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Welcome to the Final Year of Our Journey

As we embark on the last leg of our journey, it's with a sense of excitement and

anticipation that  we welcome you to  the beginning of  the final  year  of  our

project. Over the past four years, we have collectively dedicated ourselves to

pushing the boundaries of knowledge and innovation. Now, as we stand on the

threshold of completion, we reflect on the milestones achieved, the challenges

overcome, and the invaluable collaborations forged along the way.

In  this  issue,  we  will  continue  to  present  project  partners  and  project

publications. Furthermore, we will tell you about our 4th Progress meeting at

Kew and let  our  genebank managers  and young scientists  involevd  in  the

project have their say on AGENT’s impact on their work.

Enjoy reading! 

AGENT Meetings

4th Progress Meeting at Kew, London
Advancing  Research  and  Collaboration:  Reflections  on  the  4th

Progress Meeting of AGENT

The 4th Progress Meeting of AGENT convened from 19-21 March at Royal

Botanic Gardens, Kew (London) to assess the progress made over the past

year and to strategize the path forward. The meeting provided a platform for

researchers to present their findings, discuss challenges encountered, and

solidify plans for the final year of the project. 

Achievements and Milestones

Following the  welcome address  of  KEW representative  Paul  Kersey  and

project coordinator Nils Stein, each work package presented a review of the

achievements and milestones reached during the preceding year, as well as

an outlook to the final project year and the remaining tasks. 

Scientific Presentations

A  central  component  of  the  meeting  was  the  presentation  of  scientific

research by project members. Spanning various disciplines within AGENT,

these presentations covered a wide array of topics, including 

◦ Wheat analysis

◦ Experimenting and analysis of data in Southern zone

◦ Status of analysis pipeline and results of historical data

◦ Automatic file validation

◦ Presentation on using APIs to support phenotypic workflows

◦ Containerising workflows for predictive analysis.

Each presentation provided valuable insights into the field and sparked lively

discussions among attendees.

Research Task Finalization

During the meeting, significant attention was devoted to finalizing research

tasks  and  addressing  any  outstanding  issues.  Project  leaders  facilitated

discussions  aimed  at  resolving  challenges,  refining  methodologies,  and

ensuring the timely completion of project objectives. Through collaborative

efforts and constructive feedback, participants charted a clear path towards

accomplishing remaining tasks in the final project year.

Exploitation of Project Results 

Another  focal  point  of  the  meeting  was  the  strategic  planning  for  the

exploitation  of  project  results.  Participants  engaged  in  brainstorming

sessions to identify potential ways for disseminating findings and maximizing

the societal impact of research outcomes. 

Guided Visit and Networking Activities

In addition to the formal agenda, participants had the opportunity to explore

the  local  botanical  garden  and  herbarium  through  a  guided  tour.  This

immersive experience offered insights into biodiversity conservation efforts

and provided a refreshing break from the meeting proceedings. Furthermore,

the convivial dinners hosted on the first and second meeting days provided a

relaxed  environment  for  networking,  relationship-building,  and  knowledge

exchange among attendees.

The meeting ended with an optional  trip  to  Wakehurst  and a tour  of  the

Millennium Seed Bank.

The  4th  Progress  Meeting  of  AGENT  served  as  a  pivotal  platform  for

reflection, collaboration, and planning as the project entered its final year.

Through  scientific  presentations,  research  task  finalization,  and  strategic

discussions on project exploitation, participants reaffirmed their commitment

to  advancing  knowledge and  translating  research  outcomes into  tangible

benefits for society. The guided visit to botanical resources and networking

activities  further  enriched  the  meeting  experience,  fostering  a  sense  of

camaraderie and shared purpose among participants. 

Spotlight on ... AGENT Partners

UNIVERSITY OF ZURICH - UZH
Established  within  the  picturesque  Botanical  Garden  of  the  University  of

Zurich, the Department of Plant Molecular Biology (IPMB) stands as a hub of

scientific excellence. Our mission revolves around unraveling the mysteries of

plant  and  microbial  life,  contributing  to  global  knowledge  and  sustainable

practices. IPMB contributes to a knowledge-based use of natural resources to

address  environmental  challenges  and  societal  needs.  IPMB  conducts  a

remarkable  diversity  of  plant  and microbial  research focusing on molecular

mechanisms, differentiating IPMB from other, more organismic research in this

field  performed  at  UZH and  other  Swiss  universities.  By  working  on  plant

development, physiology, molecular biology, epigenetics, microbiology, plant-

microbe  interactions,  microbiome  science,  agroecology,  evolutionary

adaptation,  and  soil  and  freshwater  microbiology,  IPMB  combines  diverse

disciplines to provide fundamental insights that can contribute to sustainable

agriculture and safe drinking water use, thereby bringing scientific innovation

from the lab to society. Internationally, this is recognized by IPMB’s excellent

scientific  track  record and visibility,  national  and international  collaborations

with universities, institutes, and industry and, numerous contributions towards

policymaking...

Read more about UZH and their role in
AGENT 

CREA-CI
The Council for Agricultural Research and Economics (CREA- Consiglio per la

ricerca in agricoltura e l’analisi dell’economia agraria) is a national institution,

supervised by the Italian Ministry of Agriculture, Food Sovereignty and Forests

(Masaf). The Research Centre for Cereal and Industrial Crops (CREA-CI) is

one of  the  12 research  centres  (6  related  to  specific  supply  chains  and 6

dedicated to horizontal topics) in which CREA is structured. CREA-CI, in its

seats located throughout Italy (Vercelli, Bergamo, Rovigo, Bologna, Caserta,

Foggia and Acireale) deals with cereal and industrial crop supply chains for

food,  feed  and  non-food  applications,  using  a  multidisciplinary  approach.

Focus is kept on valorisation of productions through plant breeding and omics

sciences,  biodiversity  preservation  and  exploitation  (https://www.crea.gov.it

/en/home).

The activity of CREA-CI in Vercelli has been focused on rice (Oryza sativa)

since its foundation in 1908 and a huge breeding activity has been carried out,

leading to the release of important rice varieties, like Vialone Nano and Roma,

and making the institute the reference centre in Italy for this crop.

CREA-CI and their role in AGENT

WBF Agroscope

Agroscope is the Swiss public, nonprofit research institution for all sectors of

agriculture.  Agroscope  is  associated  to  the  Swiss  Federal  Department  of

Economic  Affairs,  Education  and  Research  (WBF).  Research  conducted  at

Agroscope provides tools and support to enable the production of safe and

healthy food for an environmentally respectful agriculture. 

Actually,  the  genebank  preserves  more  than  6000  wheat  and  >800  barley

accessions. A large part of accessions has been phenotypically characterized

among which a smaller part has also been genotyped in past projects. The

genebank  is  associated  to  the  research  group  Crop  Plant  Breeding  and

Genetic  Resources,  assuring  the  practical  and  scientific  link  between  the

preservation  of  genetic  diversity,  and  its  use  in  modern  variety  breeding.

Agroscope research covers the entire value chain of the agriculture and the

food sector. Its goals are a competitive and multifunctional agricultural sector,

high-quality food for a healthy diet, and an intact environment.

WBF Agroscope and AGENT

Feedback from the genebank
managers and young scientists  

(collected during a panel discussion at the 4th Progress Meeting)

Genebank Managers:  What is the impact that the AGENT project had for
your institute?

”
“The biggest advantage of par�cipa�ng in the AGENT project was the comparison with other

gene banks. As part of WP7, we visited IPK and NPPC and compared our approaches

individually. We found that our procedures and individual steps for conserving gene�c

resources at CRI are of a high standard and meet recognised interna�onal standards. Another

advantage we see is the u�lisa�on of historical data that would only have been preserved in

the library if it had not been used in the AGENT project. And now they are s�ll being used

today. We are also very posi�ve about the use of SNP to assess the SSD of selected

accessions.” 

-Dagmar Janovská, CRI, Czech Republic

”
“For me as a new GB manager, the project was a good opportunity to learn from other GB

managers, to update our GB manual and conduct the review. AGENT provided the necessary

experience to trigger other projects in the genebank, and helped with fundraising from

Ministry of Educa�on and through par�cipa�on in other European projects. We have also

started building SSD popula�ons in other species.“   

-Maja Boczkowska, IHAR-PIB, Poland

”
“For NARDI this is the first European project in which we par�cipate, and the first genotyping

of our collec�on. We benefited from digi�sa�on of our historical data and gather more traits

than expected in our trials. We suggest to include common checks in field trials to be�er

bridge evalua�ons and would like to join the EVA wheat and barley network.”

-Liliana Vasilescu, NARDI, Romania

”
“The coopera�on between ins�tutes was important a�er Coronavirus situa�on. AGENT is

good to share the connec�on between pheno and geno data with the researchers: pla�orm

and pipeline.” 

-Moshe Ronen, TAU, Israel 

”
“AGENT played a big role in promo�ng digi�sa�on of historical data. During a phase of

financial cuts, the involvement in the project provides visibility and some financial security.

AGENT pipelines and standards will be applied to future data collec�on.“ 

-Beate Schierscher, WBF-Agroscope, Switzerland

Young scientists: What is the impact of the AGENT project for you? 

”
“Open science is the way to go. The multidisciplinary approach in AGENT is good to

break barriers between WP and disciplines and highlighted computation issues
present in GB.“

-Erwan Le Floch, INRAE, France

”
“I was involved in everything in the process from seeds multiplication to data

analysis. The project provides good visibility to lobby with funders. It also
established a social infrastructure for multilocation field trials, as exemplified by the

abiotic stress trials that INIA conducted together with CREA.“

-Diana Lammerding, INIA, Spain

”
“The biggest impact for me is in the standardization of data, which going forward will

make it easier to have the data available in central place and keep this way of
working.“

-Joseph Ruff, RBGK, UK

Publications

• Genomic predictions to leverage phenotypic data across genebanks
Samira El Hanafi, Yong Jiang, Zakaria Kehel, Albert W. Schulthess Börgel,
Yusheng Zhao, Martin Mascher, Max Haupt, Axel Himmelbach, Nils Stein,
Ahmed Amri, Jochen Reif

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpls.2023.1227656

• Genomic prediction reveals unexplored variation in grain protein and
lysine content across a vast winter wheat genebank collection

Marcel O. Berkner, Stephan Weise, Jochen C. Reif and Albert W. Schulthess

https://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fpls.2023.1270298

• Advancing the Conservation and Utilization of Barley Genetic Resources:
Insights into Germplasm Management and Breeding for Sustainable
Agriculture

Andrea Visioni, Boris Basile, Miguel Sanchez-Garcia, Giandomenico Corrado
https://doi.org/10.3390/plants12183186
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