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AMBITIOUS TARGETS FOR THE UK’S VOLUNTARY INITIATIVE

A seminar was held at the Royal Agricultural College, Cirencester, UK (www.royagcol.ac.uk) on 23 April, directed at an audience of farmers and advisors on “the Voluntary Initiative versus pesticide tax – join now or pay later”, as Bruce Knight reports. 

Professor Barry Dent, who chairs the Voluntary Initiative (VI) steering group (CPM, September 2002), explained that, although the UK government had initially favoured the introduction of a pesticide tax, there was now recognition that such a blunt instrument would not necessarily achieve the environmental objectives. He said the VI option merited serious consideration but wide uptake and successful adoption was essential for the UK government to be totally convinced. The steering group is made up of industry and environmental group representatives and is charged with providing a package of measures to be implemented over the initial three-year timetable to April 2006. It will monitor progress and resources used.

There are three core elements to the VI: 

· the National Register of Sprayer Operators (NRoSO) – aiming to achieve 500 subscribers for the current year and with a target to sign up all operators spraying more than 100 hectares by 2006 (CPM, June 2002).

· the National Sprayer Testing Scheme (NSTS), already being piloted by the Agricultural Engineers Association, with a target of 5000 sprayers to be tested this year and to have all sprayers working on more than 50 hectares certified by 2006 (around 20,000 sprayers).

· completion of Crop Protection Management Plans (CPMPs). These will be prepared farm by farm with agronomist inputs crucial. The target is 5% of the sprayed area for 2003 rising to 30% by 2006.  

Patrick Goldsworthy, who is the VI Manager at the Crop Protection Association (CPA), Peterborough, introduced the “Stop the Pesticide Tax” strap line and the support arguments: “Save crops, save costs, save countryside”. These will feature in loose inserts and literature and through e-mails and on the VI web site from this month (www.voluntaryinitiative.org.uk). 

The environmental objectives to be met are in terms of impact on wildlife and on water pollution. Key elements of the CPMPs will be the adoption of best practice in timing of insecticide application, improvement in application methods, protection of water and using up old products. 

Dr Chris Wise, crop science advisor to the National Farmers Union, pointed out that pesticide taxes had been introduced in four other European countries. In three, with Denmark the most notable, environmental objectives had not been achieved. In France, the tax is considered a success and the income is helping fund a new pesticide regulatory body. The aspiration of the VI is to demonstrate that the environmental objectives can be met by industry applying self-regulation. If successful, it could be a model for other countries and extended to other inputs like fertilisers.

Mike Huntingdon (Knight Farm Machinery) described how proper calibration and use of spraying equipment can not only minimise spray drift risks but also save farmers money. He stated that of 700 sprayers so far tested under the NSTS, only 51% had passed. Sue Armstrong-Brown (Royal Society for the Protection of Birds) is looking to the VI to reduce the indirect effect of pesticides on bird populations. Some 20 species are at risk from the effects of insecticides on invertebrates that provide their food.

Bob Breach (Severn Trent Water Ltd) said that water suppliers do not want to treat water at the point of extraction with activated carbon to remove pesticides, as this is costly. For smaller plants, where equipment is limited, it is even more costly. He cited an example where 2kg of atrazine resulted in the closure of a reservoir for six months. Triazine and urea herbicides together with CMPP are the most critical products and Severn Trent Water has launched an awareness and communication programme aimed at guiding agronomists and farmers on best practices. 

Clare Bend (Masstock Arable) picked up on some of the issues important in meeting the training needs if the VI is to be a success. Agronomists are critical to the information flow. The problem is that their time is limited. Training costs must be kept to a minimum. CPMP training at £95 per head will add an annual cost to Masstock of around £10,000.

Farmers recognise the importance of the VI but some would like more financial incentives. There is a feeling that the “Stop the Tax” focus should be given lower priority than the long-term environmental benefits that the VI offers.

European News and Markets

DEFRA LOOKS TEN YEARS AHEAD

Over 250 scientists and policy makers attended an open meeting in London on 7 April to learn about the first science and innovation strategy of the UK’s Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra). Government minister Lord Whitty explained that the strategy being developed would underpin Defra’s corporate policy for the three-year period from 2003-2006 (www.defra.gov.uk).

Professor Howard Dalton, Defra’s scientific adviser, emphasised that the strategy will also provide a platform for the “Ten Year Science Forward Look” until 2013 due to be published in 2005. A key role of Defra since it was formed in 2001 from the amalgamation of the Ministry of Agriculture and other departments is to lead the UK government’s approach to sustainable development for the environment, the food industry and the countryside.

Defra invests around £325 million (US$450 million) in science each year. Some 2,800 scientific staff are employed in the five agencies under its control, one of which is the Pesticides Safety Directorate (York) with a further 7,000 in executive roles.  An important inclusion in the future strategy will be the enhanced role of economics and social science and the importance of communication and dialogue with other research councils, stakeholders, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and the public at large.

Much of the emphasis for the future will be on science in support of regulatory issues rather than product innovation. Defra aims to ensure that rapidly emerging technologies such as genomics and nanotechnology are fully integrated into science policies.

The crop protection objectives, included under “Sustainable Food and Farming”, one of the six themes in the strategy, are:

· improved understanding of risks to plant health through monitoring, diagnostics and control methods 

· informing pesticide regulators on the impact of pesticides on agricultural and aquatic environments and developing methods of managing risks

· developing biological control and ICM approaches to reduce reliance on conventional pesticides

BOOST FOR UK CROP BREEDING

A new Defra initiative is to create a series of “crop genetic improvement networks” to support the genetics and breeding of some of the UK's major crops. Rothamsted Research (formerly known as IACR-Rothamsted) will play a leading role in the first two of these, the Wheat Genetic Improvement Network (WGIN) and the Oilseed Rape Genetic Improvement Network (OREGIN), which are to be launched in May. Funding for the core activities of these two networks represents an investment by Defra of almost £2.5m. A further Rothamsted-led network, focused on the genetic improvement of willows and poplars for renewable energy production, is also in the pipeline.

The WGIN management team comprises Rothamsted Research, the John Innes Centre (JIC), the University of Nottingham, ADAS, the University of Bristol, NIAB and UK-based plant breeding companies. The OREGIN management team is jointly led by Rothamsted Research and Horticulture Research International (HRI), and includes ADAS, JIC and plant breeding companies.

Professor Ian Crute, director of Rothamsted Research, commented: "I applaud Defra's initiative. These networks will enable the close integration of the UK's crop genetic science base. Our aim will be to ensure rapid practical uptake of the research by industry." Dr Peter Werner of the plant breeding company CPB Twyford Ltd described it as "a new opportunity for improving communication and collaborations between researchers and the commercial breeding sector".

Each network will comprise a core project on genetic improvement of a given crop into which satellite projects funded by the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC) and Defra will feed.  In addition, other government-supported LINK projects should enable good connections between the research base and industry.

One key objective of the research is to enhance crop productivity whilst reducing reliance on pesticide inputs. The networks will assemble and conserve valuable collections of crop genetic diversity with the help molecular genetic techniques. 

They will also develop methods for the identification of genes controlling useful traits such as disease resistance and crop quality and provide the tools for their incorporation into commercial plant breeding programmes. Seed, genetic data and information generated by the networks will be made freely accessible to the research community and the breeding industry.  The outcome sought is a more vibrant breeding sector drawing on the UK science base to deliver better crops for UK farmers.

EU RESIDUE MONITORING RESULTS 

The European Commission's report on the 2001 pesticide residues monitoring programme was published on 25 April. It shows that 59% of the food samples tested had no detectable residues, 37% had residues at or below the maximum residue level (MRL), and 3.9% had residues above the MRL. In the report summary, the Commission noted that "the residues found fall within a range that would not cause harm if eaten".

Dr Friedhelm Schmider, director general of the European Crop Protection Association (ECPA), commented: "We listen carefully to consumer concerns about residues and always take the results of the annual monitoring very seriously. That's why we're glad to see that the results for 2001 are largely consistent with those we saw in previous years, remaining at a similarly low level.” He added, “We understand that this may worry some consumers, but it is important to remember that where commodity samples do exceed MRLs, these have been judged by independent experts to pose no unacceptable risks to public health." 

ECPA is committed to minimising residues as far as possible and is collaborating with European food retailers to develop protocols that also help minimise residues in food. The Commission's report and its summary can be viewed at its website (http://europa.eu.int/comm/food/fs/inspections/fnaoi/reports/annual_eu/index_en.html).

UK BENEFITS OF RANMAN 

BASF commissioned UK trials to test all the major potato blight fungicides “to destruction” last year in Derbyshire, Northamptonshire and Scotland, including its new fungicide Ranman Twinpack (cyazofamid with an organosilicone adjuvant) which was approved in the UK 2001 (CPM June 2001). In the Derbyshire trial, the Ranman treatment gave the highest marketable yield and was the only treatment to record zero tubers per tonne infected at harvest. A number of active ingredients are being phased out of this market sector, including tin products for tuber blight control. BASF’s potato product manager, Rachel Horton, describes Ranman as “a new standard for protectant foliar and tuber blight control. 

SPANISH PESTICIDE MARKET

Crop protection sales of members of the Spanish trade association, AEPLA, Madrid (www.aepla.es), rose by 2.6% in 2002 from EUR 620.1 million to EUR 636.1 million according to its annual report, although this figure was less than the rate of inflation. AEPLA members represent about 90% of the total Spanish market. Fungicide sales rose by 6.9% from EUR 138.5 million to EUR 148.0 million, helped by heavy rainfall and humidity. Herbicide sales increased by 4.2% from EUR 207.1 million to EUR 215.7 million. Insecticide sales fell by 1.5% from EUR 202.0 million to EUR 198.7 million. The region of Andalusia accounted for 33.2% of AEPLA member sales in 2002 (compared with 31.5% in 1999), ahead of Valencia with 16.3% (16.0% in 1999), Murcia (10.3%) and Catalonia (9.0%).  

NEW AFPP PRESIDENT

Yves Monnet, an official at the French Ministry of Agriculture, has been elected to succeed Gilbert Maurin as the president of AFPP (Association Française de Protection des Plantes). He is an expert in vegetable crops and minor uses of pesticides. The three AFPP vice-presidents are Bernard Cure (Arvalis), Marc Delos (SDQPV) and Philippe Michel (UIPP). AFPP has made a call for contributions to its 7th International Conference on Plant Diseases, which is due to be held in Tours from 3-5 December (www.afpp.net).

ATRAZINE WITHDRAWAL IN FRANCE

This year will be the last in which atrazine can be applied as a maize herbicide in France, with use prohibited with effect from 30 September. The April edition of the French journal Phytoma has a good article on the implications of this change. It also includes the results of a series of 250 trials conducted by Arvalis (formerly AGPM) which examines alternative herbicide programmes.  

SYNGENTA DROPS GERMAN GM TRIALS

Syngenta has dropped plans this month to start Germany's first trials of genetically modified (GM) wheat with resistance to Fusarium after the site for these was sabotaged last week by the environmental pressure group Greenpeace who planted organic wheat seed there. Peter Hefner, a spokesman for Syngenta’s German subsidiary, commented that trials would be moved to other countries such as France and the UK. 

The UK’s Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) has granted approval this month for Syngenta Seeds Ltd to release GM wheat for a field trial to be conducted at its site at Jealott’s Hill, Berkshire (southern England). The Soil Association, which certifies organic growers in the UK, has expressed concern about this development.  

PORTUGUESE JV FOR IQV

The Spanish generic pesticide producer, Industrias Químicas del Vallés SA (IQV), and the Portuguese fertiliser company, Cadubal, have set up a Portuguese joint venture, IQV Agro Portugal SA. The new company will directly manage IQV’s Portuguese pesticide interests with a permanent commercial and service structure. IQV, whose main sales come from copper fungicides, has a significant presence in the Mediterranean countries and the company’s strategic plan is to establish its own subsidiaries in the main markets where its products are sold. Summit Agro Europe Ltd, a European subsidiary of Sumitomo Corporation, recently took a 20% participation in the capital of IQV Italia srl, the Italian subsidiary set up by IQV (February CPM).

IQV Agro Portugal SA will supply directly to the Portuguese market a complete portfolio of IQV’s branded products, including fungicides, insecticides, acaricides, herbicides and fertilisers, with a focus on vines. The new company was established at the start of this year and has become fully operational this month. The commercial operations are headed by Mr Francisco Bogas.

LIFELINE FOR UK HERB GROWERS

Certis is offering UK herb producers a herbicide option, Croptex Bronze (pentanochlor), which is now approved for use this season. The full label approval from the Pesticides Safety Directorate for celery and parsley also allows, under the Long-Term Arrangements for Extension of Use, application to all herbs. This extension of crop use has been gained with support from the Horticultural Development Council and the British Herb Trade Association.

Croptex Bronze is an established herbicide for carrot and parsnip crops and the label extension offers a lifeline to growers of these specialised minor crops. "Growers are suffering limited support from the large agrochemical manufacturers and are therefore running out of crop protection options," commented Peter Hingley, general manager of Certis UK. Pentanochlor is one of 14 unsupported active substances that will be continued under the EU 'essential use' status that is applicable until 2007 (CPM July 2002). The long-term arrangements for herbs is also extended for this period," he adds. 

Croptex Bronze offers mainly contact and some residual activity against a broad spectrum of weeds. For the best results, it should be applied early in the season, post-emergence of the crop and whilst the weeds are still small. 

EUROPEAN FIRST FOR SPRAYER

John Deere is the first sprayer manufacturer to pass a newly approved test procedure established by the European Network for Testing of Agricultural Machines (ENTAM) with its 840 model trailed sprayer fitted with a 27-metre boom. The ENTAM test methods involve a wide range of laboratory measurements to determine accuracy and technical performance, as well as a complete technical assessment and functional check. These cover items such as tank agitation, spray distribution quality and rate control, accuracy of dose rate and measuring devices, nozzle performance and cleaning and rinsing of containers with the chemical inductor. The test was conducted by a national German research centre and for 12 of the 18 test criteria, the sprayer’s performance “clearly exceeded” the technical standard. For the other six criteria it “far exceeded” the standard. 

Various European test centres and institutes for agricultural machinery signed a co-operation agreement to set up ENTAM, which aims to achieve uniform test criteria and mutual recognition of tests carried out on performance, safety and environmental aspects based on international standards and common agreements. The technical standard is already applied in Germany by legislation, with manufacturers making a detailed declaration about their machines. Until now tests have been voluntary.

The test report is already officially recognised by ENTAM members in Austria, Denmark, Germany, Hungary, Spain and Switzerland, with recognition expected shortly in Belgium, France, Greece, Italy and the Silsoe Research Institute in the UK. Commenting on the development, Chris Meacock, sprayer product manager for John Deere in the UK, said: “We welcome this new testing procedure as complementary to the Voluntary Initiative and the National Sprayer Test Scheme.”

TAMINCO SPIN-OFF

The Belgian chemical company UCB has spun off its methylamine and associated businesses together with its crop protection interests into a new company, Taminco. The pesticide business will operate as Taminco Crop Protection, a division of the new company. A website is operational as CPM goes to press, but with little of detail contained on it as yet (www.taminco.com). UCB had previously come close to selling off the Taminco interests (CPM September 2002). Its main crop protection products are based on the generic pesticides thiram, ziram, ferbam, chlormequat chloride and metam sodium. Annual pesticide sales are approximately US$60 million.

Prospects for GM Crop Co-existence

Two new reports from the UK farm industry body, the Supply Chain Initiative on Modified Agricultural Crops (SCIMAC) have given a major boost to prospects for managing GM and non-GM crops. SCIMAC’s reports were issued as EU stakeholders met at a roundtable forum in Brussels on 24 April to discuss “co-existence”, namely how to manage the production of GM and non-GM crops on the same farm or between neighbouring farms. SCIMAC was formed five years ago (CPM, June 1998) to support the safe and responsible UK introduction of GM crops.

The first SCIMAC report is a survey of all UK farmers who have taken part in GM crop trials over the past three years. It found few practical difficulties in managing GM and non-GM crops according to co-existence guidelines. The second, an independent audit of UK growers conducted by ADAS Consulting Ltd, confirmed very high levels of compliance with the requirements of the guidelines.   

“The positive response from trial growers and the audit process is very encouraging,” said SCIMAC chairman, Dr Roger Turner. “The farm-scale evaluations in the UK have presented a unique opportunity within Europe to apply a set of protocols developed specifically to allow access and choice to both GM and non-GM crop production. This experience, in what is without doubt the largest ever series of co-ordinated field trials in the UK, clearly demonstrates that the SCIMAC approach is workable in practice, robust in safeguarding the integrity of GM and non-GM crops, and capable of being audited.”

Scientific results of the UK government's farm-scale evaluations will be published later this year. The trials have provided an opportunity to assess the performance of the SCIMAC guidelines at more than 260 field-scale sites. The growers found the protocols offered a workable and effective basis for managing co-existence under normal farming conditions. There has been no loss of non-GM or organic status as a result of the trials. Growers taking part in the survey were very positive about the performance of the technology, with 95% saying they would grow GM crops on their farm if available commercially. The key advantages cited were the opportunity to reduce sprays and cultivations and the reduced dependence on residual herbicides. Other benefits identified included greater ease and flexibility of crop management and enhanced weed control. 

Feedback from trial growers suggests that the vast majority (94%) found the SCIMAC guidelines straightforward to follow. While growers identified increased requirements for record-keeping and segregation, the overwhelming consensus was that the guidelines offered an effective basis for managing co-existence between crops on the same farm (97% of growers) and between neighbouring farms (91% of growers). 

The independent audit, involving on-farm and telephone checks, focused on eight critical control points throughout the production process, from seed storage and planting to separation distances, harvesting procedures and record-keeping. ADAS confirmed there were no incidents of non-compliance at these critical control points over the three years of the trials from 2000 to 2002. Their report did, however, identify minor shortcomings in documentation and record-keeping. Copies of the full survey results and audit report are now available for viewing on-line (www.scimac.org.uk).     

SCIMAC has developed a management programme for the introduction of GM crops in the UK. The core aims of its Code of Practice are to provide identity preservation for GM crops and to ensure effective adoption of GM crops within UK agriculture through best practice guidelines. These build on existing principles of good agricultural practice and closely mirror the proven system operated for more than 30 years to control the production of certified seed crops. 

For generations, farmers around the world have managed co-existence between different crop production practices, achieved by accepting agreed trace levels of produce from one farming practice, or crop, in the produce of another. For example, higher priced waxy maize grain is likely to contain traces of feed quality maize grains when they are grown in the same neighbourhood or if the farmer uses the same machinery for seeding and harvesting. "Co-existence is not a new concept. What we need is to agree on practical allowances for traces of GM crops in other crops including organic farming produce," argues Simon Barber of EuropaBio, which represents over 1,200 biotechnology companies (www.europabio.org). 

Mr Barber considers that European farmers should be allowed to choose the crops they wish to grow, whether GM, traditional or organic. He commented: "No form of agriculture should be excluded in the EU and no sector of agricultural production should have the power of veto over another. The EU must guard against the calls for zero tolerance or the setting of unrealistic allowances that result in the exclusion of one crop type or farming practice to the detriment of another." 

American News and Markets

LAVOISIER AWARD FOR HOFFBECK

Dr L John Hoffbeck, the most prolific maize breeder in the history of the world's largest seed company, Pioneer Hi-Bred International Inc, is one of four scientists named this month who will receive the prestigious Lavoisier Medal of Achievement for 2003 in a ceremony to be held on 16 June. This is the highest recognition of science excellence awarded by DuPont and is named after Antoine Lavoisier, "the father of modern chemistry". Lavoisier served as a mentor to the founder of the company, E I du Pont, more than 200 years ago, although sadly met his fate under the guillotine during the French Revolution. Some 65 scientists have received the Lavoisier Medal since the award was inaugurated.

Dr John Hoffbeck has had a major impact on farmers and maize product development programmes worldwide. His work has led to the development of 40 commercial hybrids, which have so far resulted in more than 36 million bags of hybrid maize sales. Dr Hoffbeck developed maize with improved crop stress resistance, stalk strength and yield stability and was made a Pioneer research fellow in 1990, one of the company’s highest honours. He worked for Pioneer for 37 years at its Pioneer research centre in Windfall, Indiana, before his recent retirement.

PIONEER LICENSES YIELDGUARD

Pioneer Hi-Bred International Inc and Monsanto Company have agreed to a worldwide licensing agreement to Monsanto's YieldGard Rootworm technology which protects maize from rootworm damage. "This licensing agreement allows us to provide our customers with additional new corn technology in Pioneer brand hybrids," commented Rick McConnell, Pioneer’s president. Monsanto will receive royalties and certain other payments from Pioneer. Monsanto received a registration from the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) for the YieldGard Rootworm maize technology earlier this year (January CPM).

Biotech fine

The US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has fined Pioneer Hi-Bred International US$72,000 this month after finding evidence that its experimental genetically modified maize had contaminated nearby crops in Hawaii. Pioneer immediately destroyed the affected crops once EPA officials discovered the problem last month. Last December, Pioneer agreed to pay EPA some US$10,000 to settle allegations that it had mismanaged trials of experimental GM maize crops in Hawaii.

New software system 

Growers will be able to learn about crop management challenges sooner thanks to a new system based on FieldWorker software being developed by Pioneer. The system will be used by Pioneer agronomists to capture field-scouting observations using a handheld personal computer (PC) equipped with GPS receiver. The Pioneer system uses handheld PCs equipped with electronic form and database software from the Canadian company, FieldWorker Products Ltd (www.fieldworker.com). The system, which includes rapid application development and synchronisation tools, is being developed by Pioneer in North America and Brazil to collect and share crop and pest data each time a field sales agronomist steps into a customer's field. The information collected is transmitted each night to a central database and reports are shared with other agronomists, sales professionals and customers to alert them to potential problems to look for when scouting fields. This includes input on weed and disease pressure, insect infestation, weather and other agronomic problems.

Todd Peterson, emerging technologies manager at Pioneer cites one example: “We may observe and identify a fungal disease in a specific geography, notify agronomists in adjacent areas to scout for the problem, track the spread of the disease, and be ready to supply growers with the very best information and treatment recommendations much sooner than we have been able to do in the past."

FMC EXTENDS DEVGEN AGREEMENT

The privately owned functional genomics and drug discovery company, Devgen NV, Ghent, Belgium, has reached an agreement with FMC Corporation to extend its R&D collaboration to April 2006. During the collaboration, several new insecticide targets have been identified, genetically validated and built into proprietary high throughput-screening assays. These undisclosed target screens have yielded new chemistries that are being further progressed at FMC. 

"We continue to be impressed with Devgen's capabilities and have tangible results in the form of novel assays and insect-active lead compounds" commented Ann Orth, FMC Agricultural Products Research Director. Devgen and FMC signed their original three-year collaborative agreement in 1999 (CPM, November 1999). This was later extended through to May 2005 (CPM, September 2001).  Devgen is the world leader for in vivo drug discovery based on the industrialised use of the model organism Caenorhabditis elegans, a technology also applicable for agrochemical and pest control (www.devgen.com).

RICE DISEASE COLLABORATION

Agilent Technologies Inc, Palo Alto, California, has entered into collaboration with North Carolina State University (NCSU) to facilitate research into rice blast (Magnaporthe grisea). Agilent has obtained rights to use the gene sequences from the NCSU Fungal Genomics Laboratory to develop a new commercial oligonucleotide micro-array as a gene expression analysis tool for agricultural researchers worldwide. The sequencing of the rice blast genome was completed in July 2002, financed by a $1.7 million grant from the National Science Foundation and the US Department of Agriculture's Microbial Genome Sequencing Project. One of the principle investigators for the Rice Blast Functional Genomics Project was Ralph Dean, professor of Plant Pathology and director of the Fungal Genomics Laboratory at NCSU who commented: "The goal of our research is to use the natural host resistance already present in some strains of rice as a defence against rice blast." 

"These micro-arrays are being designed to enable researchers to elucidate the molecular basis of plant disease, including the identification of host-pathogen interactions and the molecular pathways involved," said Barney Saunders, general manager and VP of Agilent’s BioResearch Solutions Unit. "We expect that this will be the first commercially available full-genome Magnaporthe micro-array."

Rice blast is a filamentous fungus that can also infect wheat, barley and turf grasses. Besides causing significant economic damage, Magnaporthe grisea serves as a model for scientists studying filamentous fungi. More information about Agilent's programmes can be found at its website (www.agilent.com) and further data about rice blast and the fungal genomics project at NCSU can be viewed at www.riceblast.org and www.fungalgenomics.ncsu.edu.

WHEAT INDUSTRY ARGUES FOR GM

US wheat industry groups leaders led by the National Association of Wheat Growers (NAWG) have asked the US Department of Agriculture (USDA) to go ahead with its regulatory review of Monsanto’s Roundup Ready wheat and resist moves by opponents wanting to block it and impose a moratorium (March CPM). In a letter delivered to the USDA this month, US Wheat Associates, an export marketing agency, and the Wheat Export Trade Education Committee (WETEC), joined NAWG in arguing that the opponents of genetically modified wheat did not represent the interests of the wheat industry and that it was not USDA's role to examine issues other than scientific ones. The wheat industry groups have been working closely with Monsanto to overcome market concerns and Monsanto has undertaken not to start selling the Roundup Ready wheat until its acceptance is assured.

GREENPEACE TARGETS MONSANTO 

The activist organisation Greenpeace was out in force at Monsanto’s annual general meeting (AGM) in St Louis on 24 April to protest about the company’s development of genetically modified crops. Four representatives attended, one from Germany, presumably having bought Monsanto shares to gain access, and argued that Monsanto’s pursuit of GM crops was “reckless” and “bad business for both investors and consumers”. The Greenpeace representatives were seeking shareholder approval for a proposal calling on Monsanto to give a detailed report on the risks and environmental impacts of its GM crop offerings. The motion was heavily defeated and Monsanto’s chairman, Frank Atlee, argued that a report was not necessary as all the company's GM crops were approved for human consumption and had been shown to be safe through years of testing and market consumption.

A week before the AGM, Greenpeace released details of a special report that it had commissioned from the investment analysts, Innovest Strategic Value Advisors (http://ge.greenpeace.org). This stated that Monsanto had "above average risk exposure" for investors and “will likely under-perform in the market in the mid to long term”. It estimates that Monsanto accounted, directly or indirectly, for 91% of all GM crops planted in 2002. The report stated that Monsanto's GM crops face widespread consumer opposition around the world, lack regulatory approval in many countries and are likely to suffer a contamination event similar to the StarLink maize problem three years ago that cost Aventis some $1,000 million. Monsanto criticised the report as being biased and lacking a clear view of the company's strategy. Monsanto has still not appointed a successor for Hendrik Verfaillie who resigned as president and chief executive in January.

MORE US GM CROPS

The USDA’s National Agricultural Statistics Service grower planting intentions survey for 2003 has been published this month (http://www.usda.gov/nass/PUBS/TODAYRPT/pspl0303.pdf ). The maize area is expected to remain stable, with 2% increases in wheat and cotton and a 1% decline in soybeans. GM maize plantings are set to rise by 4% to 38% of the total US maize area and soybeans to rise from 75% to 80% of the total. The GM cotton area is projected to stay unchanged at 70% of the total.

Other News and Markets

HENDERSON REORGANISATION

The Nevada-based US corporation, AP Henderson Group, formerly known as Magnolia Ventures Inc, has completed a reverse acquisition by the privately-owned AP Henderson Ventures. AP Henderson Group has acquired all of the outstanding shares of AP Henderson Ventures capital stock in exchange for a controlling interest in the public company whose wholly-owned subsidiary, Jingbo Chemical (Bo Xing) Company Ltd, owns and operates a petrochemical refinery and agrochemical manufacturing company in China. At the time of the reorganisation, AP Henderson Ventures was wholly owned by its director Richard Henry. 

As a result of the reverse acquisition, AP Henderson Group now owns one of the largest independent refiners in Shandong province through Jingbo. The agrochemical division of Jingbo is a major manufacturer and supplier of insecticides, fungicides, herbicides and other agrochemical products in the eastern and north-eastern parts of China. It sells seven lines of agrochemical products in 18 Chinese provinces as well as exporting to other Asian countries and Africa. 
PESTICIDE BEHAVIOUR CONFERENCE

The Akademie Fresenius, Dortmund (www.akademie-fresenius.de), is holding its fifth international conference on Behaviour of Pesticides in Air, Soils and Water in Darmstadt, Germany, from 8-9 July. It offers a good range of expert speakers from industry and government authorities, including the European Commission (for details see the website or fax: + 49 231 758 96 53).

FOOD PRODUCTION CONFERENCE

The Royal Institute of International Affairs is holding a conference at Chatham House in London on Food Production and the New Trade Agenda. A good mix of international speakers, including farm ministers from the UK and Uganda and three crop protection industry representatives, will address a broad range of policy issues (www.riia.org). Syngenta is supporting the event and Monsanto is sponsoring one of the conference lunches. 

THIRD AGCHEM FORUM

Following the second AgChem Forum held in London last year (CPM April 2002), IBC Life Sciences is holding its third event with four specialist conferences in London from 17-19 June. The most interesting forum conference will be on recent developments in international pesticide registration with speakers from Japan, North America, Australia, as well as Canice Nolan from the European Commission. There will also be conferences on terrestrial ecotox risk assessment, environmental endocrine issues and dietary risk assessments, as well as a one-day training course on pesticide dossier preparation for EU approvals (www.agchemforum.com).

FROM AGRI TO ACTIVE

The UK marketing and PR consultancy AgriSolutions has changed its name to Active Solutions to reflect its growing involvement in other specialised business sectors as well as agriculture. The organisation was set up ten years ago by former crop protection industry executives Frances McKim and Helen Riby (www.activesolutions.uk.com). 

MARATHON EFFORTS FOR NAC

CPM editor, Brian Hicks, found the going tougher than expected over the final stages of the London Marathon on Sunday 13 April, although he did enjoy the sunshine, scenery and support. He crossed the finishing line in 3 hours 37 minutes 42 seconds, helped by a banana proffered by a kind spectator. Brian would like to thank all those who have supported his efforts for the National Asthma Campaign (NAC) for which he has raised over £400 so far. The NAC team captain, Paula Radcliffe, smashed the world ladies marathon record in a time of 2 hours 15 minutes 25 seconds and easily beat all the British men! 
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