
Letter to the US Department of Agriculture: Look to biotechnology for innovation

To provide input to the federal government as USDA submits its report in March on how to use
biotechnology and biomanufacturing for food and agriculture innovation, the Breakthrough Institute sent a
letter to the Office of Science and Technology Policy on February 17th.

The letter followed U.S. President Joe Biden’s September issuance of Executive Order 14081 on
“Advancing Biotechnology and Biomanufacturing Innovation for a Sustainable, Safe, and Secure
American Bioeconomy.” The order prioritizes Federal government support for food and agriculture
innovation using biotechnology, including efforts that can “[improve] sustainability and land conservation;
[increase] and [protect] agricultural yields; [protect] against plant and animal pests and diseases; and
[cultivate] alternative food sources.”

One of the order’s requirements is for the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), in consultation
with relevant agencies, to develop a report assessing the research and development (R&D) needs for
biotechnology and biomanufacturing to spur agriculture innovation and then work with the White House’s
Office of Science and Technology Policy (OSTP) to develop a subsequent implementation plan.

Last month, the Breakthrough Institute sent a letter to OSTP that identified areas for federal investments
in food and agriculture R&D that would utilize promising biotechnologies to support a sustainable
bioeconomy and to achieve the Biden administration’s goals around agriculture, food, and climate. The
letter highlights Breakthrough’s recent analyses showing how investments in public sector agriculture
research and development (including research with biotechnologies) have historically increased
productivity, limited land use, reduced emissions, and otherwise improved agriculture’s environmental
impacts—and will continue to do so.
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Between 1949 and 2012, for example, the total acreage used for agriculture in the United States (cropland
and pasture) declined by about a fifth, even as agricultural output increased by over twofold. In fact,
Breakthrough research has shown that every dollar spent on public agricultural R&D has, on average,
generated $20 in benefits for consumers and the broader U.S. economy.

Looking forward, the are several specific biotechnology areas that warrant the Biden administration’s
focus in its efforts to drive agricultural innovation, increase yields, and reduce greenhouse gas emissions:

Continuing to use biotechnology in conventional breeding to develop crop and animal varieties with
improved genetics;



Using modern biotechnology techniques such as genetic engineering, gene-editing, and genomics to
create varieties with traits that are hard (or impossible) to achieve with conventional breeding
methods;

Using biotechnology to improve animal agriculture’s sustainability by reducing methane emissions
such as with novel biological feed additives or animal vaccines that reduce enteric methane;

Developing crop varieties with enhanced root structures to sequester carbon (such as the research
supported by the ARPA-E ROOTS program);

Supporting R&D for innovative, biological fertilizers such as nitrogen fixing bacteria; and

Supporting research for alternative proteins such as cell-cultured and plant-based meat, establishing
an Interagency Alternative Protein Initiative, and increasing the biomanufacturing capacity and
infrastructure to facilitate the adoption of these new technologies and help products come to the
market.

This is an excerpt. Read the original post here
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