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Can AI Map the Brain to Grow
Smarter Crops?

A breakthrough in neural imaging may unlock precision agtech sensors.
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Five years

Award Duration

The NIH Director’s New Innovator Award funds high-risk, high-
reward research for up to five years.

This five-year funding window is critical for developing the kind of
long-term, scalable Al platforms needed in agtech. Just as Lu’s lab

aims to build a molecularly detailed brain map, agtech Al systems

require sustained investment to integrate real-time soil, plant, and
climate data across entire farm ecosystems.
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Neural Mapping = Agri-Sensor Blueprint

Lu’s work to identify neuron types and connections using multiplexed imaging mirrors the challenge of
distinguishing plant stress signals in agricultural data. By labeling specific cell types in the brain, her

team parallels the need to label specific stress markers—Ilike drought, nutrient deficiency, or pathogen
presence—in crops. This molecular precision in neural mapping provides a direct model for how Al can

be trained to recognize subtle, early-warning signals in agri-sensing data streams.



High-Risk Al in AgTech Needs
Long-Term Funding

The NIH award'’s five-year timeline underscores a critical gap in
agtech funding: most grants are short-term, discouraging bold
innovation. Lu’s success shows that sustained, high-risk
investment enables breakthroughs. For agtech Al, this means
supporting foundational research in sensor fusion, adaptive
learning, and real-time decision systems—not just incremental
yield optimization. The same patience and trust in
interdisciplinary science that fueled Lu’s work must now be
applied to farming ecosystems.
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