
Walking the walk, and a vision for the future of the School 
 

 
 

An interview with Professor Rob Edwards, new Head of SAFRD 
 
Rob Edwards, our new Head of School, isn’t originally from the North of England, he 
spent the first 20 years of his life in London, and then went to read biochemistry at 
Bath University, following this up with a PhD in environmental toxicology, 
researching pesticide safety and usage, at St Mary’s Hospital Medical School.   
 
“I guess I have always been interested in crop protection,” he explained, “and, while 
they sometimes get a bad press, pesticides are a key component of international 
food security.  After my PhD I did a post doc, for Schering Agro Chemicals (now 
Bayer Crop Science) where I really learnt a lot, working in industry.   Then I started 
up a research programme in crop improvement for the Noble Foundation, which is a 
charitable organisation in the US, in Oklahoma, where they were improving fodder 
crops.  I spent three years in Oklahoma, working with researchers and farmers 
there.” 
 
Then in 1991 Rob moved back to the UK to take up a “new blood” lecturer post at 
Durham, and was eventually to become Head of School.  By 2010 he was looking for 
new challenges and felt he wanted a change.  So when he was approached by 
Defra, to become Chief Scientist at the Food and Environment Research Agency at 
York, he made the move into government science.   
 
Why has Rob now chosen to come to the School of Agriculture, Food and Rural 
Development, away from his roots as a natural scientist?   “I’m a biochemist by 
training and I could have gone back into biochemistry,” he agrees, “but I’m now 
much more interested in translational science – I want what I to do make a 
difference.  And I don’t see that being easily achieved in a traditional biology or 
biochemistry department.  I’m more interested in research that’s close to the 
problems people face on a day by day basis, as well as being motivated by curiosity 
alone.  I’m also drawn to the kind of integration in research you have the potential for 
here.  My own vision for the school is about building on that integration, because 



what we have here is unique: with the farm platforms, food and nutrition and CRE, 
we have a powerful and unique combination of research capabilities. 
 
“While working at Fera I learnt about sustainable agriculture and food science, and I 
think that now I’m much more able to appreciate the key issues and challenges.  I 
was also very taken by how government science thinks of social research as a 
fundamental part of the research process – this is something I had been completely 
unaware of as a lab-based academic.  That means that I do ‘get it’ in terms of having 
a social research unit within our School, here at Newcastle.   I really appreciate how 
you can use social research to maximise the impact of what you’re trying to do by 
understanding the outcomes of what you’re hoping to achieve, from the outset.   I’m 
also very interested in how we join up solutions; not just thinking about what 
happens pre and post the farm gate, but throughout the whole food chain.   
 
“In the coming months I will be wanting the school to strengthen links with other 
universities and research centres, to be outward facing and build our visibility and 
profile with government.  We really need to be keyed into policy thinking and 
research council priorities and the ways in which politicians and civil servants make 
funding decisions.” 
 
Rob said he would also like to see some really practical research going on in the 
school on improving crop yields: “Research on crops and genetic improvement is 
already well supported in UK but as I see it the challenge is about doing more with 
what we have got, about reducing the gap between what theoretically possible yield 
per hectare and what is actually achieved.  People talk about improving varieties but 
I think it would be better to understand why we aren’t achieving the full potential of 
the varieties we already have.  That’s not just about technology but about 
understanding farmers’ behaviour and motivations.  If we could close the yield gap, 
even by a small percentage, that would be worth many years of work on crop 
improvements.   I’m sure that there are similar possibilities for improvement in 
livestock production efficiency which involve a combination of natural and social 
sciences.  It’s not my area, so I’ll be needing more help from colleagues on the 
livestock side, but I am sure there is plenty of scope to use multidisciplinary 
approaches to improve welfare and productivity.  
 
“Another of my interests is the energy input into agriculture – how you integrated 
farm energy systems, minimise waste and maximise efficiency, using approaches 
like generating energy on-farm, low energy technologies, precision agriculture and 
so on. 
 
“Most of all, as Head of School, I believe in walking the walk, so I won’t be asking 
anyone to do anything I wouldn’t undertake myself,” he emphasised. 
 
As well as getting out and about and meeting new colleagues, Rob said he is looking 
forward to spending more time in Newcastle and Northumberland:  “I love living in 
the North East.  I enjoy sailing and go out with a friend who keeps a boat at Amble.  
Plus I’m a bit of a petrol head, with a couple of old cars that I have restored.  Most of 
all I like living in North East England and I love the city and its people.  It’s only when 
you have lived somewhere else that you appreciate what a great place we’ve got 
here.” 


