defra and DFID officials attended the meeting and commented on working groups’ 
research plans. 
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Working Group 1  
 
This Working group has two on-going projects.   
 
One project, titled “Improving Livelihoods on Shaanxi Farms by Reducing non-
point N Pollution through Improved Nutrient Management”, funded by DFID under 
the UK International Sustainable Development Fund (ISDF),. The project is due to 
complete in March 2010, and a major meeting for farmer leaders, Farmer 
Associations, and extension service staff from Shaanxi and neighbouring north-
west provinces was being planned for 11th and 12th March in Yangling. 
 
The other project, with the title of “Improved Nutrient Management in Agriculture – 
a Key Contribution to the Low Carbon Economy”, is funded by FCO under 
Strategic Programme Fund (SPF). The aim of this project is to estimate the 
contribution of N fertilizer use (and over-use) in agriculture to total greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions in China and to communicate this information, and the potential 
for emissions reductions, to policy makers in China and UK.  The project held its 
launching workshop in April 2009, in China Agricultural University, and Jiangsu 
Provincial workshop in September 2009, in Nanjing Agricultural University.  
Through workshops, the senior officials of MoA and provincial departments of 
Jiangsu province were engaged and research objectives and approaches were 
communicated to various stakeholders. 
 
The Group held its first group 
meeting in Nanjing Agricultural 
University on 16-19th September 
2009. The members reviewed and 
revised two research proposals (on 
manure nutrient management, and 
phosphorus pollution control) in the 
light of Governing Board’s comments; 
exchanged research priorities in soil 
nutrients management in both UK 
and China; and planed the work for next stage 
 
The WG proposed the following topics as future research priorities: 

• Nutrient budgeting at various scales as a guide for land use planning and 
nutrient management 

• Combined management of water and nutrients to increase efficiency in the 
context of dryland farming in low rainfall regions using developments of 
traditional methods 
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• Possible role of biochar for sustainable soil management. 

• Life cycle analysis (LCA) or greenhouse gas budgetting of composting. 
 
Professor Powlson announced that he would stand down as WG1 Co-chair within 
the next 12 months, or preferably sooner if an appropriate replacement could be 
appointed. This was partly because he had become over-committed with work on 
specific funded projects (as reported above) and partly because he now felt it 
would be healthy for the WG for a younger person to take on the role. 

WG1 has developed three project proposals, one approved by the Governing 
Board and two under review (seeTable 4). 

WG2 Chinese members visited UK 
Chinese members of SAIN Working Group 2 
visited UK from 25th Sept to 1st Oct 2009. The 
delegation was led by Prof Zhao Lixin, co-chair 
of WG2, members included Prof Li Shizhong of 
Tsinghua University, Dr Meng Haibo and Tian 
Yishui of Chinese Academy of Agricultural 
Engineering. 
 
The purpose of the visit was to work together with UK members to revise and 
finalize the proposals following the Governing Board’s comments, as well as to 
strengthen the collaboration between UK and Chinese members.  
During the period,  the WG2  members jointly produced the four proposals (see 
Table 4).  
 
Working Group 3  
WG3 held its UK member meeting on 26th May in 
London. In attendance were Prof. Pete Smith, 
(University of Aberdeen; WG3 Co-Chair), Prof 
Jamie Newbold (University of Aberystwyth), Dr 
Laura Cardenas (North Wyke Research),  Dr 
Yuelai Lu (UEA, SAIN Secretariat),.also in 
attendance were Prof Bruce Fitt and Dr Yong-Ju 
Huang from Rothamsted Research. Prof. Tim 
Wheeler (University of Reading) sent a draft outline proposal for Adaptation Project 
but could not attend the meeting. 
 
The group has developed 5 project proposals, which are approved by the 
Governing Board (see Table 4). 
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Working Group 4  
Although the Chinese already had a co-chair (Professor Gao Shangbin) and full 
team for WG4, the UK side was only launched in May 2009 when Dr. Peter Hazell 
was appointed the UK co-chair. 
 
In August 2009, Peter Hazell met with Professors Gao Shangbin and Shirong Tang 
in Beijing and discussed research priorities for WG4, and visited the Institute of 
Agro-environmental Protection in Tianjin where he met with other Chinese 
members of WG4 and gave a seminar on “Managing the environmental problems 
associated with agricultural development: an economist’s perspective”.   
 
Peter Hazell also worked with UK and Chinese team members to develop two 
research proposals  
 
Overview of research progress and proposal development 
By December 2009, SAIN has two on-going projects under WG1, 5 approved 
project subject to contract, and 8 proposals under review.  The status of research 
projects and proposals are summarised as following: 
 

Table 4 List of SAIN Projects 
Project title  WGs Status 
Improving Livelihoods on Shaanxi Farms by reducing non-
point N Pollution through Improved Nutrient Management 
(2007-2010) 

WG1 On-going 

Improve Soil Nutrient Management Towards a Low Carbon 
Economy in China (2009-2012) 

WG1  On-going 

A review of Manure nutrient Use in China  (MUC) WG1 Approved  
Estimates of future agricultural greenhouse gas emissions 
and mitigation in China 

WG3 Approved  

Conservation for enhanced utilization of crop wild relative 
diversity for sustainable development and climate change 
mitigation 

WG3 Approved  

ADMIT: Harmonising ADaptation and MITigation in China WG3 Approved  
Addressing vulnerabilities and building capacity for 
adaptation of agriculture to climate change in China 

WG3 Approved  

Comparing policies and practices of phosphorus 
management in the crop-soil-water continuum in the UK and 
China and mitigation of potential eutrophication on surface 
waters   

WG1 Under 
review 

Practical problems associated with delivering science to 
improve nutrient management for greenhouse vegetable 
crops in China 

WG1 Under 
review 

An assessment of the potential for bioenergy in China and 
UK: 2010 to 2030 

WG2 Under 
review 
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Life Cycle Assessment of Biochar-Bioenergy Production 
Systems Based on Pyrolysis and Gasification Technologies 

WG2 Under 
review 

Integrating biogas into circular agriculture: tools, analysis and 
policy implications 

WG2 Under 
review 

Advanced biofuels: sustainable  production, impacts on 
climate change and society 

WG2 Under 
review 

Developing solutions for control of rural non-point source 
water pollution 

WG4 Under 
review 

Development and testing of analytical approaches for guiding 
policy decisions for achieving a circular agriculture 

WG4 Under 
review 

 
Networking and Stakeholder Engagement 
In addition to support the activities of Governing Board, Steering Group and 
Working Groups, SAIN Secretariat has also supported and hosted a number of 
visits and study tours in the UK. These are summarised as following: 
 

Table 5 Stakeholder Engagement Activities 
Time  Delegation Areas of interest 
February Northwest A&F University, led by 

vice president, Prof Zhao Zhong 
Joint research, student 
training 

April   Oil Crops Research Institute, 
Chinese Academy of Agricultural 
Sciences, led by Liu Sheng-Yi 

Climate change, crop 
diseases 

October  Jiansu Provincial Government, 
led by Vice Governor Huan Lixin  

Sustainable agriculture, 
fisheries, agricultural 
trading 

November Guangdong Academy of 
Agricultural Sciences, led by Prof 
Qiu Junrong 

Sustainable agriculture 

December Department of Agriculture of 
Hainan Province, led by Zhu 
Qingmin Deputy Director of the 
Department  

Food safety,  climate 
change, biofeul 

 
 

Impact so far 
Through one year operation, SAINN has strengthened collaboration between UK 
and Chinese researchers and policy makers. It also stimulated innovative thinking 
on sustainable agriculture through development of research proposals.  Academic 
exchanges through various workshops, meetings and visits have benefited two 
sides in terms mutual learning and sharing expertise.  
 
SAIN has become a major delivery platform for the Food Security Action Plan 
(FSAC) which was signed in October 2009. The three focus areas of the FSAP 
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are: (i) Economic and trade cooperation in agriculture; (ii)  Agricultural and food 
security related research; and (iii) Trilateral cooperation in selected African 
countries.  The research aspect of the FSAP will take SAIN) as a platform for 
collaboration.  
 
SAIN was recognized as a major achievement under the UK-China Sustainable 
Development Dialogue (SDD) at the SDD ministerial meeting in October 2009 
 
Look into 2010 
On entering the second year of full operation, SAIN’s highest priority is to ensure 
all proved research projects get off the ground.  SAIN will continue to perfect its 
operation process, particularly regarding proposal development, review/evaluation 
and approving, asd well as administration of funded projects.  To support its key 
aim of ensuring research findings are effectively translated into policy development 
SAIN’s strategic priority in 2010 will shift to establishing and strengthening its 
policy influencing mechanism and enhancing its research and policy making 
capacity.  This will include diversification of SAIN’s activities, more broad 
engagement of stakeholders, as well as explore multiple funding resources.  
 


