USDA-ARS has recently named Dr. Kristin Bilyeu as the Early Career Scientist of the Year for the Mid-West Area for 2007. This honor will be presented to Kristin at a formal award ceremony in Washington D.C. in February of 2008. Kristin has received this honor as the result of her work to understand the molecular basis for the low linolenic acid trait in soybeans and the impact her research has had and will have on the Soybean industry within Missouri and the Nation. Reduction of linolenic acid levels in soybean oil is an important objective to meet market demands, driven by both human and animal nutrition needs as well as processing goals, for oil that is free from the need for hydrogenation and the production of trans fatty acids.  The mandatory inclusion of trans fats in nutrition labels that began in 2006 led to an increased demand for low linolenic acid soybean oil, an oil that has flavor stability without trans fats. Although sources of the low linolenic acid soybean trait had been known for decades, incorporation of this trait into elite cultivars was inefficient because of the need for chemical phenotyping and the laborious and expensive methods associated with it.  Kristin’s research, using a novel approach based on the soybean genome efforts, identified and confirmed seven unique mutations in three soybean fatty acid desaturase genes that serve as the underlying mutations responsible for the low linolenic acid trait in soybean seed. She further developed and published molecular marker assays (“perfect” markers”) specific for the identified sequences. With these tools breeders have been able to specifically and quickly establish germplasm with improved linolenic acid contents. As part of the research she was also able to recombine different mutant alleles and determine the relative contribution of each allele to the low linolenic acid trait. It is these discoveries and novel methodologies that have successfully impacted the industry and form the foundation of an ongoing strong collaboration with the National Center for Soybean Biotechnology here at the University of Missouri.
Dr. Bilyeu’s research has been highlighted in several non-scientific publications.  Her work was selected for ARS’s News Service, distributed nationally and internationally to journalists and others, and permanently archived on the agency’s official website at:  http://www.ars.usda.gov/is/pr/2006/060331.htm. McGinnis, L. "Genetic Markers Point Toward Low-Linolenic-Acid Soybeans". March 31, 2006. ARS News Service. Beltsville, Md.  She was interviewed for an article that resulted in the publication, “New research could facilitate low-linolenic soybean production” by Lorraine Heller of FoodNavigator-usa.com, published online April 5, 2006.  Dr. Bilyeu was interviewed by Nancy Jorgensen for the article, “America’s focus on health –Will it change how you farm?” to appear in the May 2007 issue of MFA Today’s Farmer.

