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MONSANTO AIMING TO SHAKE OFF ITS OLD IMAGE 

Monsanto is trying hard to improve its public image after several years of poor press and media reports and barrages of criticism from activist groups. With Lord Melchett no longer at the helm of Greenpeace, the criticism from this source has decreased, but Monsanto still has a lot of bridges to build to restore general confidence in its aims and management.

Monsanto has not been helped this month by the revelation from Marc de Loose from Belgium's Centre for Agricultural Research that he and his colleagues had found “alien gene fragments” in Monsanto's Roundup Ready soybeans. These have no links with the plant's DNA sequence or the soybean genome. 

De Loose said there was no evidence to suggest that the fragments could lead to adverse results. However, Greenpeace has called for a ban, which Monsanto said was unjustified, arguing that there was no safety issue. The European Commission said that it had no scientific evidence that the soybeans posed a health risk and that the origin of the fragments is not clear. 

It is now a year since Monsanto made its draft rice genome sequence data available to the global research community (CPM, July 2000). Monsanto has established a rice genome database at its website www.rice-research.org. More than 650 researchers, many in developing countries, have accessed the sequence data. Researchers at Michigan State University are also using it in a project to understand how deepwater rice survives the yearly floods that would destroy all other crops during monsoon season. 

Rice serves as a research model for other crops such as sorghum and millet, singled out in a UN report as being a priority for additional research in developing countries. Commenting on this, Hendrik Verfaillie, President and CEO of Monsanto Company said that it was “substantiating our company's belief that sharing technology benefits both people and science." 

Monsanto's sharing of the rice genome sequence data is a reflection of the “New Monsanto Pledge” (CPM, December 2000) and its commitment to sharing of knowledge and technology with public institutions to benefit people and the environment, particularly in the developing world. Monsanto has also started putting product safety information for its current agricultural biotechnology products on its company website. Some of Monsanto’s image problems are related to the American way of doing business, which is very much about winners and losers and different from the more pragmatic European approach. 

Just over three years ago Mr Verfaillie commented to the Reuters news agency that “narrow-row fields are going to 100% Roundup Ready” for cost advantages (CPM, March 1998). In hindsight, that optimism was misplaced for many reasons. 

Monopolies rarely work, whether state-run or private, and Monsanto sought to gain just such a monopoly rather than facilitating a wider diversity of options. Corporate ambition blinded it somewhat and the company largely ignored common sense and advice from industry friends at crucial times. Company statements are now much more reasonable and sensible. It is also listening more carefully to other points of view. However, convincing us all that the leopard can change its spots will still take some doing. 

The fundamental problem with biotechnology for agriculture is that it is commercial companies who are mainly driving its development. Unsurprisingly, these expect a profit for their efforts. However, the technology is most useful in developing countries that do not readily have the means to afford it. There is also little doubt that the fruits of this technology will only be realised if a greater part of the general public can be convinced of its broad benefits to humanity and the environment. 

One possible benefit that could come to the UK and Europe was revealed this month when a team from Abertay University, Dundee, disclosed that the first GM elm trees resistant to the devastating Dutch elm disease could be used within five years. Trials will begin next year, and, if successful, could provide protection form a disease which has destroyed over 20 million elm trees since 1970. 

Monsanto is gradually getting on track and moving in the right direction. It is working to develop closer links with benefactors who have the resources to make its technology more freely available throughout the world. Mr Verfaillie himself was present at the recent launch of CropLife International (June CPM) and listened intently to a wide variety of biotechnology viewpoints as well as debating the issues very openly. 

European News and Markets

ADVICE FOR ACCESSION COUNTRIES

The European Crop Protection Association (ECPA) has held a workshop in Prague focussing on the European pesticide directive (91/414/EEC), in co-operation with the European chemicals trade association, CEFIC, and TAIEX (Technical Assistance Information Exchange Office). It examined the challenges for EU accession countries and made recommendations for “pragmatic, timely, transparent and flexible transposition of the directive” into their national laws.

There were a series of presentations and a panel discussion including speakers from the European Commission, member states and industry. The workshop made a strong recommendation for the accession countries to accept EU-generated efficacy and residue data rather than duplicating efforts and requesting local data. It was agreed that only a minimal number of national “bridging studies” might be required to confirm that the EU studies are relevant. 

Invitation to join ECCO

Dr Goffredo Del Bino, DG Health & Consumer Protection (July CPM) invited the experts from the competent authorities of the accession countries to become part of the ECCO (European Commission Co-Ordination) peer review process. ECCO enables state and Commission experts to collaborate and facilitate decision making by all the current 15 member states. Dr Del Bino’s offer was unanimously welcomed by all the workshop participants.

In his concluding remarks, Dr Pierre Urech, ECPA’s director general, commented: "Accession countries should stand up, get going and not be shy about asking for help, while the EU Commission should continue to provide overall leadership." The complete workshop documentation is available on the ECPA website (www.ecpa.be) in the library section. 

NEW PANTHER FORMULATION

The Aventis herbicide, Panther (diflufenican + isoproturon), one of the UK's most widely-used autumn cereal herbicides, is now available as a new WDG (water dispersible granule) formulation. Panther WDG has been developed to improve handling, storage and disposal efficiency and to complement good stewardship practice.

It contains a co-formulation of 9.75% diflufenican + 78.5% isoproturon as 5kg bags enclosed in a cardboard carton. One bag is sufficient to treat 9.7 hectares of cereals. Each pack includes a disposable measuring device and plastic ties to reseal partially used packs. The product is recommended for application to winter wheat and barley from the first expanded leaf of the crop (GS 11) up until the end of February. 

UK reactions to granular formulations in the past have been mixed following reports of poor or slow capacity to dissolve and granules being too dusty. Panther WDG is an extruded granular formulation, making it dust free and easy to dissolve in the sprayer if mixing guidelines are followed. It will help cut point source contamination. The cardboard boxes and bags can be efficiently disposed of by burning in a high temperature incinerator as approved by the Crop Protection Association (CPM, May 2000).

PHILAGRO LAUNCHES RAPSOL

The French company, Philagro, controlled by Sumitomo Chemical, is strengthening its range of herbicides for broadleaf crops through the introduction of Rapsol (80% WDG propyzamide). 

This new formulation of propyzamide is approved for use in a wide range of crops, including oilseed rape, protein peas, soybeans, sunflower, vines and numerous fruit and vegetable crops. It will be sold in 3kg packs and will complement Philagro’s herbicides Pilot (quizalofop-D-ethyl) and Vésuve (quizalofop-D-ethyl + clethodim).

FRENCH GM CROPS DESTROYED 

Activists opposed to the development of genetically modified (GM) crops have destroyed several trial plots of GM maize this month in France. A group dubbing itself Limes A Grain, a wordplay on the name of the French seed company, Limagrain, has claimed responsibility for one attack. 

There have been a number of incidents since the end of June, when the French Ministry of Agriculture was compelled to disclose the sites where GM crops were being tested. Another group that has been active in trial crop destruction is the left-wing farmers union, Conféderation Paysanne. 

The French biotechnology company, Biogemma, part owned by Limagrain, is to file a civil lawsuit following the destruction of one of its sites. It is demanding better protection of the country's other GM crop sites. The French Environment Minister, Yves Cochet, has expressed his desire for a public debate on whether GM crops should be grown in the open rather than at enclosed sites. He condemned the attacks, but conceded that the issues raised were legitimate. 

NEW BASF PERFORMANCE PARTNER

This autumn, UK farmers will be the first in Europe to benefit from the use of the new BASF herbicide, PicoPro (16g/l picolinafen + 320g/l pendimethalin). This will be “the first of a series of exciting new herbicides from BASF containing picolinafen”, according to the company’s European crop manager for cereal herbicides, Adam Burnhams. 

Picolinafen, a Shell compound first disclosed at the Brighton Conference (CPM, November 1999), is a new active ingredient that acts both as a broadleaf herbicide and a “performance partner”, synergising and increasing the speed of activity of other herbicides such as pendimethalin. The significant synergistic effects were discovered in the course of development of picolinafen. BASF has applied for patents on some 33 mixtures of picolinafen with other herbicides. Picolinafen, first approved in Australia, has a characteristic bleaching effect on the weeds it controls such as Galium aparine and Viola arvensis. Approvals in France and Germany are expected shortly.

“PicoPro offers significant improvements over current widely-used standard treatments such as diflufenican with isoproturon”, commented Rob Gladwin, BASF’s UK technical business manager, highlighting the more consistent control of Galium aparine.  In trials at the recommended rate of 3l/ha, PicoPro achieved over 90% control of cleavers (Galium aparine), setting a new standard of autumn control. 

Crystal clear winter cereals 

BASF is also launching Crystal, a flexible broad-spectrum herbicide, for control of blackgrass (Alopecurus myosuroides). It promises to significantly increase the level of weed control currently being achieved at the pre-emergence stage of integrated programmes. Crystal contains 300g/l pendimethalin and 60g/l of the new Bayer graminicide, flufenacet (CPM, March 2000), which is effective against difficult and resistant blackgrass.

“Crystal is the first herbicide to offer cereal growers the opportunity to break away from the limitations of the standard pre-emergence treatment, tri-allate,” commented Andrew Jones, BASF’s UK herbicide product manager. As neither of the two active ingredients in Crystal is based on ‘fop’ or ‘dim’ chemistry, it is effective against blackgrass with target site resistance (TSR). 

Crystal is an isoproturon replacement for Poa annua control and gives good control of loose silky bent. It also controls a wide range of broadleaf weeds. In BASF trials, it has given good control of barren brome, ryegrass and wild oats.

Formulated as an emulsifiable concentrate, Crystal is recommended for use at 2 or 4 litres/ha (depending on weed spectrum). It can be used from pre-emergence to before third tiller (GS Z23), or 31 December, whichever is soonest.

NEW UK DIRECTORS FOR BAYER 

Dr Joachim Schneider has been appointed as divisional director agriculture, based in Bury St Edmunds, to head up Bayer’s crop protection business in the UK and Ireland. He takes over from Thomas von Stegmann who has returned to Monheim after six years in the UK. 

Dr Schneider previously held senior positions with Bayer in Japan, the US and, most recently, in Monheim as head of global marketing for herbicides. This is a timely move as Bayer is poised to launch a range of new herbicide products in the UK. Dr Peter Brain, formerly regulatory affairs manager, has succeeded Dr Wolfgang Thielert as technical director for Bayer’s UK crop protection business group. 

FARMING ONLINE FOR SALE

FOL Networks, Leicester, is selling Farming Online, the leading on-line service provider for UK farmers. The accountancy firm, PricewaterhouseCoopers, has been appointed as advisor for the sale. 

Established in 1995, Farming Online has over 30,000 members who account for over 55% of the UK’s arable crop area. FOL Networks, which received substantial funding from US venture capitalists last year (CPM, March 2000), is now planning to focus its activities on developing decision support systems and e-commerce. 

UK STEWARDSHIP CHAIRMAN

Professor Barry Dent, principal of the Royal Agricultural College, Cirencester, is to become the chairman of the steering group to oversee the implementation of the UK crop protection industry’s voluntary pesticide stewardship programme. 

The UK government had previously accepted the industry proposals as an alternative to a pesticide tax (March CPM). The Crop Protection Association, which represents the interests of UK pesticide companies, is to invite environmental groups, including Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth, to participate in the implementation of the stewardship measures.   

ISAA 2001 Conference

About 340 delegates attended the 6th International Symposium on Adjuvants for Agrochemicals (ISAA) held in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, from 13-17 August. This was the sixth in a series of symposia since 1986, the last held in Memphis, Tennessee (CPM, August 1998). Our special correspondent, Alan Knowles of FORM-AK Formulation Consultancy Services, Tonbridge, UK, reports:

It has been noticeable in recent years that the number of scientists working on adjuvants in academic institutions has been decreasing, while the interest of agrochemical and adjuvant companies has been increasing. In the past, the main focus was on herbicides, whereas there is now considerable interest for fungicides and insecticides. Much work is still being done to develop new adjuvants for glyphosate and to control drift and volatilisation.

The matched pair

The opening address was given by Dale Steichen (Akzo Nobel, Sweden) who gave an overview of the agrochemical and surfactant industries. He dubbed them “the matched pair” and commented that mutual understanding of needs was essential. Mr Steichen estimated that the agrochemical industry consumes over 350,000 tonnes of surfactants annually. 

He said there was a need to move from solvent-based formulations containing volatile organic compounds to water-based emulsions and micro-emulsions (see also April CPM).

Predominance of glyphosate

The second plenary address was by Jeff Graham (Monsanto, USA), who concentrated on the use of glyphosate formulations for application to Roundup Ready crops. Total annual sales of glyphosate are about US$3 billion, larger than global sales of the next ten herbicides combined. Many formulations using different salts of glyphosate and a variety of adjuvants are available. Dr Graham warned of potential crop safety effects with some formulations on GM crops.

Mode of action

Several speakers discussed research into the mode of action of adjuvants. It is essential for spray droplets to wet leaf surfaces and organosilicones are sometimes used as “superspreaders”. Dynamic surface tension of spray droplets is an important parameter, but surface elasticity should also be taken into account. Uptake of active ingredient into the plant is a function of concentration on the leaf and too much spreading may reduce uptake. Rain, dew or irrigation can affect redistribution and uptake. 

Jerry Green (Du Pont, USA) reviewed the factors that influence adjuvant performance. These are related to weather and UV light effects, formulation, spray application and plant biology. It has been estimated that pesticide losses can be over 80%, with drift accounting for 15%, rebound 30% and run-off 20%. 

Organosilicone surfactants can reduce pesticide dose rates by 50-60% in some cases, according to Robyn Gaskin (Forest Research, New Zealand). High spray volumes work better for some pesticides such as paraquat, while low spray volumes are better with glyphosate. Since adjuvants work by volume and active ingredients by rate per hectare, it is sometimes impossible to include adjuvants in a formulation.

Adjuvants and fungicides

Johan Rommens (Uniqema, Belgium) discussed the use of adjuvants with fungicides. This can be more complex than with herbicides. He introduced a new concept of “effective surface tension”. Alkylpolysaccharides have shown improved retention on leaves, and tank mix adjuvants can reduce the application rates of the new strobilurin fungicides. 



New chemistry and research

New chemistry for more effective adjuvants was described by a number of adjuvant supplier companies, including alkoxylated triglycerides from Cognis (April CPM). Huntsman is recommending short chain alkylene carbonates to increase the solvent power of ethoxylated surfactant adjuvants. Clariant have developed a range of waxes which have film-forming properties to reduce evaporation and improve rainfastness. 

New research work is taking place to use adjuvants in novel ways such as inducing insects to absorb more insecticide by feeding, or to spray foams marking the limits of treated crop areas during spray application. A totally novel area of adjuvant use was presented by Wim Hennick (Utrecht University) in which methacrylate-based polymers are used as non-viral gene carriers for genetic modification. 

Adjuvants 3% of pesticide market

The symposium ended with an overview from Allen Underwood (Helena, USA). He estimated the global agrochemical market at US$ 31 billion and the adjuvant market at US$ 1 billion. The USA is the major market for agrochemicals (about 25% of world total) and adjuvants (40%). Mr Underwood expects the use of adjuvants to grow as companies try to enhance pesticide efficacy and reduce dose rates. 

Chirality and Agrochemicals

With Monday 13 August being celebrated by those in the know as Left-Handers Day, this is an appropriate month for the publication of a major new business report, Chirality and Agrochemicals. The word chirality derives from the Greek word for hand. 

Chiral structures are a common feature of nature, found in the L-amino acids making up enzymes, the sugars in carbohydrates and the direction in which DNA is coiled. Distinctive handedness is also apparent in every one of us. Right-handedness is the dominant human trait, but at least 10% of the population are left-handed. More men than women are left-handed but there are also wide individual variations in the spectrum of handedness according to the task being performed.

Well researched report

Chirality and Agrochemicals focuses on the history, role and strategic management of chirality in the agrochemical industry. Researched and written by Alan Williams, chairman of Managing Resources Ltd, Cambridge, UK, this very detailed study examines all aspects of the subject and draws many parallels with developments in the pharmaceutical industry. 

For those with little knowledge of chirality, the report takes the reader through the history and basic elements of chirality, going back to the 19th century work of Louis Pasteur with tartaric acid and Emil Fischer with his lock and key (or hand and glove) ideas for enzyme function. For those who are already quite knowledgeable, it provides a well researched review of the key aspects of the subject as well as a comprehensive analysis of just which pesticides and development compounds are chiral (excluding rodenticides and microbials). The pyrethroids have a special chapter in the report as do chiral product manufacturing and management strategies. 

Nearly 30% of pesticides chiral

The report estimates that over 200 pesticides are chiral, about 28% of the total, a figure that is gradually increasing. Some 34% of insecticides currently on the market are chiral, compared with 32% of fungicides, 30% of plant growth regulators (PGRs) but only 21% of herbicides. Over the last decade or so, more new pesticides coming on to the market are exhibiting chirality when compared with their predecessors. 

Pesticide chirality is mainly derived from asymmetric carbon centres, but also from phosphorus and, in the case of fipronil, sulphur. With one compound (which has not been commercialised!), one optical isomer acts as a herbicide, the other as a fungicide.    

Most chiral pesticides are sold as racemates, as it is not practical or economically feasible to manufacture the active isomers. Nevertheless, some 47% of chiral insecticides are sold as active isomers or enhanced isomeric mixtures, compared with 36% of PGRs, 27% of herbicides and 24% of fungicides. 

Making the most of chirality

As might be expected, the crop protection products with the largest sales, especially those in excess of $100 million, are the main ones where resolved forms have been commercialised. A number of leading pesticides are still sold as racemates, including glufosinate and the imidazolinone herbicides. 

Several pesticide companies, such as BASF, have developed their own skills in the production of chiral pesticides. There are also many companies developing new chiral technology which could be applicable to pesticides. “The innovative companies tend to focus on the pharmaceutical sector, as the economics are usually more favourable”, commented Alan Williams, “but they may well apply to new lower dose pesticides as well”. The report discusses the advantages and pitfalls of commercialising chiral pesticides, detailing numerous case studies. 

Author’s background

The report’s author, Alan Williams, held management positions in both the pharmaceutical and crop protection industries before starting his consultancy business in 1988. He was the author of an earlier influential business report on chirality and crop protection in 1992. A speaker at many conferences, he has also written numerous articles on chirality and other aspects of the crop protection industry.

Continuing puzzles of handedness

Aspects of the nature of handedness and handedness in nature have fascinated scientists, artists and writers for centuries, including the left-handers Linus Pauling, Lewis Carroll and Dutchman, Maurits Escher, whose graphic works display some astonishing insights and perspectives. More recently, there has been growing attention from the world of business and crop protection. This latest report by Alan Williams, himself a right-hander, is likely to fuel the interest further. 

The 130-page report, Chirality and Agrochemicals, has over 35 tables and 50 figures. It is available from the Crop Protection Monthly Bookshop (for further details and an index of the contents e-mail cpmonthly@aol.com). 

American News and Markets

AMVAC ACQUIRES PHOSDRIN 

Amvac Chemical Corporation, Newport Beach, California, a wholly owned subsidiary of American Vanguard Corporation, has signed an agreement to acquire the Phosdrin (mevinphos) business of BASF Agro BV. The proposed purchase includes all active registrations for the insecticide, access to the underlying data for registrations and trademarks in 55 countries. Amvac will take over the marketing of the product once the registrations are transferred this autumn. 

Amvac has manufactured and formulated Phosdrin for the international market at its Los Angeles manufacturing facility since 1985 for Shell and the subsequent owners of its agrochemical business, namely American Cyanamid and BASF. Additionally, Amvac has been the primary data generator and data holder for the product since 1989. The company sees the acquisition as a necessary step to maintain its international sales of mevinphos. 

NOVEL INSECT REPELLENT

In a paper presented to a meeting of the American Chemical Society this month in Chicago, the entomologists Chris Peterson and Joel Coats from Iowa State University disclosed that they have sought a patent for the use of nepetalactone as a repellent for pests such as mosquitoes and cockroaches. The researchers found that nepetalactone, the compound which gives catnip (catmint) its distinctive odour, was many times more effective than the mostly widely used insect repellent, DEET. 

Catmint is proving to be quite a versatile plant for pest control purposes. Dr John Pickett, a researcher at IACR-Rothamsted, UK, has been working on sex pheromones for attracting wasps which parasitize aphids, comprising isomers of nepatolactone and nepetalactol. These are also derived from catmint and are in the course of being commercialised (CPM, December 1999). 

NEW FMC INSECT WEBSITE

The consultancy Martin Interactive has designed a new website for FMC, which provides a useful new resource for anyone wanting to combat insect pests (www.spiderweb.fmc.com). 

It provides details and photos of some 60 insects, allowing users to search by crop or name of insect. There is a forum for chatting on-line with crop consultants and farmers, a “virtual insect library” and helpful pest infestation maps.

AGRAQUEST IPO

The biopesticide company, AgraQuest Inc, Davis, California, has filed a registration statement with the Securities and Exchange Commission relating to an initial public offering of its common stock. All shares in the offering will be sold by AgraQuest. The company completed a private placement of preferred stock, raising almost US$15 million, earlier this year (January CPM), and also received some R&D funding from the US Department of Agriculture (June CPM). 

OXADIXYL CANCELLATION

The US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has received a request from Syngenta Crop Protection Inc and Gustafson LLC to cancel the registrations for all of their products containing the fungicide oxadixyl. EPA will decide whether to approve the requests after consideration of public comment, which must be submitted by 14 September.

DEVELOPMENTS AT PARADIGM

Paradigm Genetics Inc, Research Triangle Park, North Carolina, has published the first detailed findings of the “synteny” (genetic similarity) between two filamentous fungi, Magnaporthe grisae, a tropical rice pathogen, and Neurospora crassa, the classic bread mould. 

The results, which could find application in industrial-scale fermentation and crop protection, appeared in the 26 July issue of Fungal Genetics and Biology. The paper shows that filamentous fungi are very different from baker's yeast. Neurospora crassa has long been used in the study of basic genetics and was the basis for the "one gene one enzyme" hypothesis published by Beadle and Tatum in 1941. 

Paradigm has also developed a comprehensive DNA array for Magnaporthe grisea. The micro-array contains thousands of annotated gene sequences and positive and negative controls useful in data analysis. It was manufactured by Agilent Technologies exclusively for Paradigm using proprietary gene sequence information. The chip will allow Paradigm to do very refined analyses of global gene expression in a filamentous fungus. The resulting data may well prove helpful in fungicide product discovery and development efforts. 

Also this month, Paradigm has announced that it has processed more than one million Arabidopsis thaliana plants through its “GeneFunction factory” (CPM, July & August 2000). The company now has the capacity to grow 1.2 million plants annually in its factory. 

DOW LICENSES NEW TECHNOLOGY

Dow AgroSciences LLC, Indianapolis, is licensing the “Invader product platform” from the privately owned Third Wave Agbio Inc, Madison, Wisconsin, for high-volume detection of genetic variations in plants. Third Wave Agbio will develop and supply Dow with custom products for the detection of single nucleotide polymorphisms (SNPs) and other genetic variations as well as products for the detection and quantification of DNA sequences in GM plants. 

According to Glen Donald, CEO of Third Wave Agbio, "Invader produces highly accurate results, is easy to use and eliminates the need for copying the genetic sample using PCR (polymerase chain reaction), saving the user time and money, while significantly reducing the risks associated with sample contamination”. The products are suited for both large and small-scale applications such as genotyping, marker assisted selection, transgene detection, transgene quantification, and gene expression analysis. 

DUPONT TO MINT OWN COINS

As part of its bicentennial celebrations next year, chemicals and crop protection giant, DuPont (www.dupont.com) is to introduce a set of six silver coins highlighting 200 years of scientific achievement. Employees from around the world took part in a poll to help determine which of DuPont’s scientific milestones would be depicted in the special coin collection.

The company’s origins date back to its gunpowder interests in 1802 on the banks of the Brandywine River near Wilmington, Delaware. One coin will commemorate the company’s development of a more powerful gunpowder mixture and another the discovery of crown ethers, which earned DuPont employee, Charles Pedersen, the Nobel Prize for chemistry in 1987. Other coins honour the inventions of neoprene synthetic rubber, the non-stick coating, Teflon, and the resilient plastic, Kevlar.  

Hybrid and herbicide coin 

The sixth bicentennial coin is to honour for agricultural yield improvement. This celebrates the work of Henry Wallace, a plant geneticist and founder of Pioneer Hi-Bred (now part of DuPont), who developed the first commercial hybrid maize in 1923.  It also recognises the work of George Levitt, who discovered the sulfonylurea herbicides, the first one of which was introduced by DuPont as Glean (chlorsulfuron) in 1982. 

AUXIGRO APPROVED IN CALIFORNIA

Emerald BioAgriculture Corporation, Lansing, Michigan (www.emeraldbio.com) has received an unconditional registration for AuxiGro WP from the California Department of Pesticide Regulation for use in control of powdery mildew on wine, table and raisin grapes. AuxiGro contains amino acids naturally found in plants. It helps to prevent powdery mildew by boosting the plant's resistance to disease, so-called systemic induced resistance (SIR). According to Emerald BioAgriculture, AuxiGro is the first SIR-type fungicide to receive an unconditional registration in California. Additional trials to demonstrate field effectiveness and safety will now not be required. 

In more than 40 field trials conducted over the past three years in California, AuxiGro was as effective as standard chemical fungicides in controlling powdery mildew on grapes. It is applied as a foliar spray for the entire season, starting before the appearance of powdery mildew, or integrated into traditional disease management programs. 

As well as disease control, AuxiGro is used commercially to improve crop yields and quality. In 26 separate field trials in Californian vineyards, two applications of AuxiGro, at full bloom and at the start of ripening, increased the sugar content of the grapes by an average of 14%. 

AuxiGro is registered by the US EPA for use on potatoes, sugar beets, onions, tomatoes, berries, top-fruit, nuts and various other crops. In 1999, the California Department of Food and Agriculture registered AuxiGro for use on grapes to boost sugar content. AuxiGro is also being used by grape growers in Oregon, Washington, New York and the Midwest. 

Emerald BioAgriculture Corporation was formed earlier this year from the merger of Auxein Corporation, Lansing, and Mycotech Corporation, Butte, Montana (January CPM). 

PPDC appointment for Libman

Gary Libman of Emerald BioAgriculture has been invited by Linda Fisher, Deputy Administrator of the US EPA, to serve as a member of the Pesticide Program Dialogue Committee (PPDC). 

PPDC is a public forum that provides advice to the EPA on pesticide policies, regulatory matters and scientific issues. Mr Libman, a founder member of the Biopesticide Industry Alliance (CPM, May 2000), will be representing the biopesticide industry.

Other News and Markets

NUFARM TO ACQUIRE DAVISON

The receivers and managers of the Australian company, Davison Industries, have entered into a heads of agreement with Nufarm Limited for Nufarm to acquire the business, which is owned by Joyce Rural Pty Ltd. Davison formulates a wide range of crop protection products. KPMG Corporate Finance is acting as advisor on the divestment of the business. Nufarm will acquire the Davison Industries business name, its plant, equipment, stock and intellectual property. Joyce Corporation appointed a receiver for Davison in May after declining to lend its subsidiary further money.

Nufarm is also set to acquire the manufacturing and formulation plant of Artfern in Victoria, part of Wesfarmers, and transfer it to a Wesfarmers-Nufarm joint venture. The acquisition will enable Nufarm to expand is supply of sulfonylurea herbicides. Nufarm was de-listed from the New Zealand Stock Exchange on Friday, 10 August (June CPM).

AUSSIES OPPOSING ANTI-DUMPING MEASURES

AgForce, a farmer group in Queensland, is to fight to keep access to low-priced glyphosate. This follows efforts by Monsanto to have anti-dumping duties brought against cheap glyphosate products imported into Australia, in particular from China. 

ELECTRONICS AND TRACEABILITY

A new report, Electronics in Crop Agriculture in Europe, published by the UK company, Sky Farm Ltd, Farnborough (CPM, March 1999), is predicting that better integration of precision farming and other electronic technology will soon facilitate fully verifiable traceability in arable crop production. Mike Pooley, operations director at Sky Farm, expects the first commercialisation of such a system to come from a “champion” such as a crop protection or equipment company (to obtain further report details e-mail ask@skyfarm.co.uk).

DUTCH BIOTECH COLLABORATION

The Dutch biotechnology company, PamGene, s-Hertogenbosch, and Plant Research International (PRI), Wageningen, have entered into a joint four-year research programme to develop rapid assays for use in agricultural biotechnology. This work will be carried out at Plant Research International using PamGene's high performance PamChip microarray platform. The separation technology company, Whatman, will also participate to supply the materials for nucleic acid isolation, including its rapid FTA technology. The research will focus on the early detection of plant pathogens or pests that are implicated in the destruction of plants or crops of economic importance. 

“We are confident that promising and beneficial PamChip applications will be derived from this alliance, starting with micro-arrays for the detection of major plant pathogens in farming systems" commented PRI’s Dr Piet Boonekamp. PRI was formed from the merger of research institutes based in Wageningen (CPM, May 2000). PamGene was founded in December 1999. Its backers include GIMV, ALTA Partners and Life Science Partners. The company’s workforce is expected to grow to 50 employees in 2002. 

SPANISH CONFERENCE

Spain’s annual crop protection conference, the 23rd Jornadas de Productos Fitosanitarios, will be held in Barcelona at the Institut Quimíc de Sarrià (IQS) from 23-24 October (for more details see www.iqs.es or e-mail: barelles@iqs.es).

BRIGHTON CONFERENCE

This year’s Brighton Conference will be held from 11-14 November, organised by the British Crop Protection Council (www.bcpc.org). Included in the programme this year is a marketing seminar entitled Distribution – its role in agrochemical marketing with speakers from the French e-commerce company, Agrifirst, as well as more traditional distributors.
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