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FURORE OVER FIZZY DRINKS IN INDIA

August is usually a quiet month for the media, but this time Indian newspapers, television and radio have been frothing over with stories about levels of pesticide residues in twelve carbonated drinks produced locally by US drink giants Coca-Cola and PepsiCo. The news stories have been sparked by the findings of a report on pesticides levels in Indian fizzy drinks. This was produced by the Centre for Science and Environment (CSE), New Delhi (www.cseindia.org), a pressure group set up to increase public awareness about food, water and air contamination.

The report stated that total pesticides in all PepsiCo brands were, on average, 0.0180 milligrammes per litre, some 36 times higher than European Union limits, while total pesticides in Coca-Cola brands were 0.0150 mg/l. The concentration of lindane was 0.0035 mg/l in Coca Cola itself, 35 times higher than the EU limits. Concentrations of DDT were up to 16 times higher than EU norms. Malathion and chlorpyrifos levels were also found to be higher than EU limits. 

In a rare show of solidarity, executives from Coca-Cola and PepsiCo held a joint news conference to rebut some of the report’s findings. The two companies also placed advertisements in Indian newspapers asserting that their soft drinks were safe. Hindustan Coca-Cola Beverages Pvt Ltd said that its drinks made in India conformed to quality standards set for Europe and the USA. It stated that the TNO Nutrition and Food Research Laboratory, the Netherlands, had certified the water used in its drinks to be totally safe.

The CSE report attributed the high levels of pesticides to a big fall in India's water table, which had increased ground water contamination in many regions. The soft drinks industry uses large amounts of ground water to make its products. CSE reported that it had found no pesticides in tests of Coke and Pepsi brands sold in the USA. In February this year, CSE also produced a report about the quality of bottled water, which raised concerns about pesticide levels within these products. Since the CSE report was published, many outlets across India have reported a drop in sales of drinks made by the two US firms and some Indian state governments have ordered that their drinks should be tested. 

The twelve drinks produced by Coca-Cola and PepsiCo are reported to dominate the carbonated drinks market in India, accounting for some 90% of the 7,000 million bottles or so that are consumed each year. Consumption per capita in India, however, is only about a third of the level in China. 

Coca-Cola’s Indian subsidiary asked the Supreme Court to make the government set uniform soft drink standards, which could be tested at accredited laboratories. Although the court rejected the request, it did not rule out the possibility of future action. In a separate case, the Delhi High Court heard a petition this month from PepsiCo, which asked it to direct the government not to rely on CSE's report and to conduct its own tests. The court ordered the federal government to independently test samples of PepsiCo soft drinks and to prescribe new standards on pesticide limits, since existing regulations did not cover such forms of contamination.

On Thursday 21 August, the Indian government disclosed that its tests had found that the twelve drinks made by Coca-Cola and PepsiCo met Indian standards, but added that nine of the 12 (ranging from colas to lemon drinks) contained pesticide levels above European Union limits. A parliamentary committee was set up on Friday 22 August to investigate this further. The Indian health minister, Sushma Swaraj, said that the all-party committee would submit a report to the next session of parliament, due to begin in November. After the CSE report was published, the Indian parliament put a ban on Pepsi and Coke in its own restaurants and drinking places. According to a Reuters report, MPs have since been drinking buttermilk and a new mineral water made by the state railway. Relations between the two US companies and the Indian authorities have not always been good. Coca Cola was forced out of India in 1977 for refusing to disclose its secret recipe, but allowed to return in the early 1990s. 

The Indian furore has prompted concern in other Asian countries. Nepal has started laboratory tests on soft drinks sold by Coca-Cola and PepsiCo. Commenting on the controversy, CPM’s Indian correspondent, Krishnamurthy, commented: “This burning issue will be in the limelight for a month or so and conveniently, like any other issue, will be forgotten and put into cold storage.” However, the theme of fizzy drinks and pesticides is likely to be a top talking point at PMFAI’s IV Asia-Pacific Crop Protection Conference and Exhibition, which is being held from 18-19 September in New Delhi (www.pmfai.org/bro.htm).

European News and Markets

LEADING NEW ITALIAN CO-OP

Adriano Merlini, CPM’s Italian correspondent, reports that a leading new regional co-operative organisation, Consorzio Agrario Lombardo Veneto (CALV), was created on 7 August in the offices of a lawyer in Verona. The new organisation, which becomes operational on 1 September, has been formed from the merger of the Consorzio Agrario di Verona e Vicenza and the Consorzio Agrario di Mantova, each of which has over a century of experience in supply of agricultural inputs to farmers. The merger took less than a year to be concluded. The new entity will have annual sales of about EUR 245 million and become the largest regional co-operative in Italy, overtaking the Consorzio Agrario di Bologna e Modena. 

Pierluigi Guarise, the director-general of CALV, told CPM that the new group would have some 38,000 members and customers, 106 agents and 266 employees, of which 51 are technical specialists. There will be some 70 agencies with their own warehouses and retail outlets. The value of the new group has been estimated by the merger legal experts at EUR 145 million, based mainly on the property assets. CALV will benefit from combining the expertise of the two merging co-ops in livestock and crops. 

Better placed for the future

The area served by CALV includes 36,000 hectares of vines, 25,000 ha of fruit, 15,000 ha horticultural crops, 147,000 ha maize, 20,500 ha of sugar beet and 19,500 ha soybeans. Crop protection products will account for some EUR 27 million in annual sales, 11% of CALV turnover. Fungicides will represent about 39% of these sales (EUR 10.5 million), herbicides 33.1 % (EUR 8.9 million) and insecticides 18.7% (EUR 5.0 million). There were a number of strategic reasons behind the merger, including enabling the two co-ops to cope with future changes in European agriculture more effectively. CALV will also become involved in farm management, the development of new lines of products and more downstream processing activities. 

VATICAN IN FAVOUR OF GM

An unexpected supporter of GM crops has emerged this month. The Vatican in Rome has announced that it will support the use of biotechnology, acknowledging that it could help in efforts to fight against world hunger. Archbishop Renato Martino, head of the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, says that the Vatican is preparing an official report, due to be published next month, which will support the use of genetic modification. 

The Pope has apparently been swayed by advice from the Vatican's scientific advisers. “It's easy to say no to GM food if your stomach is full," comments Monsignor Velasio De Paolis, professor of canon law at the Pontifical Urban University, according to a report in the Biotech Advantage, an electronic newsletter published by Monsanto. He goes on to say that scientific progress is part of the divine plan. "The introduction of new and more efficient technologies such as second and third generation GM foods, in harmony with sustainable development, is not a threat, but a benefit." Maybe Monsanto will be blessed by the seal of divine approval after its spell in the wilderness!

BAYER EXPECTING MARKET GROWTH

The chief executive of Bayer CropScience, Jochen Wulff, told the German broadsheet, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, earlier this month that he expected the company to gain market share this year and increase its sales in local currencies. He added that Bayer CropScience’s objective of reaching sales of EUR 7,000 million by 2006 could be met if market conditions were stable.
BASF REORGANISATION

The global functions of the agricultural products division of BASF are to be concentrated at Research Triangle Park (RTP), North Carolina, and Limburgerhof, Germany, with effect from 1 April 2004. Approximately 80 positions at BASF Corporation’s US headquarters in Mount Olive, New Jersey, will be affected by the decision. 

“The concentration of activities at our two largest and most important sites will further improve effectiveness and efficiency within the division,” commented Hans W Reiners, president of BASF’s agricultural products division. “Moving closer to the two largest regional business units and our two R&D centres will significantly reduce travel time and expenses and shorten lines of communication.” 

Approximately 30 positions in global marketing and global operations will relocate to RTP. The division management, with approximately 30 positions, will relocate to Limburgerhof, Germany. Approximately 20 positions in Mount Olive, New Jersey, will become redundant.

DEVGEN APPOINTS NEW CHAIRMAN

The privately-owned Belgian company, Devgen NV, Ghent (www.devgen.com), has appointed Pierre Hochuli as chairman of the board. Mr Hochuli worked for 23 years at Monsanto, where he reached the position of president (international) and corporate executive vice-president. He was also a member of the board of industry associations such as EuropaBio and the US-China Business Council. Until recently, Mr. Hochuli was managing partner of PolyTechnos, for whom he served as an observer on Devgen's board of directors. Mr Hochuli replaces Dr. Piet Strijkert, who has been Devgen's Chairman for the last three years.

Devgen, founded in 1997, has unique expertise with the nematode C elegans for new product discovery and has many patents related to this. The company has 85 employees and has so far generated EUR 60 million in equity and “revenue-based transactions”. Devgen has an important collaboration with the US company, FMC (CPM, September 2001 and CPM, April 2003) and recently concluded a three-year collaboration with Sumitomo Chemical (May CPM).

ALISTELL RELAUNCH

The UK subsidiary of the Indian company, United Phosphorus, has relaunched its herbicide Alistell (2,4-DB + linuron + MCPA). The product is safe for clover and provides control of chickweed (Stellaria media) when establishing new grass leys. The launch follows the recent loss of two long-standing clover-safe herbicides based on benazolin, Legumex Extra and Setter 33. The registrations for these products were revoked as a consequence of the EU pesticides review (June CPM). 

BUMPER YIELDS FROM COLOSSUS

According to results from nine Syngenta Seeds trials in the UK this season, the average yield of the world’s first six-row winter barley hybrid Colossus (June CPM) was 9.73 tonnes per hectare. This was over 0.6 t/ha higher than the mean yield of 9.12 t/ha recorded for the six conventional varieties it was tested against, namely Sequel, Pict, Siberia, Intro, Pearl and Pastoral. According to Syngenta, Colossus has attracted an incredible amount of interest from growers, but seed is in limited supply as this is the first commercial year for the hybrid barley. 

CABI BIOSCIENCE ON BBC RADIO 

The research work of CABI Bioscience on biological control featured in the science series Costing the Earth on the UK’s BBC Radio 4 channel on 24 July. The half-hour programme, entitled Bug eats Bug, included details of pioneering efforts by CABI scientists to find a solution to the Japanese knotweed problem in the UK. The programme can be heard again through at the BBC website (www.bbc.co.uk /costingtheearth.shtml)

UK CEREAL DISEASES IN 2003

Provisional results from the DEFRA-funded monitoring of UK winter wheat diseases for 2003 showed that the severity of Fusarium ear blight was the second highest recorded since assessments for the disease commenced in 1987.  The level in 2003 was twice the 10-year mean (45.9% compared with 21.9%) and is of significance given the increasing concern over mycotoxin production in grain (CPM.  The disease was predicted to be severe this year (June CPM). 

The dominant species present was Fusarium poae (39%) closely followed by F graminearum (35%) and Microdochium nivale (32%).  Levels of F graminearum continued the upward trend in incidence to reach the highest levels recorded so far. This is of particular concern as it is potentially the most important Fusarium species in terms of yield loss and mycotoxin contamination of grain. Septoria tritici levels were similar to the 10-year mean and less than half the levels that were recorded in 2002 (www.crop-disease-surveys.com).  

Provisional results from the survey of UK winter barley for 2003 shows that Rhynchosporium leaf blotch remains the dominant foliar disease and was the only one affecting crops to a significant degree.  The severity of the disease was similar to 2002 and the same as the 10-year mean.  Net blotch levels were lower than in 2002 and well below the 10-year mean, indicating a continuing trend in the decline of its importance. Overall, foliar disease levels across England were slightly lower than in 2002. The incidence of moderate or severe symptoms of eyespot, apart from 2001, was the lowest since 1982.

GM SOYBEANS IN ROMANIA

A research paper on the farm-level impact of using Roundup Ready soybeans in Romania has been completed by Graham Brookes of the consultancy Brookes West, Canterbury, UK. The findings are based on a visit that Mr Brookes made to Romania earlier this year and make for some interesting reading. The area of soybeans grown in Romania this year was 75,000 hectares, roughly the same as France. Roundup Ready soybeans accounted for 55-60% of the total area grown. The average yield improvements gained by Romanian soybean growers have been 31% (16-50+% range), mainly coming from improved control of weeds such as Johnson grass. Roundup Ready soybeans are sold as a package in Romania with Roundup herbicide. The original grower cost in 1999 was $160/ha, but this had fallen to about $130/ha in 2003. The full report can be viewed or downloaded by readers from the Bioportfolio website (www.bioportfolio.com/pgeconomics).   

American News and Markets

VENTURE FUNDING FOR CHLOROGEN

The US biotechnology company Chlorogen Inc, St Louis, Missouri, has secured venture funding to develop its patented chloroplast technology for “protein factory” crops. Chlorogen's initial focus will be on developing pharmaceutical proteins in tobacco. The technology greatly increases the protein output of plants and could provide a cost-effective means to produce proteins for therapeutic uses. As chloroplast DNA is not inherited through pollen, Chlorogen's technology can also prevent genes of concern from GM crops being transferred to other crops.

Alternative GM technology

Introducing useful traits into chloroplasts offers an interesting alternative to the more common method of transforming plants via the cell nucleus. Chlorogen claims that its patented technology enables plants to produce up to 1,000 times more “introduced protein” than currently available technologies. Chlorogen's technology enhances the protein production of tobacco. This is a good host as it produces millions of seeds, enabling rapid scale-up of production. 

Dr Henry Daniell, professor of molecular biology at the University of Central Florida (UCF), pioneered chloroplast research at Washington State University in the mid-1980s and developed it further at UCF and Auburn University. Dr Daniell, who is the primary inventor on all of the patents licensed to Chlorogen, is the technical founder and an equity partner in the company, as are UCF and Auburn University. Dr. Daniell's laboratory at UCF will continue to develop technology that will become part of Chlorogen's intellectual property portfolio.

Chlorogen investors

The investors in Chlorogen include Burrill & Company, San Francisco, Redmont Venture Partners, Birmingham, Alabama, Prolog Ventures, St Louis, and Harris Group Inc, New York. Roger Wyse, managing director of Burrill Co, commented: "We believe Chlorogen has a distinct competitive advantage because of its extraordinarily high expression levels and elimination of concerns over pollen drift." 

Mr Burrill gave an interesting presentation about his company and biotech investing at the Rothamsted BioMarket in 2001 (CPM, November 2001). This year’s Rothamsted BioMarket will be held from 5-6 November (www.biomarket.rothamsted.ac.uk). Burrill & Co invests across the life sciences in more than 30 companies and has more than $340 million under management.

Redmont Venture Partners invests in technology-based companies throughout the Southeast USA through various funds. Prolog Ventures is an early-stage venture capital firm specialising in life sciences and related information technologies. Harris Group is a publicly traded venture capital firm specialising in nanotechnology.

Technology licensing

Chlorogen has successfully expressed proteins in the chloroplasts of tobacco and other crops and is now focusing on the development of an economical method to extract the proteins for pharmaceutical use. For the longer term, Chlorogen intends to license its technology to improve insect-resistant, herbicide-resistant and other crops. Amongst the potential products Chlorogen is examining are proteins to fight cancer, liver diseases and diabetes, as well as an anthrax vaccine.

Dr David N Duncan, Chlorogen's president and CEO, previously worked for over 20 years at Monsanto. He said "We are focusing our development efforts on pharmaceuticals in tobacco and we anticipate collaborating with developers of other biotech crops that have issues relative to pollen drift." Brian Clevinger, managing director of Prolog Ventures, predicts that Chlorogen's technology will make the company a major player in the biotechnology industry. 

Initially Chlorogen will have 10-12 employees, including plant scientists, product development and regulatory experts, production specialists and support staff (www.chlorogen.com). The Nidus Center for Scientific Enterprise, a biotechnology incubator in St Louis, will be its headquarters and its scientists will collaborate with others at the Donald Danforth Plant Science Centre, St Louis.

PERMITS FOR INDUSTRIAL GM

The US Department of Agriculture is to introduce a permit system for crops designed to produce industrial products through the use of agricultural biotechnology. Dr. Jeffrey Barach, vice-president of special projects for the National Food Processors Association (NFPA), welcomed the move. He said that NFPA had strongly urged USDA to treat plant-made industrial chemicals in the same way as plant-made pharmaceuticals (PMPs), because both require stringent containment to avoid contamination of the food supply. He said that the food industry must have a “100% protection standard” against any contamination of the food or feed supply. NFPA represents the $500 billion US food processing industry on scientific and public policy issues (www.nfpa-food.org).

CERTIFICATION FOR SDI PRODUCTS

Strategic Diagnostics Inc (SDI), Newark, Delaware, has received certification from the USDA Grain Inspection Packers and Stockyards Administration (GIPSA) for the performance claims of the company’s SDI's TraitChek Bt1F lateral flow strip test for the Bt maize trait Cry1F Herculex I. The test is able to detect, within ten minutes, one Cry1F Herculex I maize kernel in 600 non-GM kernels (0.17%). It is the only available lateral flow test for Cry1F that has been certified by GIPSA. Herculex I is a new insect protection trait from Dow AgroSciences and Pioneer Hi-Bred International that offers protection against a greater number of insect pests than other Bt products on the market. 

Commenting on the certification, Larry Stenberg, channel manager at Dow AgroSciences, said: "We consider the GIPSA certification critical to our ongoing and extensive stewardship efforts, and we are extremely pleased that SDI has attained it." SDI recently received GIPSA certification for its TraitChek Cry3Bb test for corn rootworm (www.sdix.com).

CROMPTON CORPORATION SELL-OFF

GE Specialty Materials, a unit of General Electric Company has completed its acquisition of OSi Specialties from Crompton Corporation. OSi Specialties will become part of GE Silicones and add more than $450 million to its annual sales. As part of the deal, GE Specialty Chemicals will become part of Crompton Corporation. OSi Specialties has pioneered many advances in silane and specialty silicone technology. It is a leading, global supplier of silanes, specialty silicones and urethane additives. Its specialty silicones are used in diverse markets including consumer care, textiles, foam control and crop protection.

NEW TECHNOLOGY FROM PARADIGM

Paradigm Genetics Inc, Research Triangle Park, North Carolina, has announced that its researchers have successfully used “global nutritional profiling techniques” to discover the function of genes and their chemical mode of action in filamentous fungi. The findings were published in this month’s issue of Functional Integrative Genomics. 

Agrochemical companies are finding it increasingly difficult to find compounds with novel modes of action. “The nutritional profiling platform described in this paper represents a powerful method to correlate the effects of genetic changes or chemical treatments with biological pathways, thereby enabling researchers to pinpoint compound sites of action," commented Dr Keith Davis, vice-president of agricultural research at Paradigm. He added that it was “an excellent tool for scientists to better validate good targets and eliminate poor ones as they develop new fungicides”.

Filamentous fungi are an important class. Some are responsible for production of useful products such as antibiotics and cheese, but others cause disease or food to spoil. By systematically altering genes in fungi and growing the mutated strains with different levels of nutrients, scientists can pinpoint which nutrient uptake pathways are affected and identify genes that may be targets for novel fungicides. Paradigm has filed a patent application with the US Patent Office to cover methods described in the publication.

RAPID LAUNCH OF AGIIS

RAPID Inc, Washington DC, has launched the Agriculture Industry Identification System (AGIIS), the first US on-line and integrated agriculture database at a conference this month in Charleston, South Carolina. AGIIS promises to improve the industry's supply chain effectiveness by providing unique identifiers for buyers, suppliers, and consumers as well as product information. AGIIS holds all this information in a standard electronic format that is readily accessible to subscribers via the internet. Over 60 leading companies are participating in AGIIS including Monsanto, Syngenta, Dow AgroSciences DuPont Crop Protection and BASF. 

Since its formation in 1995, RAPID has managed one and developed two other separate but related databases intended to increase the level of efficiency in the e-business realm of the agricultural industry (www.rapidnet.org). These three databases have been combined to form AGIIS. RAPID has partnered with Covansys Corporation, Farmington Hills, Michigan to develop and host AGIIS. 

MONSANTO IN LITIGATION SETTLEMENT

Monsanto, Solutia and Pharmacia have announced a proposed $600 million litigation settlement for all property damage and injury claims resulting from polychlorinated biphenyl (PCB) contamination in Anniston, Alabama listed under the Abernathy and Tolbert cases. 

Final agreement and court approval of the settlement is expected at the end of August. Monsanto will incur a pre-tax cash cost of $550 million in the third quarter of this year and will be subsequently reimbursed approximately $160 million from insurance co-owned with Solutia. Solutia was formed six years ago from the spin-off of the basic chemical business of Monsanto (CPM, August 1997). 

ARABESQUE SUBMISSION

The biopesticide company, AgraQuest Inc, Davis, California, has submitted a registration application to the US Environmental Protection Agency for its “mycofumigant”, Arabesque, a potential replacement for some uses of methyl bromide. Arabesque is a formulation of a micro-organism, Muscodor albus, which produces volatile natural compounds that can combat plant and human pathogens. Dr Gary Strobel, a professor at Montana State University, discovered the microbe during an expedition to the rainforests of Central America. AgraQuest concluded an exclusive licensing agreement with Dr Strobel for use of the microbe last year (CPM, January 2002). 

For the initial launch of Arabesque, AgraQuest is focusing on post-harvest prevention and eradication of moulds on fruits, vegetables, seeds, bulbs and flowers. The company claims that studies conducted by university, USDA and company researchers show complete or near complete prevention and eradication of all major diseases that cause rots in fruits and vegetables, including apples, lemons, peaches and tomatoes. Arabesque offers a natural alternative to current practices, which include the dipping and spraying of fruits with chemicals that can leave residues. This can be a serious concern, especially for fruit that is exported. Many of the plant pathogens involved have also developed resistance to the chemical treatments.

AgraQuest is also conducting field and greenhouse trials with Arabesque as a pre-plant soil fumigant to replace methyl bromide. Other potential uses include control of food-borne pathogens such as Salmonella, grain treatments to control fungi and treatment of moulds in buildings. AgraQuest is seeking partners to develop Arabesque for these uses. "This is another major milestone for AgraQuest," commented Dr Denise Manker, who is leading the R&D efforts for Arabesque. “The company has now demonstrated three times with three different products that we can get a product developed commercially to the EPA in a speedy 18 months." AgraQuest raised US$9.4 million of funding earlier this year (February CPM). 

On-line Serenade supplies

To meet the growing demand for disease control products from organic and small US growers, AgraQuest has made its biofungicide Serenade available online this month in 12-pound (5.4 kg) bags. For smaller operations, this size is easier to handle and store than the full-size bag sold through agricultural distributors to larger commercial growers.

The active ingredient in Serenade is a patented strain of Bacillus subtilis that produces over 30 anti-fungal and anti-bacterial lipopeptides (CPM, September 2002). It is registered for commercial, home and garden use and has been approved in the US and other countries for protecting crops such as apples, pears, grapes and leafy vegetables from fungal and bacterial diseases.

DIATECT DEVELOPMENTS

Diatect International Corporation, Heber, Utah, has signed a letter of intent for the sale of 90% of its rights to a diatomaceous earth (DE) mining site in Oregon. The company will receive $31 million over the duration of the agreement, which will run through to 2021. The company expects the transaction to be completed by mid-September. The mining rights will be purchased by Diatomaceous Earth Deposits, Virginia, in an agreement that gives Diatect first rights to the mined minerals from the site. Diatomaceous Earth Deposits is partly owned by Michael McQuade, an outside director of Diatect.

Diatect acquired the mineral rights to the 640-acre site in September 2001 through a claim granted by the US Bureau of Land Management, which owns the land. The company’s DE products are sold for insect control under the Results trademark line for agricultural, industrial and home and garden uses.

STRONG GROWTH AT VANGUARD

American Vanguard Corporation (Amvac), Newport Beach, California, has reported a 27% growth in sales in its second quarter. Net sales were $25.9 million, with operating income up by 31% to $2.4 million and net income up 53% to $1.7 million (www.american-vanguard.com). Eric Wintemute, CEO of American Vanguard, attributed the growth to strong sales from its maize soil insecticides, mosquito control products, home pest control products and its vegetable herbicide Dacthal, as well as the recent acquisitions from Pace International (February CPM). 

Amvac has recently started manufacturing the insecticide active ingredient, bifenthrin, at its Alabama facility and obtained EPA registration to market the technical in June. The company has applied for US end-use registrations to market the formulated product in the next 6-12 months. It estimates the current worldwide market for bifenthrin at approximately $150 million. American Vanguard was recently recognised as one of Business Week's Hot Growth Companies (at number 94) and Fortune Small Business' 100 Fastest Growing Small Companies (ranked at number 35).

Other News and Markets

AFRICAN SCIENTISTS FAVOUR GM

Some 17 African scientists from the Southern African Development Community (www.sadc.int), returning from a fact-finding mission to the US and Europe, have reported that GM organisms pose no immediate risk to humans and animals, according to a Reuters report this month. The members of SADC are the governments of Angola, Botswana, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Lesotho, Malawi, Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, Seychelles, South Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe. 

The trip was prompted by debate on the use of biotechnology in SADC states for international development, allied with concerns about food safety, contamination of genetic resources, ethical issues and trade. The scientists have recommended that SADC adopt biotechnology as one of the tools that can be used to tackle the issues of food security. They identify the risks as related to the impact of unintended release into the environment.

SADC is seeking the establishment of a regional advisory committee on advances in biotechnology and legislation in member states countries to guide on GM use. The findings of the scientists were due to be endorsed by SADC ministers and heads of state at a meeting in Tanzania this month. Zimbabwe, Zambia, Malawi, Swaziland, Lesotho and Mozambique faced massive food shortages last year. They expressed reservations about accepting GM food aid, but all but Zambia eventually accepted milled grain.

STUDY TO COMBAT WORLD HUNGER

A group of experts sponsored by the World Bank has recommended a major review of agricultural technologies, including genetic modification, to pinpoint how best to meet global food needs over the next fifty years. The group included experts from business, politics, food, farming and development. Meetings were held around the world to identify ways to help the 800 million undernourished people in the developing world. Over $35 billion is spent annually on agricultural research, according to the report from the group, which included representatives from Oxfam, Syngenta and Greenpeace. 

The review is projected to cost $15 million and be completed by the end of 2006. It will seek contributions from a variety of sources, including farmers, universities, governments and private laboratories. The recommendations will go to World Bank president, James Wolfensohn, who is expected to present them to the United Nations to seek funding. 

AUSTRALIAN APPROVAL OF INVIGOR

At the end of last month, Australia’s Office of the Gene Technology Regulator (OGTR) approved the commercial release of Bayer CropScience’s InVigor glufosinate-resistant canola. The decision was welcomed by Australia’s National Association for Crop Production and Animal Health, Avcare (www.avcare.org.au), according to a report in the latest edition of agVIEW, the monthly e-mail newsletter published by CropLife Asia (www.croplifeasia.org). Commenting on the news, Mr. Claude Gauchat, executive director of Avcare, said: “Commercialisation of GM canola in Australia will now occur step by step and in a cautious and controlled manner with due respect for state government and industry readiness.” 

GIANT CROP FUMIGATION CHAMBERS 

In what is believed to be the largest operation of its kind anywhere in the world, Power Plastics Limited, Thirsk, North Yorkshire, UK, has built and installed eight fumigation chambers in Malaysia (www.powerplastics.co.uk). The £300,000 contract involved supplying chambers of a “semi-permanent construction”, each measuring 18.3m by 9.43m by 4.95m high. These are reckoned to be the largest chambers in their category and the largest number of chambers ever assembled in one installation.

The PowerPlas Maxi Chambers were ordered to allow efficient phosphine fumigation of tobacco, in particular for control of the cigarette beetle, Lasioderma serricorne. Each chamber is loaded with tobacco and a measured amount of fumigant is introduced into the structure, where a constant pressure and temperature are electronically maintained. Eight chambers were specified to allow for 24-hour operation with rotation of functions.

Each chamber has a galvanised steel frame assembled on-site, covered with hundreds of square metres of plastic created from seven modular membranes. The membranes are joined together with a patented gas-tight zip. From September, Power Plastic will also be offering the Series C16 PortaSens II portable gas leak detector, which has the unique ability to check for more than 30 different gases quickly and easily, thanks to series of interchangeable “smart sensors'”. 

The structures are expected to have a working life of ten years or longer. Powerplas chambers are currently in use for tobacco crops in Africa and Australia. The same technology is also in use for rice, maize, cereals, cocoa and other crops. 

CROP PROTECTION MONTHLY WEBSITE

Crop Protection Monthly has launched a new website  (www.crop-protection-monthly.co.uk). Any comments and suggestions from readers and subscribers about the content and potential improvements are most welcome. Some CPM subscribers already put CPM and its archives on their intranet systems. If there is sufficient interest, the archives could also be made accessible on the CPM website in a special subscriber area. Most CPM subscribers receive the electronic as well as the printed version. If you are not taking the electronic version and would like to do so, you can view some past editions in this format on the website and inform us if you would like to receive it.

Other CPM changes

The business assets of Crop Protection Monthly, including copyright for past editions, were recently incorporated into a limited company, Market Scope Europe Ltd, Reading, Berkshire, all of whose shares are owned by the editor, Brian Hicks. This will not result in any changes for subscribers, but please note that the bank account details have changed for those who have set up regular payment arrangements. The editor’s main e-mail address has also changed to brianralphhicks@aol.com, although mail to the old address will still reach him...eventually.    

PESTICIDE OUTLOOK CHANGES HANDS

The UK’s Royal Society of Chemistry (RSC), Cambridge, has sold the rights to its bimonthly journal, Pesticide Outlook, to Research Information Ltd (RIL), Hemel Hempstead. RIL, which was established in 1993 by a group of former executives from the publisher Elsevier Science, has already set up a new website for the journal (www.pestoutlook.com). 

RIL is the publisher of International Pest Control and last year acquired the newsletter World Food Regulation Review. The December edition of Pesticide Outlook (Volume 14, No 6) will be the final issue to be published by RSC. The current editor of Pesticide Outlook, Hamish Kidd, is staying at RSC.

ISAA2004 ADJUVANT SYMPOSIUM

The 7th International Symposium on Adjuvants for Agrochemicals  (ISAA2004) will be held for the first time in Africa from 8-12 November 2004 at the new Cape Town International Convention Centre. The event will include plenary sessions, poster sessions, workshops and a trade exhibition. This symposium, (www.ISAA2004.com), which typically attracts over 500 delegates, is held every three years. The sixth symposium was in Amsterdam (CPM, August 2001).

BCPC INTERNATIONAL CONGRESS

BCPC’s international congress, Crop Science & Technology 2003, will be held at the Scottish Exhibition and Conference Centre (SECC) in Glasgow from 10-12 November. The event, which has replaced the Brighton Conference (CPM, November 2002), will focus on three main themes: crop protection; crop production and the food chain; and environment and regulation (www.bcpc.org/Congress2003). Instead of the Brighton Conference Bawden Lecture, there will be four keynote speakers: 

· Professor Ian Crute, director, Rothamsted Research, Harpenden, UK

· Dr Peter Lilford, professor of public awareness and science, University of York, UK (July CPM)

· Christine Bruhn, University of California, Davis, a former Bawden lecturer at the Brighton Conference (CPM, November 1999)

· Dick Potts, former director-general of the Game Conservancy Trust, Fordingbridge, UK 

FOURTH ROTHAMSTED BIOMARKET

The Fourth International Rothamsted BioMarket (Bioproducts from Plants and Microbes) will be held from 5-6 November (www.biomarket.iacr.ac.uk). Keynote speakers will include Dr Sharon Shoemaker, University of California (on The Post-genomic Future of Functional Foods), and Professor Ilya Raskin, professor of plant science, Rutgers University (Plants as Sources of Novel Pharmaceuticals).
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