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CARVING OUT NEW COMPANY IDENTITIES AND DIRECTIONS
The new crop protection giant, Syngenta AG, has been able to outline some of its corporate vision this month. Freed from the fetters of AstraZeneca and Novartis, Syngenta is developing its own ethos and pioneering some new pathways.  The name Syngenta has drawn on two classical roots, "syn", derived from synergy/synthesis, and "genta" from people/community. The first signs are very promising, with a North American initiative to help rural communities (see American Markets), a good example for a European company to set for its US counterparts! 

By developing GM crops, Syngenta and other companies have put themselves permanently in the public spotlight, a new role they are still struggling to master. Speaking at a press conference in London to mark its launch, Jan Suter, Head of Syngenta Crop Protection for UK and Ireland, said that the company recognised that it must help growers improve their profitability and that "the company's success depends on the success of growers". To this end, Syngenta will be using its expertise to keep growers updated with "evolving food chain requirements" and developing novel "crop solutions" to help meet them. As well as chemicals and seed, this will include biological products from Syngenta Bioline, formerly Novartis BCM, headquartered in Colchester, Essex (UK).

Although small in sales terms, Syngenta Bioline's sales have been increasing by 16% per year, according to its head, Melvyn Fidgett, and there is a good fit with organic farming, a sector also offering opportunities to Syngenta Seeds. Bioline exports to 20 countries and has a second production unit in California to sere the strawberry market. It is currently marketing 30 species and next year is investing in a new insectary in Little Clacton, Essex, as well as launching a new beneficial, Amblyseius montdorensis. 

The UK may be a small market, with high fuel costs and a strong currency, but Mr Fidgett believes that these challenges will keep Bioline at the "cutting edge". It is also incorporating chemicals suitable for IPM programmes into its offering, such as the aphicide, Chess. In co-operation with its seed counterpart, Bioline has recently launched "global pepper solutions", virus-tolerant varieties linked to biological control.

Stephen Smith, head of Syngenta Seeds UK, has a large portfolio of varieties to manage. Syngenta has 11% of the vegetable and flower seed market globally, with some 2,600 lines (35% vegetables, 65% flowers), and about 5% of the high-value field crop seed market, with over 400 lines. He said that the company had "neglected the output aspect" in the past but not today. Although Syngenta recognises that GM crops are "not for the faint hearted", it is investing just under US$180 million of its R&D budget in this sector. 

Syngenta plans to increase the speed with which its new chemicals come to market, as well as producing one major new product each year from the 100,000+ compounds now screened annually. Some novel herbicide and fungicide chemistry should be launched in the UK in 2003/4.

Jan Suter told CPM that Syngenta is committed to keeping Zeneca's UK research facility at Jealotts Hill, Berkshire, which will be a big benefit to UK operations. The site will focus on secondary screening, biotechnology and formulations. Syngenta's European operations will also be based in the UK, probably in the Fernhurst area.

The times are certainly changing as we enter 2001, which some regard as being the true start of the millennium. What of the other top six industry players? BASF is selling its pharmaceutical business (as is DuPont) and will use some of the proceeds to make further acquisitions. Bayer is consolidating pesticide production in Dormagen. Aventis CropScience has come under further fire this month for its decision to close Ongar (November CPM) and many of its facilities in Lyons. Staff and union protests in France have been vociferous and there have been many expressions of discontent elsewhere.

Dow AgroSciences appears quite bullish about the future. With a parent company steeped in a culture of commodity chemicals, profit expectations are much less than with a pharmaceutical parent and the company can see some good long-term opportunities. 

This month has marked the effective completion of the Arabidopsis genome-sequencing project, with some landmark papers published in Nature. It has been an excellent example of international co-operation amongst scientists and the free dissemination of new knowledge. The work will have considerable implications for the future of crop protection and CPM will include a more detailed feature next month.

Exposure to Pesticides, Toxins and GMOs

The health risks associated with natural toxins in food and the lack of  regulatory control (when compared with synthetic agrochemicals) were highlighted at a seminar which preceded the main British Crop Protection Council (BCPC) Conference at Brighton last month, entitled Human Exposure to Pesticide Residues, Natural Toxins and GMOs: Real and Perceived Risks. The papers are published in BCPC Symposium Proceedings No 75 (www.bcpc.org).  

Pesticides and natural toxicants

Joel Mattsson (Dow AgroSciences LLC, Indianopolis) pointed out that the regulatory processes for natural pesticides are much more flexible than those for synthetic chemicals. This has conditioned thinking about natural toxicants in food. He stressed that, in crop plants and food, these toxins are "dynamic". As many of them are part of the plant’s natural defence mechanisms, they will increase when the plant is under stress. If pests and diseases are controlled through the use of synthetic products, there is good evidence that the level of natural toxicants is reduced. 

Typical toxicants which increase when crops are stressed are allergenic proteins, which affect 1-2% of the population; phytoestrogens in soya beans, contributory to dietary oestrogens and considered important in many major diseases; alkaloids in potatoes; and furocoumarins which can play a role in skin diseases. Some data on increased levels of furocoumarins in diseased parsnips were presented, compared with significantly reduced levels in crops treated with fungicides. 

Dr Mattsson challenged the philosophy expressed by the mother who has difficulty in persuading her child to choose the blemished fruit at the supermarket. The mother is working on the "perhaps flawed principle" that this is healthier than the perfect fruit because it contains less toxicants.

Mycotoxin control and regulation

Dr F M Ellner (Institute of Ecological Chemistry, Berlin) gave a long list of poisonings associated with mycotoxins. This included 40,000  deaths in France in the Middle Ages from eating rye contaminated with ergot alkaloids from Claviceps spp. Alimentary Toxic Aleukia, attributed to grain infected with Fusarium spp, has been responsible for thousands of deaths, with one case in Orenburg, Russia, in 1944 causing 60% mortality. Other fungal metabolites in foods have been linked with cases of urinary tract and oesophageal cancers in various parts of the world. Peanut meal from Brazil was responsible for killing 100,000 turkeys in the UK in 1960, due to the presence of Aspergillus spp. This stimulated considerable R&D efforts, resulting in the discovery of the aflatoxins, known to be potent hepatocarcinogens. There are some 400 mycotoxins known, which makes monitoring difficult. Most existing food regulations relate to aflatoxins. Dr Ellner called for better international agreement on regulatory procedures.

Time for changes in regulations?

The average cost of the regulatory toxicological package for an agrochemical in food crop use is over US$5 million, according to Dr N G Carmichael (Aventis CropScience, Sophia Antipolis, France). He questioned the relevance of some current tests for low dose pesticides. A high proportion of the costs are for long-term feeding trials, generally geared to measuring hazard rather than risk. Measurements of operator exposure risks due to dermal uptake are relatively superficial and dermal tests use the shaved rat skin, which is not a useful model for human skin.  Newer toxicological tests are now emerging, including better sensitisation tests, in vitro tests using human skin, species comparisons, the use of genomics and transgenic mice to measure carcinogenicity. 

The need to measure risk probability was discussed by Dr J R Tomerlin (Novigen Sciences, Washington DC). He called for better information on dietary patterns world-wide so that a refined risk assessment can be made rather than total reliance on "the worst case scenario".

GMOs - real and perceived risks

Mark Martens (Monsanto Europe SA, Belgium) outlined the difficulties of feeding studies for GM crops. Allergenicity is the key concern and is measured from the allergenicity of the parent crop or the donor proteins.  

A different approach to communicating risks was presented by Professor Joyce Tait (Scottish Universities Policy Research and Advice Network).  The public crisis of confidence has come about for a number of reasons. She said there was a misconception that confidence in GM foods can be regained simply by government or industry providing more scientific information.  This often just gives more ammunition to those who have different values. 

Professor Tait quoted an old Zulu proverb: “I cannot hear a word you say, because what you are shows me what you are saying”. She advocates a balanced precautionary principle which recognises the values of all sides in the debate.  Policies need to be devised which allow for co-existence of widely differing views.

Spotlight on IPARC

Brian Hicks, editor of Crop Protection Monthly, recently visited the International Pesticide Application Research Centre (IPARC), one of the few research centres in the world that focuses on this crucial element of crop protection. 

IPARC is housed in a modest building at the Silwood Park campus (near Ascot, Berkshire) of London University’s Imperial College and depends on contract research for most of its income. It forms part of the agricultural and environment section of the college's biology department. The centre was originally established in 1955 and formerly came under the control of the British Colonial Office. Some of these links are retained through support from the UK's Department for International Development (DFID), formerly known as the Overseas Development Administration (ODA).
Nearly 30 years at the helm

Professor Graham A Matthews, IPARC’s director and a lecturer at Imperial College, took up his current position in 1972 following over a decade of work in cotton pest management in Central Africa. He has had a distinguished career in research and advisory work related to the application of pesticides and spraying equipment, much of it in the developing world, including China (CPM, November 1996). 

Professor Matthews often gives independent advice to the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) and the World Health Organisation (WHO) of the United Nations, as well as DFID. He was recently appointed to the UK Advisory Committee on Pesticides (ACP), although in his role as an agricultural biologist rather than as an application specialist.  

IPARC (www.bio.ic.ac.uk/iparc) has assisted in the development of equipment specifications introduced by the British Standards Institute and FAO. It has sophisticated facilities to enable the evaluation of spraying equipment and nozzles. IPARC provides specialist training for tropical pest and locust control and also assists in formulation development and spray testing e.g. for the biological control agent for the LUBILOSA programme (CPM, September 1999).

Helping pioneer new technology

Over the years, Professor Matthews has worked extensively on the development of knapsack sprayers as well as spinning disc and electrostatic "electrodyn" technology. The electrodyn technology was pioneered by Dr Ron Coffee following a meeting at IPARC about the needs of small farmers in the semi-arid tropics. ICI, whose agrochemical interests now form part of Syngenta, invested substantially in the technology, but it was only commercialised with hand-held devices used principally to treat cotton in Angola, Brazil and Mozambique. The spinning disc technology now dominates in developing countries and the use of oil has decreased as a consequence.

New spray nozzle

The development of new spraying technology, as with new pesticides, involves very high risk and expense. One of the promising new areas that Professor Matthews is researching is a patented spray nozzle under development by engineering specialist and inventor, Dr Neale Thomas, through his UK company, FRED Ltd, Birmingham. 

The nozzle directs a fan-shaped air jet at a shallow angle at the spray sheet emerging from a hydraulic nozzle. This affects droplet production, producing a finer spray entrained within the air flow.  Wind tunnel assessments with a prototype nozzle indicate less potential drift despite application of smaller droplets. It offers advantages in relation to crop architecture and pest habitat. Professor Matthews sees considerable promise for the nozzle in horticultural crops.

Too little attention to applications

Pesticide application technology receives too little attention and funding from industry and governments, Professor Matthews believes, both in the developed and developing world. He is concerned that there are few specialists in private or public research and over the future of IPARC after he retires next summer. Last month, Dr David Evans, head of research and technology at Syngenta, said in the Bawden Lecture that he considered it “a disgrace that the majority of what is applied does not reach the crop” (November CPM). When questioned by Professor Matthews afterwards, he indicated that industry did not have the resources available to commit to this area, a short-sighted attitude in the professor's view. 

Professor Matthews believes that there is a need for much greater application accuracy for environmental protection and for making the most out of pesticides, particularly on vegetable crops. Much of his specialist knowledge and research findings are contained in the third edition of his book, Pesticide Application Methods, published last month by Blackwell Scientific. Previous editions have been "pirated" in some parts of the world, often in new translations, as Professor Matthews has occasionally seen. Although deprived of potential royalties, he is glad that the knowledge has reached a wider audience. Last year his book, Application of Pesticides to Crops, which examines application techniques for different crops, was published by Imperial College Press.

International Plant Diseases Conference

The 6th International Conference on Plant Diseases (CIMA) was held in Tours, France, from 6-8 December, organised by AFPP (www.afpp.net). Over 600 delegates attended, some 15% from abroad (24 countries). It included 130 presentations and posters, as well as a trade exhibition with some 25 stands.  

DIAGNOSTICS IN CROP PRODUCTION

Dr Derek Hollomon of the department of agricultural sciences at the University of Bristol (UK) gave the introductory presentation on Modern Diagnostics in Crop Production. His text also appears in December's edition of the AFPP journal, Phytoma, in French translation. Dr Hollomon's laboratory is actively involved in the detection of disease resistance. He argued that more precision is needed with crop inputs and that diagnostic tools were an important contributor, giving both consumer and environmental benefits. Payment for the use of diagnostics could come from agrochemical companies to promote product sales, from the advisory sector to improve advice given or directly by farmers themselves.

Focus on DNA methodology

Dr Hollomon reviewed the different technologies in agricultural diagnostics, including imaging, ELISA and PCR, and their potential uses in optimising seed, pesticide and fertiliser inputs. He commented that converting diagnostics into something practical still posed some real challenges. Immuno-assay techniques such as ELISA are not being developed much further. The focus is now on DNA-based approaches such as PCR, which are usually much more sensitive, allowing for earlier, "pre-symptomatic" disease detection (2-3 days in the case of Septoria). 

Diagnostics are being regularly used in oilseed rape, cereals, bananas, grass (especially on golf courses), grapes (for detecting Botrytis) and peas (for bacterial diseases). He cautioned that commercialising diagnostics is not easy. One US company, backed by venture capital, which pioneered turf grass disease diagnosis is no longer in business. Detection of Fusarium spp producing mycotoxins is now done regularly by PCR in the UK for about £30 per test. However to understand the problems better, Dr Hollomon said that more of the biochemistry needs to be known, in particular in relation to the conditions under which mycotoxins are produced.

PCR tests speeding up

PCR methods require the use and availability of suitable primers. Dr Hollomon's lab and another in Bordeaux have developed specific primers to detect fungicide resistance to DMI fungicides, triazoles and strobies. One example is the detection of point mutations conferring resistance to barley powdery mildew. PCR detection of resistance alleles can be made quicker by adding fluorescent dye to the system, so-called "TaqMan chemistry". With the use of robotics and microtitre plates, PCR diagnostics can be speeded up to take as little as two hours.

Diagnostics problematical in practice

Dr Hollomon identified a number of problems that still need to be resolved with diagnostic techniques, such as linking them with fungicide rates, spraying thresholds and economic decisions of whether to spray fungicides or not. 

NEW PRODUCTS

Seven new fungicides were presented in both poster and round table sessions. More details (post-Brighton) were given about trifloxystrobin, picoxystrobin, BAS 500F and famoxadone. Aspects were revealed of the unique mode of action of quinoxyfen, which has been gaining sales in cases of known resistance problems. It is very rapid in its activity in both vines and cereals. French approval for trifloxystrobin is expected for the start of 2001 for cereals, top-fruit and vines. 
In cereals it will be sold alone (as a 125 g/l formulation) and as a mixture containing 187.5 g/l trifloxystrobin and 80 g/l cyproconazole. Picoxystrobin is being developed in France for use in cereals alone and as a mixture (125 g/l picoxystrobin + 25 g/l hexaconazole).

Zoxamide is a new benzamide fungicide from Rohm and Haas which inhibits cellular division. The first microgranule formulations for sale in France will be for potatoes (8.33% zoxamide + 66.7% mancozeb) and for vines ((6.25% zoxamide + 70% mancozeb).

Fenamidone, developed by Aventis, is an optically active isomer. It will only be sold in mixtures in France, in vines at a dose rate of 75-133 g ai/ha with fosetyl-al, cymoxanil, copper hydroxide or folpet. For potatoes, a formulation with 10% fenamidone and 50% mancozeb will be commercialised. 

The unique mode of action of the Monsanto seed treatment for take-all in wheat, silthiopham (Latitude) has recently been elucidated. It disrupts the energy process outside the mitochondrion. Field trials results with silthiopham have shown wide variability. In 50% of cases, there was good control of necrosis of roots and in 65%, control of white spikelets.

Goëmar Laboratories, St Malo, France, presented details of a natural seaweed-derived product, laminarin, which enhances cereal disease resistance.

ROUND TABLE ON FOOD SECURITY

There was some animated discussion in the conference "round table" on food security and the response of the sector to the demands of distributors and consumers. French consumers have become "sensitised" with this month's official revelations that "mad cow disease" is a real problem and that the effects have been underestimated until now. Anecdotal reports from UK farmers and other sources about "concealment by JCB" (or burying the evidence!) have been circulating for many years. 

Beef sales have been plummeting in France as a consequence and strict feed controls will now be enforced. French farmers are currently experiencing financial difficulties, like their other European counterparts such as the British. Many French co-operative groups are going through major restructuring and consolidation exercises.

Consumer attitudes

Gérard Benoist du Sablon, from the French consumer group, Organisation Générale des Consommateurs (http://perso.wanadoo.fr/orgeco) gave delegates a foretaste of the results of a consumer survey conducted by Ipsos. French consumers broadly feel that there is "more choice and more control but less taste in food today". Some 75% of those surveyed said that risks were small due to frequent checks. He personally prefers "to view the glass as half-full rather than half-empty" and does not want to look at his plate and examine "what is a GMO and what is not". 

Mr du Sablon said that big brands still have a positive image. Consumers are eating much more varied food but want to know more about the controls applied and its history. They are in "permanent crisis and psychosis" because of the risks. 

Grower group perspective

A representative of a tomato and cucumber growers' group (accounting for 10% of the French market) explained its national quality charter and focus on biological and integrated crop protection. He commented that predators could sometimes cause problems and that traceability is a key consideration. The group set up a quality assurance scheme, Agri Confiance, at end of 1997. Export requirements are strict, with residues an important aspect. Only specified products are permitted and this is controlled by an outside organisation, from seed to final product. 

On the taste issue, he said that tomatoes and cucumbers must be at room temperature for best results and commented that "if you want to eat well you have to consider the price", echoing a point made last month by the Swedish Minister of Agriculture.

Danone viewpoint

Dr Hervé Lafforgue, a toxicologist at the food company, Danone, commented that "you cannot separate good agricultural practice (GAP) from environmental protection and quality". He added that too much focus is often put by farmers on the products used rather than "the whole picture", which should take into account aspects such as whether a sprayer was working properly. Mr Lafforgue said that pesticide residue analysis was becoming very effective, but that it should be a toxicologist who judges it and the analyst must not fix the norms, a comment met with much applause from the conference floor.

IPM logo

Several delegates stressed the need to develop a single official "IPM logo" as a reference standard in France for food marketing purposes rather than having a plethora of standards. Appreciable premiums can be obtained for assured produce, commented one delegate, as evidenced by "IPM flour" sold at the supermarket Carrefour at 18 FFr/kg compared with "standard flour" at about 10 FFr/kg. 

Evolving disease control

Phytopathogenic fungi are estimated to account for some 20% of crop losses today. Their adaptability and diversity makes it a continuous struggle. One speaker said that it now typically costs some FFr 2,000 million to develop a new fungicide and that only five or so firms could now afford these development costs.

At the end of the conference, Nadine Cavelier of INRA reflected on how disease control should evolve. She said that better knowledge of fungi and the epidemiology of diseases was essential, adding that "common sense" was sometimes lacking in the approaches followed. 

She argued that a lot of work was required at the "prescription" and education levels and that it was important that what had been presented at the conference reached "those in the field".

Next year’s AFPP conference ("COLUMA") will be devoted to the theme of weed control and will be held in Toulouse in December 2001, under the presidency of Jean-Louis Pasquereau, a well-known technical specialist at the co-operative, Agri 18 (part of Epis-Centre), Bourges.

European News and Markets

MESOTRIONE APPROVALS

Syngenta has received provisional approval for its maize herbicide, Callisto (mesotrione) in Germany and Austria. The company is aiming to launch Callisto in both markets for the 2001 season. Mesotrione was discovered by Zeneca and is very similar in chemistry to sulcotrione (CPM, November 1999).  The herbicide is under an accelerated review procedure by EU regulators and has also been submitted for US review under the "reduced risk" scheme because of its favourable environmental profile.

TWIST DEAL COMPLETED

Bayer's acquisition of trifloxystrobin from Novartis was finalised on 7 December, following approval from European and American anti-trust authorities.  Bayer has also acquired distribution rights for cyproconazole (Alto). Neil Waddingham, previously responsible for the cereal fungicide range of Novartis, has transferred to Bayer's UK marketing team as product manager for trifloxystrobin, sold as Twist in the UK.  He is relishing the opportunity of integrating Twist into Bayer's strong cereal fungicide portfolio and commented: "The challenge now facing me is to dispel the myth that all strobilurins are the same. For 2001 we aim to position Twist as the cost-effective base of all fungicide programmes delivering high yields and quality".

DOW & CHEMINOVA JOINT VENTURE

Dow AgroSciences LLC, Indianapolis, and the Danish company, Cheminova A/S, Lemvig, have agreed to form a 50:50 Swiss joint venture to register and market a new pyrethroid insecticide (April CPM).  The new company, Pytech Chemicals GmbH, based in Zurich, will develop products with higher efficacy and lower application rates than currently available pyrethroids.  The new product will be introduced initially in "row crops" for control of chewing and sucking insects. Products developed by Pytech Chemicals are expected to be introduced in the US in 2003, with world-wide distribution by 2004.  Bjorn Albinus, managing director, Cheminova A/S, commented: "Pyrethroid manufacturers have been moving to resolved isomers as a way to increase efficacy and lower rates of application.  We've gone one better by producing the most active isomer directly by stereo-selective process." 

BAYER FOCUSES ON DORMAGEN

Bayer AG has disclosed that it is to combine all its German pesticide production facilities at its Dormagen site in order to cut costs. The company is investing some EUR110 million (US$98 million) in expanding the Dormagen facilities, one of its biggest pesticide investments for over a decade. The new plant will be more flexible and better suited for production of new, low-dose products. 

ATLAS TO SUPPLY ZENECA eHUB 

Zeneca Agrochemicals has selected Metaprise Software from Atlas Commerce to pilot its private supplier network, known as an "eHub". The aim is to enable the company's procurement organisation to interact and collaborate with strategic suppliers and sub-suppliers via the internet for more efficient sourcing and supply management. Zeneca also sees an opportunity to automate various intra-company processes operating across disparate systems. Founded in January 1998, Atlas Commerce is headquartered in Malvern, Pennsylvania, USA, with offices in Europe (www.atlascommerce.com). 

NEW FACE AT ECPA

The European Crop Protection Association (ECPA) has appointed Volker Koch Achelpohler as its new Central and Eastern Europe manager. The position will involve close liaison with the European Commission and the competent authorities in each country during their transition to membership of the European Union. Mr Achelpohler will also be responsible for establishing and managing a range of initiatives to promote practices such as integrated crop management and product stewardship. He will be supporting current crop protection associations in the region and helping to establish new ones in Romania, Bulgaria, Russia and the Ukraine.

NEW PACKAGING LINE AT MARKS

A new automated packaging line has been inaugurated at the UK fine chemicals producer, A H Marks and Company Ltd, Wyke, Bradford. The line complements the company's new phenoxy herbicide production facility (November CPM) and can handle one, five and ten litre packs.

ITALY 

Dr Mauro Vanzulli has taken over as the director of Caffaro's pesticide research centre in Galliera, near Bologna, part of the SIAPA acquisition (CPM, October 1995). He previously worked for Sipcam, where he was responsible for formulation and analysis. 

GHENT CONFERENCE

The 53rd International Symposium on Crop Protection will be held at Ghent University on 8 May 2001. For further details, contact the symposium secretariat (Tel: +32 9 264 61 58 Fax: +32 9 264 62 39 E-mail Patrick.Declercq@rug.ac.be).
American News and Markets

SYGENTA’S RURAL CHARITY INITIATIVE

Some good news for North American rural communities this Christmas! Syngenta has just announced the formation of Syngenta Rural FoodShare, an innovative programme that will donate $400,000 to America's Second Harvest, the largest domestic hunger-relief organisation for rural and non-metropolitan US counties. The money will be used to secure and distribute food donated by growers, processors and national food manufacturers to 80 food banks.  A major aim is to raise awareness of rural hunger in America, which is growing, and encourage others in the agricultural community to become involved. Compared to US residents of metropolitan counties, 60% more rural residents live below the poverty line and 50% more children experience poverty. 

Bob Woods, president of Syngenta US, commented: "With this gift, we want to focus attention on rural hunger and take steps to help alleviate hunger in the communities that play a crucial role in producing food for Americans and others around the world."  Funds provided by Syngenta will be used to distribute some 7,000 tonnes of food to hungry families across rural North America. Rural FoodShare will also donate US$100,000 to the Canadian Association of Food Banks to combat rural hunger.  

SYNGENTA DROPPING DIAZINON 

Syngenta's US subsidiary is to stop selling the insecticide, diazinon, over the next four years. Many factors have contributed to the company's decision, the most compelling being declining profit margins. The planned withdrawal is being co-ordinated through the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), to ensure "a smooth transition from the market".  It will also allow the company to ensure that the insecticide meets or exceeds the margins of safety as required by the Food Quality Protection Act (FQPA).

Syngenta recently submitted a detailed response to EPA's Preliminary Risk Assessment of diazinon and has presented additional studies showing wide safety margins.  "The EPA's agreement to a four-year market transition for lawn and garden use confirms the value and safety of this product, and reflects the agency's conclusion that no unreasonable risk to people or the environment exists," said Eileen Watson of Syngenta business planning and development. 

Diazinon has been marketed in the US for 48 years, mainly to control lawn and garden insect pests, as well as agricultural pests.  While other manufacturers will continue to sell diazinon for agricultural uses after 2004, Syngenta will phase the product out completely. The four-year strategy was chosen by the company to allow for a smooth shift to newer chemistries. 

Thiamethoxam approval 

Syngenta has just received US EPA approval for the sale of its insecticide, thiamethoxam, as a seed treatment, following its recent clearance in Canada. Thiamethoxam will be sold as Adage for sorghum, wheat and cotton, and Helix and Helix Xtra for canola.

BASF IN BIOTECH ACQUISITION

BASF Plant Science has entered into an agreement to acquire the assets of the US biotechnology and genetics company ExSeed Genetics, LLC, Owensboro, Kentucky. ExSeed was founded in 1994 and has over 50 employees.  The company has been developing nutritionally enhanced traits in maize, such as its NutriDense hybrid, launched last year, for the animal feed market. This has elevated oil, protein, and amino acid content. 

ExSeed also has a research group at Iowa State University involved in starch technology research. This will fit in well with BASF's recent acquisition, the Swedish biotechnology company, Amylogene. BASF Plant Science GmbH is a partnership between BASF and the Swedish seed company Svalöf Weibull.  It has some EUR700 million of research funding assured over the next ten years (March CPM). 

OTHER AMERICAN NEWS

Exelixis Inc, South San Francisco, has completed its acquisition of the agricultural biotechnology company Agritope Inc, Portland, Oregon. Agritope has been renamed Exelixis Plant Sciences, Inc.

Paradigm Genetics Inc, Research Triangle Park, North Carolina, has announced the discovery and genetic validation of its 100th novel herbicide target for high-throughput chemical screening. It was accomplished within the first two years of Paradigm's five-year, $40 million herbicide discovery partnership with Bayer AG (CPM, October 1998).

Pioneer Hi-Bred International is to stop sales of some genetically engineered maize for the next planting season that has not yet been approved by the European Union. The company sells over 200 hybrid varieties of maize and six of these will be affected. 

Schering AG is forecasting a one-time loss at Aventis CropScience, its joint venture Aventis SA, as a result of the StarLink problems in the US. It has started talks with Aventis about the future of the jv.

Other News and Markets

NEW SCREENING TECHNOLOGY

A team of scientists from CSIRO (www.ento.csiro.au), Australia and the University of Nebraska, USA, has cloned two genes which regulate the level of juvenile hormone (JH) in insects. The proteins involved are juvenile hormone esterase (JHE) and juvenile hormone binding protein (JHBP). "The level of JH is crucial in development where it controls the process of metamorphosis," according to Dr Tony Zera of Nebraska University, who has been examining the biochemistry involved. "In insects such as locusts JH is also one of the factors that control the switch between their sedentary stage and their migratory stage". In many insects which have different adult forms specialised for various functions, JH determines which of these adult forms they become.

"We can now apply for patents for the use of these genes," commented Dr John Oakeshott, leader of CSIRO Entomology's biotechnology programme. His research team has cloned the two genes from several different insects. They now plan to use the proteins in screening systems to scan libraries of natural and synthetic chemicals for insecticidal activity. Dr Zera's work is being supported by the US National Science Foundation and CSIRO by Australia's Cotton Research and Development Corporation.

MONSANTO IN INDIAN COLLABORATION

Monsanto has teamed up with Michigan State University (MSU) and India's Tata Energy Research Institute (TERI) to develop an "enhanced oil" from mustard plants to help children suffering from vitamin A deficiencies, particularly in northern and eastern India, where mustard oil is commonly used for food preparation and cooking. Recent estimates reveal that over 18% of children in India suffer from vitamin A deficiency. TERI's scientists led by Dr Vibha Dawan, have extensive experience in breeding improved varieties of mustard (www.teriin.org).

At the end of November, Monsanto's CEO, Hendrik Verfaillie, announced the "New Monsanto Pledge", which includes a commitment to bring the knowledge and benefits of all forms of agriculture to farmers in the developing world.  Monsanto has created a special team to facilitate technology sharing and agricultural collaborations with public institutions, charitable groups and local industry around the world. 

USAID support

Monsanto has been working since the mid-1990s to enhance the carotenoid levels of oilseed crops, focusing on the accumulation of beta-carotene in rapeseed. In March 1999, Monsanto announced that it would share this gene transfer technology, and started a partnership with the US Agency for International Development (USAID) and the Global Vitamin A Alliance in order to do so. USAID will also fund the Indian efforts through a grant to MSU, which will collaborate with TERI and Monsanto in the adoption and transfer of technology to produce the beta-carotene enhanced oilseed mustard plants. 

INDIAN INVESTMENTS FOR BAYER

Bayer expects to sign a marketing and distribution agreement with an unnamed company in India relating to its crop protection products next month. It is also investing $200 million in a plastics production plant.

MITSUI & SUMITOMO CHEMICAL 

Mitsui Chemicals Inc and Sumitomo Chemical Company Ltd have reached a basic agreement to consolidate all their business activities, including crop protection, by around October 2003. 
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