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FULL STEAM AHEAD FOR NOVARTIS

Following final approval last month by the US Federal Trade Commission, Novartis has made its début on the world stage.  A nine-month gestation period has followed the initial announcement of the planned merger between Ciba-Geigy and Sandoz, made on 17 March last year.  Like most pregnancies, this one has not been without its problems and uncertainties.  

Novartis has now successfully emerged from the friendly fusion of the Basel companies and officially came into being on 20 December.  Novartis shares began trading in Switzerland on 23 December, with the company's market capitalization a massive 105 billion Swiss Francs ($78 billion), 40% above the equivalent level last March.    

Novartis, an abbreviation of the Latin for "new skills", has high hopes and high ambitions.  The company has some 100,000 employees based at 600 company sites, with operations in over 100 countries.  The company's logo is a representation of DNA as seen under the microscope, and, appropriately, it is already the leading life sciences company in the world.  The management aims to keep it that way, seeing the future firmly based on continuing innovation and attracting the best skilled people to join it.  

The specialty chemical interests of Novartis will be spun off by April, leaving the company with a unique focus on three business areas.  It is aiming for world leadership in all of them.  Healthcare is the largest, with 1996 sales of 16.27 billion Swiss Francs ($12.1 billion), making Novartis the world's number two player, behind the UK company, Glaxo Wellcome.  

Agribusiness comes next with sales of SFr 7.62 billion ($5.7 billion) in 1996, followed by nutrition at SFr 3.70 billion.  Annual R&D expenditure supporting the three sectors is running at SFr 3.5 billion.  Crop protection accounted for 73% of agribusiness sector sales in 1996, rising by 8% to SFr 5,594 million ($4,160 million).  

This makes Novartis the undisputed leader in the crop protection world, with 15-16% market share, ahead of its nearest rivals, Zeneca, Monsanto and AgrEvo with around 10%.  In view of this strong position, future growth is most likely to come from inside the organisation, rather than by acquisition.  Seeds, where Novartis will be number two behind Pioneer, accounted for 16% of 1996 agribusiness sales, with animal health making up the other 11%.

With a merger of this size and complexity, it is inevitable that the pace and style will vary according to country, but for the most part, everything should be in place by mid-year.  The process has occurred quickly in the USA, Germany and the UK, whereas in France it will take much longer due to the complexity and the need to follow a consultation procedure with the unions.  

Two New Product Introductions Each Year 

Novartis intends to introduce two novel crop protection agents each year, maintaining Ciba's record of innovation leadership over the last decade (December CPM).  Currently, some 50% of Novartis crop protection sales come from products less than ten years old.  

The company also has a new total herbicide at the early stage of development, with a rapid mode of action.  If all goes according to plan, this should reach the market early in the next millennium, when it will compete with glyphosate and glufosinate.  

Monsanto will present a growing challenge to Novartis in the agribusiness sector.  This month, it has continued on the acquisition trail and made a billion dollar bid for US seed company, Holden's (see American Markets), subject to US government approval. 

Transgenic Wheat Breakthrough 

Novartis is making rapid strides in the biotechnology area and there will be closer links in future between the seeds and crop protection interests, especially on the technical side.  The American subsidiary of Novartis was granted US Patent No. 5,596,131 on 21 January covering technology for inserting new genetic traits into wheat, such as resistance to disease or insects.  

This is the first US patent issued for transgenic wheat and Novartis intends to license the rights widely to third parties.  The breakthrough came from Ciba's US seed subsidiary, which merged with Northrup King on 1 January to form Novartis Seeds Inc.  

Novartis also received a US patent this month for a method of controlling insect larvae in corn, using Bacillus thuringiensis genes.  It has subsequently filed patent infringement lawsuits against three US companies, Monsanto, DeKalb and Pioneer.  

Many of the new opportunities for Novartis in human, animal and plant health will come from the manipulation of DNA, which will bring it increasingly into areas of public concern and controversy.  Novartis has a challenging and exciting life ahead, which will hopefully lead to tangible benefits for all of us. 

EUROPEAN NEWS AND MARKETS

RADICAL OVERHAUL OF ECPA

The European Crop Protection Association, Brussels, which represents the interests of trade associations in 18 countries and 15 leading crop protection companies, has started the New Year with a new structure and focus.  ECPA also has a new logo and recently moved offices to be closer to the European Commission.  

A strategy development team, drawn from ECPA members, has been working on restructuring proposals during the last year.  As part of its deliberations, an outside specialist with expert knowledge of the workings and politics of Brussels was consulted.  

ECPA is now focusing on four key areas, agriculture, environment, consumers and industry and the work of its committees will now be more clearly defined.  Until now, ECPA has had no mandate from its members to deal with biotechnology issues, but this is now changing and it will be increasingly liaising with another industry group, EuropaBio, Brussels (formerly SAGB).  

ECPA will play a greater role in communicating with the public and politicians and has hired new managers to facilitate this.  In the words of director general, Pierre Urech, ECPA is now striving for "dialogue, networking, openness and transparency".  

Improving European Outlook

Sales of members of the European Crop Protection Association, which account for about 90% of market in Western Europe, rose by 10.1% to ECU 5.49 billion ($US 7.1 billion) in 1995.  Good results are also likely for 1996.  According to ECPA's annual report, active ingredient sales fell in volume by 2.8% to 258,748 tonnes in 1995.  They have fallen 7% since 1992, chiefly due to the lower dose rates of newer products. 

Western Europe continues to lead the world in terms of fungicide sales, accounting for over 40% of global consumption in value terms in 1995.  Herbicide sales accounted for 23% of the world total, insecticides for 20%.  Europe's crop protection industry employs some 32,500 people in the European Union, notes ECPA, and invests about $US 1,000 million annually in R&D.   

TRANSGENIC MAIZE APPROVAL 

The European Commission gave the green light to imports of maize containing Bacillus thuringiensis genes shortly after CPM went to press last month.  This should have cleared the way for imports of US corn to proceed normally, halting the uncertainty that occurred whilst the decision had been pending.  

Following that decision, however, the Austrian government issued its own ban on the importation of Bt maize, taking effect from early January, claiming that insufficient work had been done on the antibiotic marker gene.  Under EU rules, member states can challenge a Commission ruling if they consider that it poses a risk to human health or the environment.

Bt corn only made up about 0.6% of the 1996 US crop, but has not been separated.  The three scientific panels examining the issue gave their all-clear last month, but Austria, Luxembourg and the UK opposed the Commission's decision.

The German farmer's union, DBV, has already been holding talks with plant breeders and the food industry about separate sowing, storage, handling and processing of Bt maize, even though it is unlikely to be grown in Germany until 1998

EU TOBACCO SUBSIDIES CONTINUE 

The European Commission has agreed to continue subsidies to tobacco growers, despite opposition from the anti-smoking lobby and some of its own commissioners.  In future, subsidies, which last year amounted to $1,200 million, will be linked to production of higher quality tobacco.  

The EU is the world's largest exporter of cigarettes, particularly to developing countries, but the quality is poor and health risks high.  Greece is the main producer of tobacco in the European Union, with over 70,000 hectares grown, followed by Spain and France.  There is also a small area in Germany and Austria.

Financial assistance will also be offered to tobacco growers wanting to quit the crop.  According to agriculture commissioner, Franz Fischler, there is no alternative from which they could make a living.  In view of how amenable tobacco is to genetic manipulation, there should be some interesting commercial opportunities for innovative biotechnology companies. 

SUMITOMO CORPORATION RESTRUCTURINGS

Summit Agro Holdings Ltd, a subsidiary of Sumitomo Corporation and the parent company of Pan Britannica Industries, is to take over the distribution companies that Sumitomo has been establishing in Europe.  Summit Agro will have direct responsibility for Sumi Agro France, Sumi-Agro Poland, Summit-Agro Hungary and Sumi-Agro Romania. These subsidiaries were previously controlled directly by Sumitomo Corporation in Japan. 

Summit Agro Holdings will control businesses with an expected turnover of over $100 million in 1997 and an asset base of over $90 million.  The move is part of Sumitomo's continuing expansion plans in Europe.  Jeremy Tear, managing director of PBI, commented that the consolidation will be "the springboard to a Pan-European formulation, manufacturing and marketing organisation for the future". 

As part of the restructuring, PBI's directors have approved the separation of its gardening business, PBI Garden Products, from the agrochemical, manufacturing and technical operations.  PBI Garden Products will look to expand by merger or acquisition and may seek a public share flotation in due course.  

Sumitomo Corporation recently formed an in-house task force for managing registration and development programmes in Europe.  This was in response to the needs of its suppliers of generic and proprietary pesticides (CPM, November 1995). 

CHEMINOVA CHLORPYRIFOS APPROVALS  

The Danish company, Cheminova Agro A/S, has received UK approval of Cyren (480 g/l chlorpyrifos) for use as a broad-spectrum insecticide in a wide range of crops, including wheat bulb fly control in cereals.  The insecticide will be available to the UK trade from February, according to John Hudson, head of Cheminova's UK operations.  

Registrations have also been granted in a few other European countries, but the first sales are likely to come from the UK. 

Cheminova has spent ten years of research and over $20 million of investment to develop Cyren.  The brand name will be used internationally.  

The company has built a dedicated production plant for chlorpyrifos alongside its glyphosate plant near Lemvig, Denmark (November CPM).  Cheminova has developed its own production process for chlorpyrifos which has been patented.  Chlorpyrifos is the world's top-selling insecticide, although it is being closely challenged by Bayer's Gaucho (imidacloprid).  

The USA, where chlorpyrifos has a wide range of uses, including termite control, will be the largest market for Cyren, although some household uses are coming under increasing restrictions there.  Cheminova already has annual sales of approaching $100 million in the USA.  

The US EPA reached agreement with Cheminova this month for extensive changes to be made in the formulation and packaging of the insecticide, methyl parathion.  The cotton insecticide has been illegally sprayed in hundreds of homes in Mississippi to control cockroaches, and the EPA had been threatening to ban the product altogether.  

UNITED KINGDOM

Novartis Commences UK Operations

Novartis Crop Protection Ltd, Whittlesford, officially comes into existence on 1 February, combining the Ciba and Sandoz interests.  The biological pest control company, Ciba Bunting, Colchester, is being renamed Novartis BCM.  

Don Taylor of Ciba will head up the new Whittlesford operation, with additional responsibilities for Ireland and Benelux.  David Allen of Sandoz takes over responsibilities for marketing, Bob Richardson for sales and Mike Smith at R&D.  The Sandoz office in Ipswich will be closing at the end of February.  

There have been a number of job cuts at Ciba, but all those affected have found alternative positions.  As part of a production rationalisation programme, the formulation plant in Whittlesford has been sold to a management buy-out team.    

Novartis Crop Protection will have 160 staff and UK sales of £65-70 million, giving it market leadership alongside AgrEvo.  Novartis will have over 70 brands in its UK range, with a focus on disease and weed control in cereals, field vegetables and top-fruit.  The Ciba and Sandoz distribution arrangements will remain unchanged this season. 

Novartis will be launching at least three new products in the UK this year, including a potato seed treatment, Gambit.  Approval has just been granted for Mavrik (fluvalinate) for the control of summer aphids in cereals and pollen beetle in oilseed rape, and Insegar (fenoxycarb) for codling moth control in top-fruit.  
Beret Gold (fludioxinil) has also received full approval for control of soil-borne bunt and label extensions for use on spring wheat and oats.  Other products under development include cyprodinil, CGA 245, metalaxyl-M, an insecticide for hops and glasshouse use and new herbicides for grassland and maize. 

Whyte Streamlines Agrochemical Interests

Whyte Chemical Ltd, Finchley, North London, has consolidated its growing UK crop protection interests this month under the banner of the newly-formed Whyte Agrochemicals Division.  Heading up the organisation will be David Stephenson, with Jerry Bloomfield as his deputy.  

Whyte Chemical made its entrance into agrochemicals in 1988 with the acquisition of two Yorkshire concerns, Mirfield Sales & Services Ltd, Dewsbury, and the manufacturing and formulation facility, Pennine Chemicals, Linthwaite, subsequently renamed Grosvenor Chemicals Ltd.  

Whyte later acquired Ashlade Formulations Ltd, Kent, formerly part of the Willmott group (CPM, September 1992), and Dean (Agrochem) Ltd, York and its Wheatley Chemical product range (CPM, October 1994).  Whyte's most recent acquisition was of the pesticide interests of Atlas Interlates Ltd, a subsidiary of Allied Colloids Ltd, Bradford, West Yorkshire (CPM, January 1995).   

Whyte Chemical Ltd is a family-owned diversified chemical company, founded by Melvyn Whyte, in 1976.  He told CPM that "agrochemicals are a key area linked with our expanding manufacturing activity" and the company intends to grow its "agrochemical business both in products and market share in a responsible manner". 

Whyte Chemical has annual sales of over £80 million, with pesticides accounting for over 25% of turnover, giving it about 4% share of the UK market.  After the multinationals, it is the largest UK national pesticide distributor with a very large product range.  Agrochemical 

Although Whyte mainly sells generic pesticides, it is adding a new specialty product to its range this year, the sugar beet insecticide, Oncol (benfuracarb), sold under licence from Otsuka.  Oncol was previously distributed by Zeneca.  Through Mirfield, Whyte is a member of the Agchem Europe Group, an informal association of national distribution companies in Europe.  

Takeda Opens London Agchem Office 

Japan's leading pharmaceutical company, Takeda Chemical Industries, has set up an agrochemicals office in London to develop and register new crop protection products for the European market.  Takeda's sales in this sector currently amount to about 4,000 million Yen, but are projected to grow to 20,000 million Yen over the next decade.  

Much of this growth may well come from its new wheat herbicide, sulfosulfuron, which is being developed jointly with Monsanto (CPM, November 1995).  Takeda set up its first overseas agrochemical office in Seoul, South Korea, last April. 

Crop Protection Conferences

There will be a spate of interesting international conferences over the next few months in the UK.  The Society of Chemical Industry's Transgenic Crops: New Perspectives in Crop Protection is being held on 11 March in London (contact SCI - Tel: +44 171 235 3681  Fax: +44 171 235 7743). 

IACR-Rothamsted is the host for Resistance '97 - Integrated Approach to Combating Resistance, from 14-16 April and organised in conjunction with BCPC and SCI (for details, contact IACR-Rothamsted, Tel: +44 1582 763133  Fax: +44 1582 760981).  Later the same week, from 16-18 April, the British Crop Protection Council's Microbial Pesticides: Novelty or Necessity will take place at the University of Warwick (contact BCPE, Tel: +44 1252 733072  Fax: +44 1252 727194). 

Other UK News 

The UK government has issued a shortlist of three bidders for the Agricultural Development and Advisory Service, ADAS.  These are a consortium led by former ADAS chief executive, Julia Walsh, a team led by the current ADAS management and the company, Genus.  

Dr Anne Buckenham is to become Director of the British Agrochemicals Association in July of this year, when the current head, Tony Pike, is due to step down.  

BAYER REFUTES ISRAELI DEAL

A new agency report on 19 January stated that a source "close" to Makhteshim Chemical Works had indicated that the company had signed a pact with Bayer, giving it exclusive rights to a herbicide.  An official spokesman for Bayer AG in Monheim has since told CPM that the report was untrue.  

He added that the only agreement Bayer had with Makhteshim-Agan was signed in July 1995 and related to the supply of one of Bayer's older organophosphorus insecticides.  This form of co-operation is common practice within Bayer AG, although the company continues to make the majority of compounds in its own facilities in Germany and the USA.  

FIRST NATURALIS APPROVAL

The biopesticide marketing company, Intrachem (International) SA, Geneva, has received provisional approval in Switzerland for Naturalis-L, an insecticide based on a selected strain of the fungus, Beauvaria bassiana.  This is the first registration in a European market for this proprietary product, which is manufactured by the US company, Troy Biosciences, Phoenix, Arizona.  

The strain shows good efficacy against greenhouse whiteflies, in particular Bemisia tabaci, which can be very resistant and is becoming a growing international problem (CPM, January 1994).  Naturalis-L is already being sold in the USA and Mexico, and Intrachem expects to receive a registration in Spain in near future, through its subsidiary, Agrichem, Madrid.  

AMISTAR REGISTERED IN BELGIUM

Zeneca obtained provisional registration for Amistar (250 g/l SC azoxystrobin SC) in Belgium this month.  The product has been approved for control of all the main cereal diseases in wheat, barley, rye, spelt and triticale at an application rate of 1.0 l/ha.  

Zeneca has lost no time in launching the product.  Technical presentations and demonstrations have been taking place on an "Amistar lorry" that has been travelling through the main cereal-growing areas in Belgium.  

MAJOR NEW BASF PLANT 

The Spanish Industry Minister, Josep Piqué, presided over the laying of a foundation stone for a new BASF pesticide plant at its site in Tarragona, Spain, on 20 January.  CPM understands that, once complete, the facility will produce new active ingredients for BASF, in particular its strobilurin fungicide, kresoxim methyl.  This received its first approvals last year in Germany and Belgium (CPM, January and April 1996).  

This will be BASF's first major pesticide investment in Spain and very much “state-of-the-art", both in conception and operation.  BASF's director for Southern Europe, Josep Maria Bach, attended the ceremony and said that there would also be significant investment in the infrastructure at the site, including specialised incinerators and a sea terminal.  

According to a Spanish newspaper report, the company will be investing 70,000 million Pesetas ($US 515 million) in the new facilities, but we are still awaiting confirmation from BASF about this huge figure.  BASF inaugurated a $38 million Brazilian production plant for kresoxim methyl last year (November CPM).  

4TH INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON PESTS IN AGRICULTURE 

About 400 delegates attended the 4th Conférence Internationale sur les Ravageurs en Agriculture CIRA at the Corum, Montpellier, from 6-8 January, including 50 from abroad.  The focus and spirit was very much on integrated control, although just what that is eludes an effective definition.

This is the second time Montpellier has hosted this triennial conference.   The city has become an important centre of international agricultural research in recent years.  Its Agropolis complex houses 17 agricultural organisations, including CIRAD, the centre of international co-operation in agronomic research for development.  

The focus of the conference was on integrated control, although many Frenchmen prefer the term "lutte raisonnée", due to the negative connotations of integrée.  One of the guests of honour was the Swiss researcher, Mario Baggiolini, one of the pioneers of integrated control from the 1970s.

According to Jean Thiault, president of FARRE, and a member of EIF, the European Initiative for Integrated Farming, there are now six countries as members, with a seventh expected soon.

Christian Martin of Agriphyto, Perpignan, gave some concrete examples of where France is with IPM.  About 7,750 hectares of tomatoes are grown under cover.  3,000 ha are pollinated by bumble bees, at a cost of 25,000 FF/ha.  1,2000 ha are grown in plastic, 500 ha are treated with Encarsia formosa.  IPM accounts for about 3.4% of production costs at 65,000 FF/ha. +++

A Fougeroux of Ciba outlined how his company is using IPM.  The company has about 30 development sites worldwide and is using a number of different approaches.  Ciba Bunting is developing macro-organisms, Bt products, transgenic plants, and also pheromone/insecticide products, such as Syrene for cotton.

Cotton production in the Ivory Coast and Australia has been increasing, largely due to resistance management, whereas in Thailand and Guatemala it has been declining.

A Reynolds of the UK food company, Geest, told delegates that French farmers would have to adopt IPM methods fast, or risk being excluded as suppliers.  Geest is the largest supplier of fresh fruit and salads and buys produce form throughout the world.  Geest's supermarket clients are taking an increasing interest in how crops are protected from pests and diseases.  There had been a "quiet revolution" in attitudes and there would be IPM audits in the future.  He argued that there was a need for a recognised body to approve protocols that could then be audited.  This contrasted somewhat with the attitude of other speakers who said that IPM should be a spirit rather than a dogma.

Reynolds said that those not joining the quiet revolution would be left behind.  He told CPM that UK supermarkets would be "unlikely to specify what best practice is, but will leave that to individual countries and groups".  

AMERICAN NEWS AND MARKETS
BIOSYS ASSET SALE

The Bankruptcy Court for the District of Maryland approved the sale of the bulk of assets of the biological pest control company, Biosys Inc, to Thermo Trilogy Corporation, a subsidiary of Thermo Ecotek Corporation, on 7 January.  Thermo will also assume responsibility for certain contracts and leases.  

Biosys recently relocated from California to Columbia, Maryland, where Thermo Trilogy is also based.  It filed for Chapter 11 protection under the US Bankruptcy Code after a collapse in its share price (September CPM).  Several bids were received for the company last month.  Biosys common or preferred equity holders are unlikely to receive any payment after liquidation of remaining company assets. 

Thermo Ecotek acquired the biopesticide unit of WR Grace last year, renaming it Thermo Trilogy (May CPM).  There are common interests with Biosys, especially for products derived from neem, and Thermo recently received approval for Trilogy 90EC in California (June CPM).  

EASTMAN EPB PLANT COMPLETED 

Eastman Chemical Company has just completed an epoxybutene (EpB oxirane) derivatives plant in Texas with a production capacity of over 1,300 tonnes per annum.  The derivatives will be used as intermediates for agricultural and pharmaceutical products, including corn herbicides and antibiotics.  Rhône-Poulenc's new corn herbicide, RP201772 (isoxaflutole) possesses suitable chemistry as a target prospect, as do some new sulfonylurea herbicides (CPM, November 1995).  

Eastman is enthusiastic about its new technology as it enables EpB derivatives to be made more economically than previous methods.  The company will initially be producing 2,3-dihydrofuran, cyclopropane carboxaldehyde, cyclopropane carboxylic acid, methylcyclopropane carboxylate, cyclopropane methanol and 3,4-diacetoxy-1-butene, using butadiene as the primary feedstock.  

Another dozen products are being considered for future production and many others are being investigated by six innovation teams that have been established at Eastman.  Products are already being shipped in railcars from Eastman's Texas plant to its fine chemicals facility in Kingport, Tennessee, for further processing.   

DRYDEN TO HEAD CELGRO 

Sam Dryden has been appointed as chairman of Celgro, a new operating unit of Celgene Corporation, Warren, New Jersey.  Celgro's role is to develop and manufacture chirally pure pesticides through its patented biocatalytic processes, for which it was granted a European patent, EP 404,146, last year (March CPM).  Dryden was formerly the CEO and founder of Agrigenetics Corporation.  Celgro's strategy will be to develop partnerships with companies to develop chirally pure versions of their existing products with low cost manufacturing routes, as well as developing proprietary products.  Celgro was formed last year (June CPM), soon after Celgene had concluded an R&D deal with a major pesticide company.  Whether biocatalysis can be an effective competitor with asymmetric synthetic methods is an open question, although for large volume products it may well prove so. 

WALNUT DEAL FOR DEMETER

Demeter BioTechnologies, Durham, North Carolina, has concluded a co-operative R&D agreement with the University of California, Davis, and the USDA's ARS Southern Regional Research Center, New Orleans.  The agreement relates to the genetic transformation of English walnut rootstock and cultivars to enhance their resistance to  various fungal and bacterial diseases.  

Walnuts are an important cash crop in California, grown on about 80,000 hectares, with annual production worth some $300 million.  Similar quantities are also produced in China and Europe.  Proprietary genes from Demeter, Peptidyl MIM's (Membrane Interactive Molecules), will be introduced into the leading walnut rootstock, Paradox, and also into two important cultivars, Chandler and Tulare.  

The genes should provide enhanced disease resistance for the rootstock against root and crown rots (Phytophthora spp, Amillaria mellea), crown gall (Agrobacterium tumefaciens).  It is also expected to protect the cultivars against blight (Xanthomonas campestris), and the development of aflatoxin, (Aspergillus flavus).  About five years of development will be needed to reach commercial grower field trials.

As well as pharmaceutical interests, Demeter designs and constructs genes for transgenic plants conferring anti-fungal, anti-bacterial and nutritional characteristics.  The company has R&D agreements with government agencies, universities and companies covering potatoes, cotton, sugar cane, rice, vines, top-fruit, vegetables and other crops.

LEPINOX APPROVAL

Ecogen Inc, Langhorne, Pennsylvania, has received EPA approval for its bio-insecticide, Lepinox, for control of fall armyworm in sweetcorn, turf, pastures and row crops.  It is the first Bt product to be approved for this use.  The news has been soured by reports that Californian rival, Mycogen, has started a patent infringement lawsuit relating to Lepinox.  Ecogen will target Lepinox initially on sweetcorn, a $15 million pest control market in Florida, selling it in the form of a 2% granule and a novel, concentrated 15% water dispersible granule formulation.  

LIBERTY APPROVED FOR CORN

The US EPA has granted approval for AgrEvo's herbicide, Liberty (glufosinate-ammonium) for use on Liberty Link corn varieties.  Over 95 seed companies have already become Liberty Link partners with AgrEvo and will be offering over 180 transgenic corn hybrids for planting this spring.  

According to Jeff Springsteen, AgrEvo's Market Manager for Liberty, the herbicide will be priced "at a level competitive with current leading corn herbicide programmes".  Liberty Link soybean varieties will be available for the 1998 planting, with sugar beet, rice and cotton following later.

AgrEvo is not charging any technology fee to seed companies for the Liberty Link technology, or requiring any restrictive contracts with growers, unlike Monsanto's approach with its Roundup Ready technology for soybeans. 

About 2,000 hectares of Liberty Link corn and a few hundred hectares of soybeans were treated with Liberty in 1996, spread amongst 33 states, under an EPA Experimental Use Permit.  AgrEvo already sells glufosinate for use in grounds maintenance and golf courses, under the tradename Finale, and for use around perennial crops as Rely.
MONSANTO ACQUIRING HOLDEN'S 

Monsanto Company has concluded agreements to acquire Holden's Foundation Seeds and its exclusive marketing agents, Corn States Hybrid Service Inc and Corn States International Sarl, in a deal that could be worth up to $1,020 million.  Holden's, based in Williamsburg, Iowa, supplies plant breeding stock to retail seed companies.  It will provide important new marketing channels for Monsanto's transgenic crop innovations.  

Holden's, a privately-owned company headed by Ron Holden, is the leading US foundation seed corn company.  Genetic material developed by the company is used on over 35% of the US corn area grown.  Holden's and its marketing agents will be run as independent units within Monsanto, with Ron Holden remaining at the helm.  

The US EPA gave its approval for the registration of Monsanto's YieldGard Bt gene at the end of last month.  This has been licensed to Pioneer and other seed companies to provide resistance to the larvae of the European corn borer.

Pioneer will be offering limited quantities of eight maize hybrids in a broad range of maturities for 1997 planting.  In line with insect resistance strategies imposed by EPA, there will be limitations imposed on Bt hybrid sales in some cotton growing areas.

BOLLGARD'S PROGRESS IN 1996

Monsanto's Bt cotton, Bollgard, was planted by 5,700 growers on over 700,000 hectares in 1996, about 13% of the US cotton area, according to company figures.  In a survey of 40% of US Bollgard users, 80% expressed their satisfaction with the outcome.  Only 2% said they would not use Bollgard varieties this year.  About 60% of the growers did not need to make any sprays for control of tobacco budworms, bollworms or pink bollworms.  

There were some very high bollworm infestations in 1996, but growers in most cases were able to control the problem with one insecticide spray, Monsanto notes, whereas non-transgenic cotton varieties typically needed 4-6 applications.  Yield improvements attributed to Bollgard in 1996 varied from 6-16%, with an average of 7%.  Expression of Bt protein was adequate in flower parts and young bolls, but low in pollen.  

Insect control costs, taking into account the Bollgard technology fee, were comparable with costs for a traditional spray programme, $153-160/ha, but the yield advantage typically gave growers a $80/ha bonus.  With US growers under pressure from cheap cotton imports and competition from synthetic fibres, Bollgard is proving an attractive proposition.  

Monsanto is also introducing Roundup Ready cotton this year, priced from $12-20 per hectare.  Limited quantities of cotton seed varieties containing Bollgard and Roundup Ready genes will also be available to growers at $98.8/ha.  

BASF COMPLETES HERBICIDE PURCHASE

BASF has completed its acquisition of the US and Canadian rights for the Sandoz herbicides, dicamba and dimethenamid, and Sandoz Agro's manufacturing facility in Beaumont, Texas.  BASF has also acquired global rights to the dimethenamid brands, Frontier and Guardsman (September CPM). 

BASF's headquarters will remain in Research Triangle Park, North Carolina and some Sandoz Agro employees will be relocating.  Over 450 Sandoz employees have joined BASF, including a large proportion of the sales force.  According to Hans Loose, BASF group VP for Agricultural Products, North America, the company will operate with one combined sales force for the 1997 season, but with separate marketing programmes for the two product lines.  

ELEXA CLOSE TO MARKET

Agricultural Glycosystems, a subsidiary of IGG International, has submitted a registration application for its natural carbohydrate, Elexa, to the US EPA.  The company hopes to gain approval for sales before the end of the year.  Trials with Elexa show it has potential for control of diseases in rice, cucumbers, potatoes and vines.      

AGI signed an exclusive agreement last year with the Israeli Government to commercialise oligosaccharide elicitors, jointly developed by AGI and the Agricultural Research Organisation of Israel's Ministry of Agriculture (CPM, January 1996).   Trials in California with Elexa suggest that it has potential in combating Botrytis in grapes (October CPM).  

ELSEWHERE THIS MONTH

MERCK EXITING AGROCHEMICALS

US pharmaceutical giant, Merck & Co, Inc, is quitting the crop protection business and merging its animal health and genetic interests with those of Rhône-Poulenc.  The merchant bank, J P Morgan, has been appointed to handle the sale. 

Crop protection sales in 1995 were about $200 million, mostly derived from the acaricide and insecticide, abamectin.  Abamectin is applied mainly on cotton and ornamental crops, but uses on top-fruit are being increasingly developed.    

Another avermectin derivative, Proclaim (emamectin benzoate), shows good prospects and had its first sales in Hawaii last year for control of diamondback moths (Plutella xylostella) in cabbage (CPM, May 1996).  Proclaim can probably be more effectively and rapidly developed within a larger crop protection company.  

Merck and RP announced last month that they are to form a joint venture incorporating their animal health and poultry genetic interests.  The new company, Merial Animal Health, will be a 50:50 joint venture, with annual sales in 1996 estimated at $1.7 billion.  Merial will become the world leader in its field.

Merck and Rhône Merial's animal health businesses were ranked second and fourth in the world in 1996, with combined sales of $1.4 billion in a world market estimated at $10.7 billion.  Together the two companies invest over $120 million per annum in R&D.  RP will also pool its poultry genetic businesses, Hubbard and ISA, into the new jv.  The new company will offer a wide product line for prevention and control of diseases in cattle, pigs, sheep, cats, dogs and horses.  

Rhône-Poulenc has made a big impact in international markets for control of external parasites, especially fleas and ticks, with its products based on fipronil and sold under the Frontline brand name (CPM, January 1996).  

Sales of fipronil are also developing rapidly in crop insecticide markets, where it is sold as Regent, and for termite control, where the brand name Termidor is being used.  

CHINA

Agrochemical Output Booming

The output of China's chemical industry is estimated to have grown by 9.7% in 1996 to reach over $30 billion.  Pesticide production rose by 23% to nearly 350,000 tonnes active ingredients.  The pesticide sector remains a key priority for development and more companies are expected to be floated off in during 1997. 

Zhejiang Qianjiang Biochemistry Co Ltd (ZQB), Haining, eastern Zhejiang Province, and Hefei Pesticide and Seed Co Ltd, Hefei, Anhui Province, are both applying to the China Securities Regulatory Commission to make share offerings this year.   

About 70% of ZQB's production, mostly pesticides, is for domestic consumption, the balance for exports.  The company plans to use the capital raised to improve facilities and to start production of new pesticides.  Exports, mainly to the USA and the UK, have been growing strongly.  Zhejiang province has become the leading centre for pesticide joint ventures with foreign companies in China (October CPM). 

China's largest pesticide producer, Sanonda, is also planning to offer B shares to foreign investors on the Shenzhen Stock Exchange this year (September CPM).  The company's export sales nearly doubled in the first half of 1996 to over $12 million.  

EPTC in Distribution Deal 

The US company, Environmental Products & Technologies Corporation, Delta, Utah, granted Chinese distribution rights this month to Pacific Rim Marketing Consultants Inc (PRMC) for its insecticide products.  Once approval is granted in China, PRMC anticipates making $10 million of sales in the first year.  Last June, EPTC acquired an 80% stake in White Mountain Natural Products Inc, a producer of diatomaceous earth insecticides.  
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