Venture capital key to biotech agriculture through bridge funding
Vivian Zhong, 3-28-2024, Ph.D. candidate in bioengineering at Stanford University, where she develops genetic engineering tools in plants and microbes with an eye toward furthering sustainable agriculture https://fas.org/publication/agarda-to-accelerate-biotechnology/, "Bringing agricultural biotechnology to market with AgARDA," Federation of American Scientists (ermo/sms, Acc:6-28-2024)
Q: What do you think are currently the most pressing challenges in agriculture?
FLC: Pest resistance continues to be a very serious concern in agriculture, so new and effective control measures need to be continually developed for all pests: weeds, insects, disease. There are two major pests of concern for my own farm in Western Canada. First, herbicide-resistant kochia weed, which has become a huge problem in the last five years all across the world. No one’s sure how exactly it spread so quickly. Second, flea beetles are decimating cruciferous crops. RNAi-based insecticides could be very effective here, if we can achieve sufficient persistence of the insecticide and avoid impacting non-target species.
In terms of challenges to agriculture-based businesses, there’s a lack of funding right now for getting tech to market. Funding for agtech from VC firms fell last year, as it did for most forms of tech. This was  following a very strong period of agtech funding for the previous two years, during which we saw over-investment in several sectors, such as alternative meat and indoor farming. At the same time, agtech companies typically have long timelines to product launch and need more funding than just one VC can provide. Right now, many companies who come to Fall Line for money are just looking for short-term “bridge funding” so they can make payroll and buy time until they can demonstrate enough progress to raise a successful “series” round with good valuation and favorable investment terms. And no one is going public right now.
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