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Crop research set for growth with greater access to mainland funds

ST s ATy S e S T X

CROSS-BORDER COOPERATION

Crop research set for
growth with greater
access to mainland funds

Peace Chiu
peace.chiu@scmp.com

Since 2008, alaboratory has been
looking into ways to develop
better varieties of crops capable of
thriving in harsh conditions.

But a lack of funding meant
Professor Lam Hon-ming’s team
faced limitations in its research.

However, their prospects
brightened after President Xi
Jinping’s directive for state agen-
cies to give the city’'s scientists
greater access to national funding
- previously only available to
mainland applicants.

“The announcement that
money will cross the borderis very
encouraging,” said Lam, director
of the Partner State Key Lab of
Agrobiotechnology at Chinese
University. It is one of 16 such
national laboratories recognised
by the central government for
conducting pioneering research
in support of Chinese technologi-
cal and economic development.

Along with six branches of the
Chinese National Engineering
Research Centre in the city, the
labs each recently received 1 mil-
lion yuan (HK$1.23 million).

Lam said he expected funding
for Hong Kong projects in the
future to reach millions of yuan.
He contrasted it with the maxi-
mum sum of HK$1.2 million per
¥lu roject in the life sciences lasting

r up to three years handed out
by the city's Research Grants
Council's general research fund.
 Alack of water resources and
the deteriorating quality of soil

around the world had led to
declines in agricultural produc-
tion, he noted, resulting in heavy
use of fertilisars and pesticides.
This was not sustainable, he said.

Lam's team researches
whether new crop varieties can be
used in places with poor environ-
mental conditions.

By looking at the DNA of soy-
beans and carrying out experi-
ments, it has picked varieties that
can toieratehlghlew!s of saltand
survive in arid locations. Three of
the varieties have been approved
byauthorities in Gansu, a particu-
larly dry province in the north.

If we can get
money, we can
s COMpete
internationally

PROFESSOR LAM HON-MING
CHINESE UNIVERSITY OF HONG KONG

With the 1 million yuan, the
team is now studying the regula-
tory role plant hormones play. It
could then find ways to screen
specific varieties of crops for
different environmental condi-
tions and adjust- irrigation
methods :

Lam believed the new funding
would enable the team's research
tohave abiggerimpact. “Ifwecan
get money, we can do very out-
standing research and compete
internationally,” he said.
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Research lab puts Xi's money to good use

Research lab puts Xi’s money t

Ah, the language of money! A
Chinese University professor in
charge of a state key laboratory told
his colleagues it's time to brush up
on their Chinese after it received a
whopping amount of government
funding.

The State Key Laboratory of
Agrobiotechnology received 1
million yuan (HKS1.23 million)
in funding from the Chinese
government, after President Xi
Jinping announced stepping up
support for Hong Kong researchers,

The lab conducts research on how
to increase food supply, including
ways to boost rice yields and crops’
nutritional value.

It has developed three types
of soya beans through genetic
screening, which have already been
planted in Gansu province.

With the money, soya bean

o good use

Tha lelsis oakingat incresting fosd syppin:

research can be used in wider
applications in overseas markets,
professor Lam Hon-ming said.
The lab also plans to hire
more researchers, and buy more
equipment to aid their research.
However, Lam joked that his
colleagues now have to master filling
application forms in fluent Chinese -
especially when it comes to scientific
terminology - in order to secure
more future funding.
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