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BASF & BAYER FACING FLAK OVER FRENCH BEES

The French authorities have suspended sales of the insecticide fipronil, alleging that it is killing bees. The ban includes six crop products containing fipronil, namely Regent TS, Regent 5GR, Schuss, Metis, Texas and Zoom. These are now marketed by BASF Agro following its acquisition of Aventis CropScience’s agricultural interests in the insecticide. Fipronil is marketed for control of major pests on a wide range of field and horticultural crops and against fleas, ticks and mites. The ban will last until a European Union inquiry into fipronil is completed, which is expected before the end of 2005.

The concerns about fipronil first arose in 2001 when beekeepers noticed that their bees were dying off in high numbers. Judge Jean Guary in the Southern Haute-Garonne region recently ruled that the manufacturers were responsible for destroying the bees. The French court has put BASF Agro and its chief executive in France, Emmanuel Bustrean, under formal investigation for selling toxic farm products harmful to human and animal health.  Bayer CropScience’s French subsidiary has confirmed that the company and its CEO, Franck Garnier, have also been placed under formal investigation because the company marketed Regent TS insecticide for nine months before it was sold to BASF Agro last year. This is one step short of being charged according to Bayer’s lawyer, Olivier Baratelli. Both BASF and Bayer have denied that there had been any proof of a direct link between fipronil and high death rates in bees. 

The French Agriculture Minister, Hervé Gaymard, said that farmers who use insecticides containing fipronil will be able to use up their supplies over the spring period but that further sales are suspended until further notice. It is claimed that a study carried out by the French food safety agency in 2002 discovered a link between the use of fipronil and an increase in bee deaths. The research, however, was considered by the experts to be inconclusive.

It was Bayer’s insecticide Gaucho (imidacloprid) that first hit the headlines for allegedly killing bees when used on sunflowers as a seed treatment. This prompted French beekeepers to protest on the streets of Paris and elsewhere (CPM January 1999). Gaucho was temporarily banned in 1999 as a seed treatment when the French Government applied the precautionary principle. Bayer was asked to produce evidence that the product was safe but most of the studies conducted have proved inconclusive. There still appears to be no definitive independent evidence to link bee death to imidacloprid, although studies are ongoing through independent testing companies such as Testapi (CPM, December 2002).  Bayer has put forward many alternative arguments to explain the loss of bees and some experts have suggested other possibilities such as viral diseases or a “spiroplasm” in bees which gives similar symptoms. Early in 2003, the French Ministry decided to prolong the ban on imidacloprid on sunflowers by a further three years as no distinctive scientific factor had emerged to justify reversing this decision. With French beekeepers prepared to demonstrate on the streets, it appears that the political arguments are proving much stronger than the scientific ones. 

Despite the fact that the ban on imidacloprid has now been extended on two occasions a significant decline in bee numbers has continued. Some beekeepers have blamed the use of imidacloprid on corn and others its replacement, fipronil. They claim that where sunflowers are treated with fipronil, the bees become ill once the sunflowers start to flower and produce nectar. Whatever the reason, it is now fipronil that is coming under increasing scrutiny.

BASF has said that it might contribute funding for research to prove that fipronil is harmless to honeybees. "We have excellent scientific proof to show that Regent TS is not the bad guy,” commented BASF's crop protection chief ecotoxicologist Christoph Kuenast in an interview with Reuters. The company has offered to help initiate a research programme with an independent European institute and French authorities to find the real reason for the bee colony decline. Regent TS has sales of about EUR5 million in France, which is the lead country in assessing safety tests for the product in the European Union.

BASF states that it has found no fipronil either in the pollen or the nectar of sunflowers, which honeybees feed on, but French beekeepers argue that fipronil can still be found in flowers. Dr Kuenast said that worries over bees could be a problem for some time to come, with diseases being an important factor and dry soil and warm climates leading to lower amounts of nectar in some flowers.

Crop Protection Monthly’s correspondent, Brian Hopper, is both a biologist and a beekeeper and worked for many years in the pesticide industry for Shell. He has been following the “imidacloprid saga” for some years now, but has always been somewhat sceptical that a seed treatment could have such a dramatic impact upon bees, especially as studies have shown that little or no residues appear in flowers or nectar.  He suspects that it is much more likely that the main cause of deaths is disease-related. It could be due to viruses, many carried commensally by bees, but which only gain expression when they are under stress.  It is well established that an important cause of such stress is the mite parasite, Varroa, which is now endemic across Europe.  Indeed, it is usually the secondary infections from various viruses that cause the death of bees and the subsequent collapse of colonies rather than the direct impact of Varroa, which has more of a debilitating effect on bees. Mr Hopper thinks that much the same might be said of fipronil, although this insecticide has a much wider range of applications and formulations and could cause bee deaths if used incorrectly. He reserves judgement pending a more thorough investigation of the circumstances of its use and the interactions with foraging bees.

Mr Hopper’s views seem to be supported by the French Food Protection Agency, AFSSA (Agence française de sécurité sanitaire des aliments), which is regularly consulted by the French Ministry of Agriculture. It cites an investigation from the year 2000, which has not been published until now. According to this, concentrations of imidacloprid in bee food have not led to adverse effects to bees or bee hives, either in the short or medium term. The AFSSA study can be downloaded from the internet at (http://www.afssa.fr/ftp/afssa/imida.pdf  or http://www.afssa.fr/ftp/afssa/Communique_abeilles.pdf). Since its launch in 1991, products containing imidacloprid have been approved for use in some 120 countries and are used on around 140 agricultural crops. 

GOOD ANNUAL RESULTS FROM SYNGENTA

Syngenta AG has announced total sales of US$6,600 million for 2003, with new products contributing some US$500 million. This was up 6.6% on the previous year and comprised crop protection sales of US$5,507 million and seed sales of US$1,017 million. GM products accounted for US$183 million, some 17% of seed sales. Chairman of Syngenta, Heinz Imhof, said that the results demonstrated the quality of the Syngenta portfolio and the company’s ability to adapt to changing markets.

Crop protection sales at Syngenta (US$ million)

	Product Line
	Sales by year
	%

change

	
	2003 
	2002 
	

	Selective herbicides
	1717
	1606
	+7

	Non-selective herbicides
	616
	650
	-5

	Fungicides
	1438
	1398
	+3

	Insecticides
	960
	855
	+12

	Professional products
	642
	585
	+9

	Others
	134
	166
	-19

	Total
	5507
	5260
	+5


Sales of selective herbicides were boosted by the Callisto (mesotrione) range of herbicides, whose revenues more than doubled to US$218 million. The successful launch of the new combination product Lumax (mesotrione + metolachlor + atrazine) for broad-spectrum weed control helped Syngenta reinforce its leading position in the US corn selective herbicide market. Sales of Fusilade (fluazifop-P-butyl) for soybeans in Brazil also showed some growth and new products were introduced in Central and Eastern Europe. 

Growth in sales of the non-selective herbicide Gramoxone (paraquat) in Brazil and Australasia compensated for a de-stocking programme in China. Sales of Touchdown (glyphosate) were down due to increasing competition in the US but Syngenta broadened its portfolio of glyphosate-based products in 2003.

Fungicide sales were affected by the extremely dry conditions in Western Europe, particularly in France and Germany. This resulted in lower usage of Acanto (picoxystrobin), Amistar (azoxystrobin) and Unix (cyprodinil) on cereals. Amistar partly compensated for this with strong growth in Brazil where it is widely used to treat soybean rust, a significant new disease (January CPM). Sales of both Ridomil Gold (mefenoxam) and Score (difenoconazole) also increased.

Insecticides showed robust growth despite a reduction in the product range. Actara (thiamethoxam) achieved sales of US$127 million with continuing strong growth on cotton and soybeans in the USA and Brazil and on rice in Japan. Sales of Force (tefluthrin), Karate (lambda-cyhalothrin) and Proclaim (emamectin benzoate) on vegetables in Japan increased. Sales of Vertimec (abamectin) also grew, mainly in the USA and Italy.

Sales of professional products showed strong growth, especially seed treatments in North America, Brazil and Argentina. The main driver was Cruiser (thiamethoxam), whose sales increased by more than 50% to $88 million. 

Results by region

In Latin America, particularly Brazil and Argentina, sales expanded across the whole product portfolio as Syngenta capitalised on more favourable conditions and its marketing strengths. Higher commodity prices, more competitive currencies and increased corn and soybean areas all helped. In the Asia-Pacific region, however, sales declined due to product rationalisation, de-stocking in China and market decline in South Korea.

Crop protection sales at Syngenta by region (US$ million)

	Region
	Sales by year
	%

change

	
	2003 
	2002 
	

	Europe, Africa, Middle East
	2053
	1919
	+7

	NAFTA
	1853
	1864
	-1

	Latin America
	750
	596
	+26

	Asia-Pacific
	851
	881
	-10

	Total
	5507
	5260
	+5


Synergies on target

Merger synergies are running ahead of plan. Syngenta saved US$197million in 2003, including $48 million in R&D, and has now made total savings of US$559 million since the operational efficiency programme started. Syngenta’s CEO Michael Pragnell expects the company to save some US$300 million annually over the next five years. 

Since the merger that created the company, staff numbers have been reduced by some 3,600. Syngenta has so far reduced the 121 active ingredients in its portfolio to 83 and is well on the way to its target of 76. It has dropped a number of third-party products that were previously formulated and distributed as they were generating lower levels of profitability. Syngenta sees early signs of stabilisation in the crop protection market for 2004 and believes that its organisational strength will allow it to take full advantage of all the opportunities.

Agreement with SemBioSys Genetics 

Syngenta has entered into an agreement to gain access to new technology from the privately-owned Canadian company, SemBioSys Genetics Inc, Calgary. Syngenta will use the SemBioSys patented Stratosome Biologics and StratoCapture Purification Systems for reducing the costs of purifying therapeutic proteins and monoclonal antibodies. Financial details of the agreement, which includes an upfront payment, option exercise fees, milestones and royalties, have not been disclosed. 

Syngenta has a dedicated team of experts in biotechnology and medicine responsible for developing a broad pipeline of novel drugs. "Our goal in biopharma is to apply the Syngenta traditions of scientific excellence and responsible use of technology to help make next-generation biopharmaceuticals more available to the patients who need them," commented Dr Antony Blanc, Head of Biopharma at Syngenta. Whether this move heralds further developments outside its mainstream crop protection and seed interests remains to be seen, although Syngenta is clearly eyeing up some new opportunities.

The SemBioSys technology is an enabling transgenic platform that allows for the attachment of proteins to “oilbodies” (oleosins), natural oil storage organelles found in oilseeds, through either direct targeting or affinity capture. Taking advantage of the simple principle that oil does not mix with water, oilbodies can be easily and inexpensively separated from the majority of other seed components. SemBioSys Genetics Inc (www.sembiosys.com) was founded in 1996 as a spin-out from the University of Calgary. The company made its first major agreement with the Novartis research centre in La Jolla, California, four years ago (CPM January 2000).   

PESTICIDE PACKAGING WASTE ON UK FARMS 

Currently all waste on UK farms is treated as agricultural waste. However, changes in legislation due to come into force later this year will result in it being classified as ‘industrial waste’ under the Environmental Protection Act 1990. This will bring agricultural waste under regulatory controls complying with the EU Waste Framework Directive and will once again put the focus on disposal of pesticide packaging. Tony Hancock, a consultant with 30 years of experience working with plastics container manufacturer Plysu plc (now Nampak Plastics Europe) and chairman of the UK Institute of Packaging’s Environment and Safety Forum, gives his thoughts on the current situation and some possible practical solutions. 

The UK government set up the Agricultural Waste Stakeholders’ Forum in August 2002 (http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/waste/agforum). Its purpose was to discuss the government’s consultation paper and its proposals for extending the management controls required by the Waste Framework Directive to agricultural waste as well as investigating ways and means of addressing issues related to waste disposal. 

In November 2003 the forum issued a report which estimated that there were 32,000 tonnes of packaging on UK farms, 24,000 tonnes of which were plastics. This figure excluded silage plastics, which accounts for another 17,000 tonnes. It also established that 90% of farmers were disposing of some waste using practices that may not be possible once the new legal controls are implemented. These included the burning of waste in the open (83%), using farm tips or burying waste (32%) and putting waste in household dustbins (77%). The report also pointed out that the proposed changes resulting from the EU legislation will mean that uncontrolled burning of waste on farms and the use of farm tips will in future be unlawful. It also highlighted the need to build on good practice and find practical solution to managing waste on farms.

It is in this area of practical solutions that the maximum effort will be required. A sustainable solution should be sought that will not result in a crippling financial burden being placed on farmers by making them pay for disposal costs off the farm. Current options available include packaging minimisation, recycling and re-use.

Packaging minimisation

Contrary to popular perception, ’over packaging’ of pesticides does not really occur due to commercial realities and the rules now in place which ensure minimisation by weight and volume of all packaging placed on the market - The Packaging (Essential Requirements) Regulations 2003 (S.I. 2003 No 1941). These regulations require that all packaging components placed on the market undergo a conformity assessment procedure to ensure that volume and weight are the minimum amount to maintain necessary levels of safety, hygiene and acceptance for the packed product and for the consumer. These regulations have been in existence since 1999 and are enforceable by Trading Standards Officers from local authorities. Much of the packaging used on the farm is for hazardous products and this is required to be certified under the UN performance testing criteria. Further reduction or minimisation of materials is not practical for hazardous products as it would undoubtedly result in pack failures and would raise issues relating to operator protection and environmental contamination.

Scope for further minimisation has been suggested by farmers themselves. They regularly question why there are so many one-litre containers on the market rather than five or ten litre containers. The smaller containers mean that they have to open more packs, remove more foil seals and closures and rinse more containers. The use of larger containers would result in a reduction in material used and a significant saving in packaging waste. Ten empty one-litre empty containers weigh 930g, considerably more than a ten-litre container at 350g.

Recycling

To enable the recycling of plastics to become a feasible option, a commercially viable end-user market must exist for the material collected. The recycled material resulting from the collection, sorting, washing and granulation process must also be more competitive than the prime material. Much of the plastics packaging on farm is used for hazardous products, which in effect rules it out for use in any conventional end-user market. The UK annually produces 400,000 tonnes of rigid plastic containers, of which only 14,000 tonnes are recycled with none from the hazardous sector. 

Re-use of containers

The re-use option offers the most practical solution to issues relating to operator protection, environmental protection and container disposal. There are currently generic systems available on the market that, if adopted, would make a major contribution to meeting the objectives of the impending regulation changes. One such system, ‘Rapid Refill’ (www.rapidfill.co.uk), has been in commercial use for several years for both liquid and granular agrochemicals, proving its suitability for achieving multiple trips over its five-year life span. This system is based on easy-to-handle five and ten litre containers, ensuring that the maximum weight of any pack is in keeping with recommendations for the manual handling of loads. It has a closed dispensing system that substantially reduces the risk of contamination to operators and the environment. By operating on a gravity-dispensing principle, the need for rinsing containers on farm is eliminated and the containers are then refilled by the packer/filler with the same product. The real benefit of re-use is that, in compliance with the EC Packaging and Packaging Waste Directive, it considerably reduces the number of containers. At the end of its useful five-year life span, the container is then returned to a single point/packer filler for controlled disposal, eliminating the need for on-farm disposal.

Discussions with farmers reveal that some 90% would prefer re-use as the packaging option for liquids and granules, but not enough products are currently available in a re-use system. According to agrochemical manufacturers, the main problem is cost. However, developments over the past five years have resulted in very little cost difference between re-use packaging and the current practice of one-trip containers. There is now a discussion regarding a ‘national collection scheme’ for conventional plastic containers but it is difficult to assess how practical a solution this will be for the 160,000 farmers in the UK. In contrast, the re-use container at the end of its useful life would then be delivered to the packer/filler in only ten to 15 locations, for controlled incineration to produce energy.

The new legislation will place a heavy financial burden on farmers and prompt action is required. Conducting “life-cycle analysis programmes”, or planning possible collection schemes that may or may not materialise over the next five years, will be of no immediate use to farmers who face paying for disposal costs in the very near future. Recycling is not a viable option, minimisation is already playing its part and re-use systems are now available.

The key players are the pesticide manufacturers who would benefit from the suggestions laid out in the recent report from the Agricultural Waste Stakeholders’ Forum, Opportunities from change (http://www.defra.gov.uk/news/2003/031107a.htm). They should also consult more with customers and continue to improve product design to minimise waste and facilitate waste recovery. 

EUROPEAN NEWS & MARKETS

FLUOXASTROBIN RECOMMENDED FOR UK APPROVAL

Bayer CropScience’s cereal fungicide fluoxastrobin (code-named HEC) has been recommended for approval by the UK’s Advisory Committee on Pesticides (ACP), following further consideration of the data after its January meeting. A spokesperson from Bayer CropScience said, "This is an important milestone in our plans to bring an exciting range of innovative cereal fungicides to the market in spring 2005.  Fluoxastrobin has a unique disease control spectrum combined with strong physiological benefits, which will bring real value to the evolving UK market." Fluoxastrobin will be available only in co-formulation and will have both foliar and seed treatment applications. The fungicide was first revealed at the 2002 Brighton Crop Protection Conference (CPM November 2002). Bayer was disappointed not to receive UK approval in time for sales this year and was required to submit some additional studies. 

NEW PORTUGESE FACILITY FOR AGRISEARCH

Europe's leading field-based contract research organisation, Agrisearch Ltd, is setting up a new facility in Portugal in the Vinho Verde, a rain-washed region in the North West just south of the Minho river (www.agrisearch.eu.com). The base will be run by agronomist José Amoedo and is well-suited for conducting trials on vine downy mildew which is a more important disease in Portugal than in Spain.

During 2004 Agrisearch will be able to conduct efficacy trials that are officially recognised in Portugal and also GLP residue studies. Trials are already planned for vines, stone fruits, apples and melons and there will also be a number of ecotoxicity studies. Agrisearch has also announced that Christophe Narboux will in future co-ordinate all studies conducted at its four field bases in France. He will work closely with Claudio Lama (CPM November 2003), who was recently appointed sales manager for France.

MESSENGER APPROVED IN SPAIN

The US company, Eden Bioscience Corporation, Bothell, Washington (www.edenbio.com), has received approval from the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food in Spain for the use of its growth promoter, Messenger (harpin), in tomatoes, peppers, cucumbers, strawberries, lettuce, citrus and olives. It is the first product to receive registration under a new category in Spanish plant protection legislation for preparations that strengthen plants by invoking physiological responses that can occur naturally through different external factors.

BASF TAKES SHARE IN FRENCH PRODUCTION SITE

BASF AG acquired the worldwide business of the insecticide active ingredient fipronil from Bayer CropScience last year as well as parts of the seed treatment business with some fungicidal active ingredients (CPM March 2003). A large portion of these active ingredients are produced at a site at St Aubin les Elbeuf, France. When Aventis CropScience was acquired by Bayer in 2002, this site remained the property of Rhône-Poulenc Biochimie, Antony, a wholly-owned subsidiary of Aventis SA. The active ingredients fipronil, iprodione and triticonazole continued to be produced by Rhône-Poulenc Biochimie under contract for Bayer.

BASF and Rhône-Poulenc Biochimie reached agreement on 14 February on the division of the St. Aubin les Elbeuf production site. BASF will take over all the plants producing crop protection products, some of the infrastructure facilities and some 16 hectares of the 34-hectare site. The two companies have mutually concluded service agreements and 309 employees at the site will join BASF. 

BELGIUM REJECTS GM RAPE

The Belgian authorities have rejected an application from Bayer CropScience to approve its GM glufosinate-resistant spring oilseed rape. The country’s agriculture minister, Freya van den Bossche, said this month that the adverse effects on weeds, seeds and insects found in the UK’s Farm Scale Evaluations and the far-reaching spread of GM pollen were the main factors leading to the decision. 

Dr Mark Avery, Director of Conservation at the UK’s Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (www.rspb.org.uk) said: "This is good news for farmland birds right across Europe. About 200 RSPB members wrote to ask Mrs van den Bossche to say no to this GM crop. We are delighted that she has listened.” The Belgian Biosafety Council advised her that field margins or uncropped fields could be the only sanctuaries for wild plants and the insects, birds and mammals depending on them, if GM crop cultivation became widespread (www.biosafety-council.be/bac_advices.html).

SYNGENTA’S NEW TMX SEED TREATMENT TECHNOLOGY

Syngenta has revealed more details this month of how its new insecticidal seed treatment, thiamethoxam (TMX), works in cereals, oilseed rape and a range of other crops. More effective control of early season pests will ensure rapid plant emergence, strong establishment and reduced risk of virus transmission, according to Tony Moran, Syngenta’s European seed treatment specialist. Introducing TMX at a technical briefing at Syngenta’s Jealott’s Hill International Research Centre in Berkshire on 11 February 2004, Mr Moran said: “TMX seed treatment provides direct protection of grain in the soil, deterring slug, wireworm and other soil pest damage. Release of insecticidal activity into the soil immediately surrounding the seed protects the developing root zone from attack. Furthermore, rapid uptake of TMX into the developing seedling and the highly systemic movement within the growing tissue protects against insect pest attack on foliage.” 

Protection for 6-8 weeks

Thiamethoxam moves throughout the rapidly growing seedling and is replenished continuously from the root reservoir even in dry conditions. Under field conditions, TMX has demonstrated protection of six to eight weeks or more. Many growers now sow crops at significantly reduced seed rates, often as low as 100/m2. Mr Moran argues that they cannot afford further losses to pest damage. In trials TMX has shown a 40% reduction in grain hollowing by slugs compared with untreated plots.

Once taken up into oilseed rape seedlings, TMX effects a rapid kill on aphids, flea beetle and other leaf feeding pests, according to Mr Moran. “Nerve impulses within the pests are quickly blocked, which stops feeding damage and effectively halts virus spread; control of autumn aphids is critical during the most vulnerable early phases for the transmission of Barley Yellow Dwarf Virus (BYDV) in cereals and Beet Western Yellows Virus (BWYV) in oilseed rape. Pests die within a few hours and there is no known cross resistance with any other insecticide group.”      

TMX has proven especially effective in dry seedbed conditions, according to Syngenta’s technical manager, Beth Hall, where it creates a protective zone around the seed and root. TMX has optimal lipophilicity (soil binding) and water solubility properties, providing longer lasting availability for plant uptake and relying less on soil moisture than organophosphate, carbamate or other neonicotinoid seed treatments.

Registration alone and in mixtures

Registration has been sought for TMX to be available as a straight insecticidal seed treatment for cereals. For oilseed rape, TMX will be available as a combined package with fungicides fludioxonil and mefenoxam.

NEW UK ANALYTICAL LABORATORY 

Lord Haskins, adviser to the UK government on rural matters and former chairman of Northern Foods, officially opened a new analytical laboratory at the Stockbridge Technology Centre (STC), Cawood, North Yorkshire, this month. This is the first new dedicated feed and combinable crops laboratory facility to be built in the UK for over a decade. Lord Haskins, patron of the UK Trust for the Advancement of Agrarian Practice which owns the STC site, commented: "It is increasingly important that there are high quality analytical services available within the food chain and, in particular, facilities that can respond to changing market requirements under internationally accredited standards."

The new facility, run by NRM Laboratories, takes over from the company's Selby site which was one of the first dedicated feed laboratories in the UK, tracing its origins back to the 1900s. The facilities have been designed to meet the analytical needs of the UK grain and feedstuffs industries. The wide range of tests offered includes nutritional composition and grain trading requirements as well as testing for undesirable substances such as mycotoxins, pesticide residues, heavy metals and microbiological assays. The new laboratory holds accreditation from UKAS (United Kingdom Accreditation Service) and TASCC (Trade Assurance Scheme for Combinable Crops) and is also approved by the UK’s agriculture ministry DEFRA for microbiology testing. 

NRM Laboratories was set up in 1990 following the decision by ICI Fertilisers to dispose of its agricultural testing facilities at Jealott’s Hill, Bracknell, Berkshire. It was acquired in October 2003 by Sensor-Tech Ltd, Cambridgeshire. NRM employs 40 staff in Bracknell and 20 in Cawood (www.nrm.uk.com).

UK INSPECTION INTERCEPTS POTATO BROWN ROT

The bacterium Ralstonia solanacearum, the causative agent of potato brown rot, has been found during annual survey checks by DEFRA in a consignment of seed potatoes at a farm in Lancashire this month. The potatoes had been imported from the Netherlands and were due to be planted for ware potato production. The annual survey is carried out in all EU member states to check for potato diseases, including both brown rot and ring rot. Action is being taken to prevent the movement of potatoes from this farm and to trace related stocks (http://defra/planth/brownrot.htm). An EC Directive on the control of brown rot requires member states to carry out annual surveys for the disease, covering both visual symptoms and latent infection. The sample which has tested positive was taken by the Plant Health and Seeds Inspectorate and was tested at the Central Science Laboratory (CSL).

UK potato ring rot outbreak contained

Tracing and testing work associated with the potato stocks at the farm in Wales where an outbreak of potato ring rot was detected (CPM November 2003) have confirmed that the outbreak has been contained and that no other farms have grown or received infected stocks. Over 165,000 potato tubers have been tested during the outbreak.   On the outbreak farm, one stock of the Provento variety and one stock of a Provento/Almera mixture were found to be infected.  Apart from these two stocks, all tests were negative, including those on the remaining 20 seed potato stocks on the outbreak farm.

The testing also included other stocks of Provento and Almera from the 2003 harvest, seed potatoes from the UK 2003 harvest grown from 2002 stock from the outbreak farm, seed potatoes from stocks with a clonal link to stocks grown on the outbreak farm and those on farms with a machinery link to the outbreak farm. A substantial testing programme was also carried out in the Netherlands, from where the Provento seed potatoes originated (http://defra/planth/ring.htm).

READING UNIVERSITY HERBARIUM WEBSITE 

A new website for the herbarium at Reading University has been launched this month (www.herbarium.reading.ac.uk). Founded in 1900, the herbarium contains 264,500 plant specimens from around the world, with a particular focus on the UK and Mediterranean countries such as Spain and Morocco. There are extensive collections of phanerogams, pteridophytes, bryophytes and lichens. It also incorporates other herbariums from Reading  University's former Department of Agricultural Botany, Southampton University and the weed herbarium from Long Ashton Research Station, Bristol. The website allows researchers to search and see data from around 35,000 of the specimens.

Visiting Professor Sir Ghillean Prance, former Director of the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew, inaugurated the website on February 16, 2004. He said: "This is one of the country's most important herbariums and the database on the new website will prove to be a most valuable tool for botanists." Dr Stephen Jury, the curator of the herbarium, said that researchers will also be able to search for 976 paintings and drawings of Spanish plants by the late Jill Smythies. 

Biological control of nematodes

Dr Simon Gowen of Reading University's School of Agriculture, Policy and Development, together with Mrs Barbara Pembroke and other researchers, have been working on the use of the bacterium Pasteuria penetrans to control nematodes for more than 15 years. Their projects have been funded by the Department for International Development (DFID) and contracted through Natural Resources International Ltd, which recently won the Small Consultancy Firm of the Year prize at the British International Expertise Awards.

"Controlling nematodes is difficult and alternatives to expensive, toxic and environmentally damaging chemicals are urgently needed," said Dr Gowen. "The bacteria have an impact on the nematodes by attaching to them as they move through the soil. The challenges for scientists are to find simple ways of producing the bacteria, distributing its spores in soil and devising cultural and management practices that enable them to increase naturally on the nematode population to levels at which crop damage is reduced."

Fieldwork is now underway with collaborators in Kenya to find ways of mass-producing and improving the efficacy of Pasteuria penetrans.  At the Kenya Agricultural Research Institute, long-term trials are monitoring the populations of the pest and the bacterium and the field site is being used to demonstrate the principles and methods to smallholders and farmers. The successes of the projects, funded by Natural Resources International with the Kenyan Government, have promoted modifications to the Kenyan Pest Control Act which will enable the widespread use of biopesticides. Another Reading University research partner, Dudutech (Kenya) Ltd, is planning to distribute Pasteuria penetrans under these new regulations. 

HERBICIDE APPROVED FOR UK LEEKS

Certis UK has been granted full label approval by the UK Pesticides Safety Directorate for the use of the herbicide Decimate (chlorthal-dimethyl + propachlor) on leeks. The approval is timely given the recent revocation of the herbicides Atlas Red and Croptex Chrome (both containing chlorpropham + fenuron) for use on the crop (and the Welsh celebrating St David’s Day on 1 March!). Decimate is a residual treatment for pre-emergence weed control of annual meadow grass and broad-leaved weeds. It can be applied after drilling, at transplanting or following crop emergence. Many UK field vegetable growers are already familiar with Decimate having used it on brassica and root crops. Up to now, leek growers have had to tank mix Dacthal (chlorthal-dimethyl) with propachlor. Decimate offers a superior formulation, saving time during mixing and delivering improved herbicide activity, according to Certis. Decimate is already registered for use on a wide range of vegetable crops including cabbages, bulb onions, Brussels sprouts, swedes and turnips. The application rate for leeks is 20 litres of Decimate in 450-1000 litres of water per hectare.

AMERICAN NEWS & MARKETS

HERBICIDE FRAUD VERDICT AGAINST BASF UPHELD

The Minnesota Supreme Court has approved a jury award this month and judgement of US$56 million against BASF Corporation, New Jersey, for defrauding US farmers in the sale of the sethoxydim herbicides Poast and Poast Plus in a national class action lawsuit. After a five-week trial that was concluded in December 2001, a jury unanimously found that BASF committed consumer fraud in the sale of Poast products sold in all 50 US states from 1992-96 (CPM, January 2002). 

In a ruling made by the Minnesota Court of Appeals, an intermediate appellate court, on 11 March 2003, the jury verdict was also upheld. Minneapolis attorney Douglas Nill (www.farmlaw.com), who, with attorney Hugh Plunkett, represented the farmers, commented: "For seven years this world's largest chemical company has pounded us with a blizzard of paper. It is a tremendous victory for consumers." Trial evidence established that BASF defrauded thousands of farmers by marketing the same herbicide as different products, Poast and Poast Plus, at different prices as a "system of deceit" to extract inflated prices for the same herbicide from minor crop farmers. BASF sold the more expensive Poast for crops including sugar beet, sunflowers, potatoes, field beans, vegetables and fruits whilst selling the cheaper Poast Plus for crops such as soybeans and cotton. The cost difference was about $10/hectare. BASF asserted that it sold “a good product at a fair price'' and that farmers made money using it. BASF concealed from farmers and state regulatory authorities that the cheaper Poast Plus, sold to soybean growers, was approved by the EPA for use on the same crops as the more expensive Poast.

Mr Nill added: "The jury heard evidence that BASF lied to state regulatory authorities, food processors, farmers and others to conceal a federal regulatory action, namely, the EPA registration of Poast Plus for the same crops as Poast, using the same safety data. BASF threatened, encouraged and allowed the criminal prosecutions of farmers for off-label use of cheaper Poast Plus as a marketing strategy. BASF considered the risk of farmers discovering the truth, and whether US farmers could be controlled in future if BASF's fraudulent marketing and pricing schemes were discovered."

Submitting "friend of the court" briefs to the Minnesota Supreme Court on behalf of BASF were the US Chamber of Commerce, National Association of Independent Insurers, American Tort Reform Association, CropLife America, National Association of Manufacturers and American Chemistry Council, Product Liability Advisory Council and Washington Legal Foundation. The State of Minnesota, through Attorney General Mike Hatch, American Sugarbeet Growers' Association, Minnesota Farmers Union, and Minnesota Trial Lawyers Association, submitted "friend of the court" briefs on behalf of farmers.

"The chemical corporations are anxious," said Nill. "BASF admitted during trial that the entire industry has engaged in these marketing games. It has engaged in a charade of selling the same product as different products for different uses, while exploiting regulations intended to protect the safety of people and the environment, to extract higher prices from segments of the consumer market." He also accused BASF of continuing its “paper blizzard strategy” to delay payment to farmers. Mr Nill said that the 11 Minnesota, Montana and North Dakota farmers who represent the class  action will do a pro-rata distribution of the jury's "common fund" damage award to farmers across the USA who can be located and submit claims. Farmers who purchased Poast from 1992-96 should locate invoices or other proof of purchase and contact Mr Nill at dnill@farmlaw.com. A notice for a claim distribution process will be published nationwide in farm magazines and mailed to claimants that can be identified.

Crop marketing strategy in doubt

BASF has said that it intends to appeal against the fine and ask the US Supreme Court to review the case. The case has not helped BASF’s image and revealed details of a fairly common though dubious industry practice. Companies know they can make more money from products sold for use on high-value crops and adapt their product offerings accordingly, either with special mixtures or formulations. The advantage to producers is that it can maximise profit opportunities by relating product pricing to product value for the end-user. Whether this approach can be sustained in the future remains very doubtful in view of this latest judgement, at least in the USA. An important principle is at stake, although the position will no doubt vary from country to country.

BASF TO SELL ONE OF ITS THREE BEAUMONT UNITS 

BASF Corporation is looking to sell one of the pesticide production units that it operates in Beaumont, Texas. The facility is a multi-purpose unit that employs 30 people. The site was originally owned by Velsicol Chemical Corporation and used mainly for production of the herbicide dicamba. It was acquired in 1986 by Sandoz which took over Velsicol’s Banvel dicamba business and other herbicide interests. BASF acquired the Beaumont site when it purchased the Novartis dicamba business, a divestment required by the US anti-trust authorities to facilitate the merger of the pesticide interests of Sandoz and Ciba-Geigy. The move is part of BASF’s streamlining of its pesticide production operations. Last year the company made 35 employees redundant out of the 230 on the dicamba unit.

MONSANTO WINS BT PATENT DISPUTE 

Monsanto Company has won a key patent battle over Bt technology for protection of plants against insect damage. The decision by the US Patent and Trademark Office confirming that Monsanto's scientists were the first to invent this important discovery ends a dispute with Mycogen Seeds, a subsidiary of Dow AgroSciences, which has lasted nearly eight years. 

The 200-page decision, issued this month by the Board of Patent Appeals and Interferences, recounts the factual and legal basis for finding that Monsanto was the first company to invent the technology for synthetic Bt genes in plants. Litigation between the companies over the same technology area was first decided in Monsanto's favour in 2002 (CPM, August 2002). Monsanto will seek the issuance of a patent covering the invention involved in its successful interference proceeding. The patent interference issue was originally declared on 7 November 1996 and involves US Patent No 5,380,831, assigned to Mycogen Seeds, and an application assigned to Monsanto. 

Monsanto & Syngenta resolve dispute

Syngenta and Monsanto have reached an agreement that resolves a patent interference proceeding in the US Patent and Trademark Office involving transgenic broadleaf crops such as cotton. The agreement also dismisses a patent infringement lawsuit brought by Syngenta that had been pending in the US District Court for the District of Delaware. Under the terms of the agreement, Syngenta and Monsanto will provide each other with royalty-free, non-exclusive licenses related to the development, use and sale of transgenic crops containing agricultural technologies such as insect-protection and herbicide-tolerance produced through the use of the cross-licensed Agrobacterium-mediated transformation technology. Additional details of the agreement were not disclosed. 

“This agreement secures access for Syngenta to important technologies in broadleaf crops and will clear a path to future product development in biotechnology,” said Dr David Jones, head of business development at Syngenta. Dr Robert Fraley, chief technology officer for Monsanto, also welcomed the agreement, commenting: “It removes hurdles that could otherwise distract us from focusing our efforts on developing new agbiotech products for our customers”. Syngenta and Monsanto are fierce competitors and the leading players in the US crop protection market. There has been other litigation between the companies, including one related to glyphosate (CPM March 2002).

SYNGENTA STRENGTHENS MAIZE INTERESTS

Syngenta has strengthened its broad portfolio of maize seed products with the acquisition of important breeding material from the US-based company CHS Research, LLC. Under the agreement, Syngenta acquires corn germplasm, including breeding materials and in-bred lines from CHS. Syngenta has also entered a new breeding collaboration with CHS focused on the development of enhanced, proprietary corn products. Syngenta Seeds markets corn hybrids under the NK Brand. CHS companies provide research and development support for corn hybrids sold under the Bo-Jac, Curry and Hoegemeyer brands. All companies will retain ownership of their respective brands and commercial seed businesses, and will continue to independently sell products.

CROPSOLUTION DEAL WITH NORAK

Norak Biosciences, Research Triangle Park, North Carolina, has signed an agreement to sell selected subsets of its small molecule, compound library to Cropsolution Inc (www.cropsolution.com) , which is also based in Research Triangle Park. Norak’s compound library has over 900,000 small molecules that the company is actively screening in its G-protein-coupled receptor (GPCR) pharmaceutical discovery programme. Cropsolution will use the selected compounds in its own crop protection discovery programme.

OTHER NEWS & MARKETS

NUFARM TO DISTRIBUTE BASF PRODUCTS IN AUSTRALIA

Nufarm has disclosed that it has reached agreement with BASF AG, Ludwigshafen, to distribute the German company’s crop protection products in Australia as well as having access to any new products coming from the BASF global pipeline. This follows on from an agreement last month between the companies related to phenoxy herbicides and Nufarm acquiring rights to some BASF products for the Austrian market (January CPM).  

BASF has been active in the Australian crop protection market for some 40 years and its products generated sales of AU$40 million (US$31 million) in 2003. Nufarm, which has a strong position in the herbicide market, will benefit in particular from BASF’s insecticides and fungicides, especially for horticultural crops. The agreement comes into effect on 1 March and Nufarm will be taking on a number of BASF product specialists to ensure continuity of service.

DISCOUNTS ON BOOKS FROM BLACKWELLS

Following negotiations with Blackwell Publishing, subscribers to Crop Protection Monthly will be allowed a discount of 30% on all of its books on agriculture, business, science and technology. Subscribers will be notified about how they can claim their discounts in the next few days.  

SYNGENTA ACQUIRES DIA-ENGEI

Syngenta has acquired all outstanding shares of Dia-Engei, the Japanese leader in producing and marketing seedlings of flowering plants and vegetables, as part of moves to expand its presence in this sector. Dia-Engei’s sales in 2003 were Yen 858 million (US$8 million) and Japan is the third largest flower seed market in the world. Dia-Engei was established in 1989 as a joint venture company between Syngenta and Mitsubishi Chemical Corporation. Before this acquisition, Syngenta's holding in Dia-Engei was 33%.

CONFERENCE CALENDAR

Please visit the Crop Protection Monthly website to get an update: 

http://www.crop-protection-monthly.co.uk/futconfs.htm
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