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MORE DISPOSALS & ACQUISITIONS & MORE IN PROSPECT 
We held the front page of this edition of CPM to give you the very latest picture of the flurry of acquisitions and sell-offs which have occurred since our December edition. The biggest of these deals was unveiled on 2 February, when it was disclosed that Syngenta had reached agreement with Bayer to sell its sulcotrione (Mikado) maize herbicide business for US$106 million. This had been a requirement of the European Commission to allow the formation of Syngenta to proceed. In 1999, Zeneca’s sales of sulcotrione-based products amounted to US$63.4 million, with more than 90% derived from European markets.

Bayer recently purchased the trifloxystrobin (Flint) fungicide business from Syngenta for EUR880 million, again to meet Commission demands (CPM, October and December 2000). The irony of both these deals is that Syngenta retains products which compete with both trifloxystrobin and sulcotrione. It will be interesting to note how the company will fare when it develops mesotrione more widely, as this is a direct competitor for sulcotrione and only differs in its structure by a single chemical substituent group. Syngenta received its first approval for Callisto (mesotrione) in Germany and Austria at the end of last year (December CPM).

Bayer has also signed a global agreement with Dow AgroSciences for the rights to manufacture, formulate and sell products based on the herbicide metosulam, used in cereals and maize. Bayer will have complete access to all technology, data, registrations, patents and trademarks. Metosulam is registered in the UK in a mixture with fluroxypyr (EF 1166) for use as a broad-spectrum post-emergence herbicide in winter wheat and winter barley. Dow will not be selling any metosulam products in the UK this season. Dow’s disposal of metosulam is most probably related to its recent acquisition of the maize herbicide acetochlor from Zeneca, another condition from the regulators for the creation of Syngenta (October CPM)

Aventis product disposals

Following the decision to sell off its minor products (CPM, March 2000), Aventis CropScience has just revealed that it is selling its bifenox range of herbicides (chiefly composed of mixtures with phenoxies and bromoxynil), to Germany's Feinchemie Schwebda. These had sales of EUR12 million (US$11 million) last year. The range has been on the market for 20 years and had been previously acquired by Rhône-Poulenc from Mobil Chemical. 

The chlormephos range of insecticides (sold mainly as Dotan), with 2000 sales of EUR2 million, has been sold to the French company, Calliope, part of Nichimen Corporation of Japan (see Other News). Aventis apparently sold its interests in dodine (Syllit), a fungicide used on fruit trees, which produced sales of EUR3 million last year, to Chimac Agriphar of Belgium. 

Acquisitions for MA Industries

Also this month, Aventis has revealed that it is to sell the global rights to two of its products to the Israeli company, Makhteshim-Agan Industries.  One product is the fungicide, guazatine, which had sales of EUR12 million last year, mainly in Europe (for cereal seed treatment) and in citrus crops. Guazatine is sold under the tradenames Panoctine, Ravine and Kenope, which are also included in the sale. 

The other is the acaricide, clofentezine, sold in 40 countries mainly for use in horticultural crops. It generated sales of EUR11 million last year, and is sold under the Apollo and Acaristop brands. 

BASF bent on expansion

Another company on the lookout for acquisitions is BASF. According to company boss, Jürgen Strube, in an interview this month with the German financial daily, Handelsblattt, BASF is intent on growing its key chemicals, specialty chemicals and crop protection businesses, with Japan a possible target location. Like Bayer, BASF is also interested in buying parts of Aventis CropScience, should they become available. 

Anti-monopoly watchdogs in Europe and elsewhere would inevitably prevent BASF from buying all of Aventis CropScience, but the company has its eye on the insecticide part of the business, especially the fipronil interests. Aventis will decide on its fate in the next few months, according to French press reports. The best overall option for the staff, the business and the crop protection industry would probably be a stock market flotation, but company bosses might well decide to carve up the company to squeeze out the maximum return. This would not go down well with its workers, already traumatised by recent rationalisation plans (December CPM).

European News and Markets

PATCH SPRAYING INTO PRACTICE?

Some 70 delegates attended In-Field Monitoring of Soil and Crop Factors, a symposium held this month in London by the Society of Chemical (SCI), supported by the Shuttleworth Precision Farming Alliance and the International Fertiliser Society. Peter Lutman, a researcher at IACR-Rothamsted, UK, outlined work on weed detection and patch spraying, part of an ongoing UK LINK project between the public and private sector. 

He emphasised that patch spraying will be practical where three criteria apply: there are specific weed problems of economic importance; those weeds habitually occur in patches and only in parts of the field; and the herbicides used to control them are costly to the farmer. For cereals in the UK, the most important weeds meeting these criteria are black-grass (Alopecurus myosuroides), wild oats (Avena fatua) and cleavers (Galium aparine). 

Detection and weed mobility

Weed detection methods fall into three broad categories: visual observation, remote sensing and ground-based systems. Visual observation can be achieved through grid sampling. This is very laborious and only appropriate for research work. Observing and mapping the patches from a vehicle equipped with GPS is quicker. IACR-Rothamsted has devised techniques enabling one person to record weed presence or absence using voice recognition software. The data can then be turned into a weed map and a treatment map. 

Satellite imagery does not currently offer sufficient spatial resolution to record weed patches accurately. Airborne imagery is more promising. Mobility of weed patches is important if the mapping is carried out during the year before patch spraying. Dr Lutman commented that wild oat patches tend to move whereas black-grass and cleaver patches are relatively stable.

Progress so far

The ultimate aim is to have ground-based automatic weed detection with a sensor directly linked to the sprayer enabling “real-time” variable application. This has progressed to commercialisation in the USA and Australia for non-crop land and wide-row crops, but is not so advanced in dense crops such as cereals. Detecting weeds based on different spectral characteristics of reflected light has been the main focus of research in Europe. However, finding practical and robust techniques to overcome differences in plant vigour (stressed plants have different signatures to unstressed plants) and light conditions is proving a major challenge.

AEBC PROGRAMME AND PRIORITIES
The Agriculture and Environment Biotechnology Commission (AEBC), the UK government’s new advisory body on biotech, has published its work plan for 2001 following a public meeting and extensive consultations with some 400 organisations and individuals (www.aebc.gov.uk).

NEW LOOK NIAB

Research investment of £6million over the next five years is to be ploughed into the National Institute of Agricultural Botany Ltd, Cambridge, UK. The organisation is to be renamed NIAB Ltd and have a new logo and structure. Director, Brian Legg, said the investment would lead to new developments in variety identification, disease diagnostics, food traceability and the environmental impact of agriculture.

Best known for its role in producing recommended UK variety lists for cereals and other crops, Professor Legg stressed that this role would continue. NIAB had a co-ordinating function for the EU contract to rebuild Kosovo's arable farming through procurement and distribution of seed for spring sowing this year. It has also won funding from the Food Standards Agency and contracts related to olive oil and wine.

SIMPLER CROP MANAGEMENT
Jim Orson, director of the UK’s Morley Research Centre, is encouraging growers to take advantage of the good disease resistance of some wheat varieties. He commented that these receive “only 7% less fungicide than the more susceptible varieties” but that “far higher savings can easily be achieved” with reduced doses from “robust” strobilurin products. 

Mr Orson suggests spraying the more resistant varieties first and topping up the tank with fungicide for the susceptible ones or altering spray volume between fields. Morley is owned by its farmer members who account for 10% of the UK wheat area and 25% of sugar beet. 

UK SUNFLOWER INITIATIVES

United Oilseeds is offering the first pool-marketing service for UK sunflower producers this year to secure crushing in the UK. Current annual UK production is about 1000 tonnes and mostly goes for birdseed. Pioneer Hi-Bred is offering growers free trial samples of its early maturing hybrids (www.phibred.co.uk).

BIG DECREASE IN PESTICIDE CHOICE

European farmers will face a considerably reduced choice of pesticide products with effect from July 2003. The third European Union priority list of 434 compounds (September CPM) has been whittled down to 167 active substances for progress into the next round of reviews. Amongst the casualties are a good number of organophosphorus and carbamate insecticides, but also azadirachtin (from neem), bensultap and fenpropathrin. Joining them on the way out are the herbicides cycloate, difenzoquat, EPTC, imazapyr, metoxuron, MSMA and norflurazon, as well as the fungicides zineb, triforine and ethoxyquin. 

When the pesticide directive EEC/91/414 was first implemented, there were well over 800 compounds approved across Europe. Fred Raveney, managing director of the UK-based registration consultancy, Agrilex Ltd, Robertsbridge, told CPM that he expects only 200-220 to remain in the market once the July 2003 deadline has been reached, except for those subject to appeal. New products will substitute the old products to some extent, with 10-15 new submissions and approvals expected annually, according to Dr Bruce Julin of DuPont (September CPM).

FRENCH WEBSITES
France’s largest co-operative group, UNCAA, whose 380 members account for over 40% of domestic pesticide sales, has just launched a website (www.uncaa.com). The group’s pesticide sales in the 1999/2000 season were FFr5,780 million, with fungicides the largest contributor.

Novartis Agro, now part of Syngenta, has launched a website devoted to seed treatments, a sector where it is the very clear market leader in France (www.protectiondessemences.com). 

NEW AFPP COMMISSION AND CD-ROM

AFPP (Association Française de Protection des Plantes), Paris, which organises the main French crop protection conferences, has just established a new commission on "alternative methods of control". It has five working groups under its auspices covering micro-organisms, macro-organisms, natural products, mechanical methods and prophylaxis respectively. 

AFPP’s commission of biological trials (CEB) has just published a CD-ROM publication with comprehensive documentation of what is required for a biological dossier to support a pesticide product registration in France. It covers protocols for efficacy trials in crops, sensitivity, processed crops and harmonised European requirements under EPPO guidelines. AFPP received some 26,000 visits to its website in 2000 (www.afpp.net).

NATIONAL TRUST JOINS LEAF

The National Trust (UK), a leading conservation organisation, is joining LEAF (Linking Environment and Farming). It will encourage its tenant farmers to carry out the LEAF Audit and adopt integrated farming practices. With more than 248,000 hectares of land and over 700 tenant farmers, the trust is the largest private UK landowner. LEAF, established in 1991, develops and promotes Integrated Farm Management (CPM, April and June 2000).  

CLOSE SHAVE FOR HUNTINGDON

A leading contract research organisation, Huntingdon Life Sciences Group plc has narrowly escaped a bankruptcy scare after animal rights activists targeted its main lending bank and shareholders. The UK government, concerned about the incident, has given £1 million to Cambridgeshire police for management of the activist protests. It is also considering new provisions in the new Criminal Justice Bill to protect companies doing this kind of work. Huntingdon has research facilities in the US and the UK. 

SPHERE LAUNCHED IN UK 

Bayer has just launched a new cereal fungicide, Sphere (187 g/l trifloxystrobin + 80 g/l cyproconazole EC), in the UK market. It is recommended for control of powdery mildew, Septoria spp and rusts in winter wheat and Rhynchosporium, powdery mildew, net blotch and rusts in barley crops. The farmer costs of Sphere will be less than that of tank mixing straight cyproconazole with straight trifloxystrobin. Bayer recently acquired Twist (trifloxystrobin) from Novartis and will be supplying this and Sphere through all its UK distributors this season. Sphere will meet the needs of a particular sector of UK cereal growers. According to Bayer’s market research, some 43% of UK cereal growers prefer straight strobilurin products, (for freedom of partner product choice), 25% prefer co-formulations (chiefly for economic reasons) and 32% have no preference. 

Bayer has its own new triazole and strobilurin fungicides under development (CPM, March 2000). Trifloxystrobin and cyproconazole effectively fill a “development gap in the UK for two years” commented the company’s UK crop protection boss, Thomas von Stegmann. Bayer has access to cyproconazole in the UK and Europe for five years, but will have to switch from the current trade name, Alto, to something different next year, under the terms of its agreement with Syngenta.

Arabidopsis Genome Project

The excitement generated by a group of UK plant scientists at a press conference held in London in mid-December to mark the completion of the first DNA sequencing of a flowering plant genome, Arabidopsis thaliana (thale cress), was palpable and catching. It was hosted by the science journal, Nature (www.nature.com), where the main results are published, and the UK’s Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council (www.bbsrc.ac.uk), which has provided substantial funding.

Widely spread weed

Arabidopsis is a model plant organism and easy to grow and breed. It is a weed found widely throughout the world, from the Arctic to the Equator. The plant is a relative of the mustard and cabbage families. Some 400 different versions have been used in the genome project, whose main participants are laboratories in France, the UK, Germany, USA and Japan. A private company, Cereon Genomics, Boston, Massachusetts, is also involved and works on a different variety, allowing comparison of polymorphisms. 

According to Dr Mike Bevan (John Innes Institute, Norwich, UK), European co-ordinator of the Arabidopsis genome project, the total costs were about US$60-70 million with over 300 scientists involved. BBSRC has invested £90 million in various areas of Arabidopsis research over the last ten years. All the sequencing information has been put in the public domain (www.arabidopsis.org). There are some sequences with human homologues such as those coding for DNA repair enzymes.

Genome structure and function

The Arabidopsis genome is divided amongst five chromosomes and contains over 115 million base pairs, about 30 times less than the human genome. Less than half of its DNA is unique, with the rest being copies elsewhere in the genome. This finding in a supposedly simple plant is an indicator of the complexity of plant genetics and evolution. Strictly speaking, the whole genome has not been sequenced, as there were regions in the centromere regions, accounting for about 10 million base pairs, which proved technically impossible.

Some 10% of the Arabidopsis genome function has already been defined. The determination of the roles of all the 25,000 or so genes is a target for 2010 for US scientists. A foretaste of this was given last year by Professor Chris Somerville at the Rothamsted International Biomarket (October CPM). In the UK, a BBSRC-funded Genomic Arabidopsis Resource Network (GARNet), co-ordinated from York University, has been established to harness information from the sequence. High-throughput techniques are being developed to speed up elucidation of gene function.

More useful than human genome?

Some of the scientists commented that the findings from plant genome projects might prove more valuable than the human genome project. It could provide the groundwork for the provision of cheap renewable resources and also allow breeders to introduce wild relatives into key crop breeding lines. Some plant enzymes could also be exploited to produce novel drugs. One of the hopes is to cultivate wild plant species as new crops. There are only twelve main staple crops in the world and a need for more. 

As well as valuable applications in traditional plant breeding, it will also allow more refinement and predictability in developing GM crops. It will be possible to know the exact site where transgene are inserted and the prospects of low or high expression. Small genetic differences in plants can make big differences in morphology, commented Dr Sean May of Nottingham University, as exemplified in work with Arabidopsis and the small genetic differences that exist between broccoli, cabbage, cauliflower, swede, turnip and Brussel sprouts. 

Useful genes and pesticide targets

Professor Bevan commented that new targets for herbicides would be discovered and that new genes for plant growth would be found. He added that a large part of the Arabidopsis genome contained retroviral material and that the plasmid was derived from an ancient microbe related to a cyanobacterium. 

Scientists have already started to isolate useful genes. Researchers at the John Innes Centre have identified a gene that controls flowering time in Arabidopsis. Isolation of this gene, FRIGIDA, offers opportunities for plant breeders to develop winter and spring varieties of crops, depending on whether the varieties need a cold period to stimulate them to flower. 

Researchers at Horticulture Research International (Warwickshire, UK) have identified disease resistance genes that have been lost from related members of the Brassica (cabbage) family as a result of selective breeding. It may prove possible to restore natural disease resistance to Brassicas and reduce reliance on chemicals. BBSRC has just announced a £33 million research initiative, Exploiting Genomics, to help ensure that the UK remains a world leader in efforts to benefit from new information about the types of genes present in different plants, animals and microbes. 

The 2001 Beltwide Cotton Conference

Over 3,000 delegates attended the National Cotton Council conferences in Anaheim, California, from 9-13 January, covering topics from production and crop protection to marketing and processing, as reports our special correspondent, Duncan Callis, an associate at Kline & Company, Little Falls, New Jersey: 

Cotton is grown in a “belt” of 17 US states.  Some 6.3 million hectares were planted in 2000, but only 5.5 million ha were harvested, mainly due to drought. A recurring conference theme was concern about the quality of US cotton and the need for improvement. In the absence of price incentives, growers have opted for low cost varieties offering high yield and easy management. Analyst William Dunavant offered some hopes of higher cotton prices by the end of the 2001 season, with a US crop area of 6.4 million ha. He is forecasting a 2% increase in world production from 89.4 million to 91.2 million bales, with consumption up from 89.4 to 91.5 million bales. 

Transgenic cotton and Bollgard

Transgenic varieties were grown on 71% of the US cotton acreage in 2000. Monsanto’s Bollgard Bt cotton accounted for some 38% of the cotton area. Bollgard II is likely to be commercialised in 2002. It contains two transgenes, Cry1Ac (as in Bollgard), and Cry2Ab, the latter expressed at ten times the level of the former. It will offer control of Heliothis virescens and Heliocoverpa zea, as well as armyworms and other pests. Bollgard will probably be replaced within five years, as its successor gives better performance and reduced risk of Bt resistance.

Weed control in cotton

There were seven papers on Syngenta’s new cotton herbicide, CGA 362622 (trifloxysulfuron). It can be applied pre- or post-emergence at dose rates of 4.9-14.8 g ai/ha. Commercialisation is expected in 2003 as a 75% WDG. It will compete with DuPont’s Staple (pyrithiobac sodium) and Staple Plus (pyrithiobac sodium + glyphosate), the latter launched as a “co-pack” in 2000. Syngenta also revealed its new Touchdown formulation with “IQ technology” for use in Roundup Ready cotton.  The product received EPA registration last month. Trials conducted have shown comparable performance and crop safety to Roundup on 21 weeds, with indications of improved control of Sida spinosa, Abutilon theophrasti and Ipomoea lacunosa. Roundup Ready cotton accounted for 53% of the US crop area in 2000.  

Liberty Link cotton varieties were reported to tolerate three successive treatments of glufosinate at twice the expected standard rate, with no effect on yield.  Registration is expected in time for 2003 launch or earlier if reduced risk status allows it. 

Insect control in cotton

One entomology veteran could not remember a period during the last thirty years with so many new and exciting insecticides.  Nippon Soda’s acetamiprid (under US development by Aventis) has been approved for reduced risk status and registration is expected in time for 2002 in cotton (and apples) as Assail (70%WP). Approval of Bayer’s thiacloprid as Calypso is expected by 2003/2004.

Uniroyal presented information on Acramite (bifenzoate), a new carbazate acaricide with no cross-resistance to other compounds. It controls all stages of the three main mite species that attack cotton. It gives quick knockdown and good residual control.  Three different formulations are being developed (50%WP, 480SC, 75%WDG).  Registration in ornamentals was received in June 1999 and expected in cotton and food crops in time for use in 2002.

DuPont’s Steward (indoxacarb) was used under EPA Section 18 emergency exemptions last year to control beet armyworm and tobacco budworm in cotton crops. EPA registration has now been received. Best results are obtained when application is matched to egg hatch. Bayer’s Leverage (imidacloprid + cyfluthrin) was launched in 2000 and gave good control of chewing and sucking pests. Adage (thiamethoxam) seed treatment was shown to be as effective as the in-furrow application of Temik (aldicarb) for the control of aphids and thrips. 

Boll weevil eradication programme

Insect losses reduced US cotton yields by some 9.2% ($1,657 million) in 2000. The boll weevil was the main pest and there is a big nation-wide programme to eradicate it, due to be completed by 2005. Several regions are already weevil-free. Over three million acres were in the 2000 programme, with a further million hectares for 2001. It involves summer/autumn sprays followed by trapping and spraying in the growing season.  Malathion is the chosen insecticide, with 4-7 sprays in the early aggressive stages to 2-4 or less in the later stages. 

Other points of interest

Eden Biosciences’ Messenger (harpin) was reported to affect 300 plant genes and to induce systemic response affecting all aspects of plant growth (CPM, July 2000). Syngenta’s Quadris (azoxystrobin) has recently been approved for in-furrow use for control of Rhizoctonia and Pithium.

American News and Markets

OTHER BELTWIDE CONFERENCE NEWS

Over 100 large demonstration and small-scale field trials were conducted with Messenger (harpin) last year by university scientists, extension specialists and crop advisors. Three different programmes increased cotton yield by some 10% compared with untreated cotton, according to Eden Biosciences. In trials targeting nematodes, a widespread pest in cotton, there was a 20% increase in yields. 

Steward Approvals
Speaking at a press conference in Anaheim, DuPont product manager, Lynn Loughary, said that the insecticide Steward (indoxacarb) killed pests like beet armyworm and tobacco budworm within 4-48 hours. Steward has been approved for commercial sale in New Mexico, Texas, Missouri, Arkansas, Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, Tennessee, South and North Carolina, and Virginia. Approvals are expected in California and Florida by early February. 

Organic cotton growth

The area of organic cotton grown in USA fell from 6,800 hectares in 1999 to 5,400 ha in 2000, mainly due to state boll weevil eradication programmes. However, sports shoe and garment company, Nike Inc, is planning to use 453 tonnes this year, 50% up on last year. Nike, one of the pioneers in the use of organic cotton, has a goal of 3% organic cotton use in every company unit by 2010. By the end of the current decade, Nike could be using 2,250-4,500 tonnes of organic cotton. 

EMERALD BIOAGRICULTURE FORMED

Auxein Corporation, Lansing, Michigan and Mycotech Corporation, Butte, Montana, have merged to form Emerald BioAgriculture Corporation. The new company’s headquarters are in Lansing and the manufacturing operations in Butte. Emerald Bio has eight products approved in the USA, including AuxiGro, NuTRx, Mycotrol, BotaniGard, Nemasys, Valero and Cinnamite. Emerald’s business will be based on two core technologies, one being the use of gamma aminobutyric acid (GABA) to increase crop yields and quality as well as combating diseases.  The other is the selection, formulation and production of biological pesticides derived from fungi. Emerald’s products are targeted for grapes and other fruits, nuts and high value vegetables. 

ENCORE ALLIANCE WITH SEMCO

Encore Technologies Inc, Minnetonka, Minnesota, has formed a strategic alliance with Semco Laboratories Inc, Milwaukee, Wisconsin, to expand its manufacturing and technological expertise capabilities for biocontrol agents in agricultural markets. Encore’s product range includes Collego, a bioherbicide for rice that controls Northern jointvetch weeds and Contans, a biological fungicide that controls Sclerotinia in fruit, vegetable and other crops.  

MONSANTO IN GM WHEAT PUSH

Monsanto looks intent in stirring up further concerns amongst food companies, consumer groups and environmental activists by pushing forward with plans to develop genetically modified wheat. The company has already received warning signals from many European organisations about the potential problems it will face. 

Monsanto is aiming to introduce Roundup Ready spring wheat to the US market as early as 2003 and has started the product registration process with the EPA. Field trials are being conducted in North and South Dakota, Montana and Minnesota to examine yield, disease susceptibility, weed control and environmental impact. A Monsanto survey of 1,000 consumers in eight countries apparently reveals more concerns about the fat and cholesterol content of food items (as well as pesticide use) than there are about GM food. The key issue in Europe will continue to be consumer choice and whether this can be met through identity preservation systems. 

MORE MONEY FOR AGRAQUEST

The biopesticide company, AgraQuest Inc, Davis, California, has completed a private placement of preferred stock, raising almost US$15 million. With this latest financing, AgraQuest has now raised some US$39 million through private equity investments since 1996 (CPM, June 2000). Some of the money will pay for a large new manufacturing facility in Mexico.

POWERFARM POWERPLAY

Powerfarm.com, a major US e-commerce site for seed and chemical products, has just signed up Aventis CropScience and its products. Powerfarm, which is owned by Ag Services of America, Cedar Falls, Iowa, already offers product ranges from Bayer, Dow AgroSciences, Monsanto, Syngenta and Valent on its site. 

EMERGENCY HELP FOR BEES

Beekeepers in Georgia have been temporarily cleared by the US EPA to use the pesticide coumaphos impregnated in plastic strips in their hives to control varroa mite and small hive beetle (sold as CheckMite+).

Chinese News and Markets

NOVEL CHINESE HERBICIDE
A research team at Tianjin Nankai University, led by Professor Li Zhengmin, has discovered a new sulfonylurea herbicide, “danmihuanglong”. This is the first herbicide for which China owns the intellectual property and a national patent has been granted. The team has spent eight years developing the herbicide, recently given temporary registration in China.

HERBICIDES ON THE UP
Some 150 pesticide active ingredients were approved in China from January 1999 to September 2000, including 62 herbicides, 41% of the total, from 43 different enterprises. These companies are mainly located in the provinces of Jiangsu and Zhejiang Province, which accounts for some 63% of herbicide manufacturers in China and 66% of herbicide approvals.  Jiangsu Kunshan Kunhua Chemical Group registered five herbicide ais during the period, the most from any company, followed by Jiangsu Chemical and Pesticide Group with four.

SEED TREATMENT DEVELOPMENT 
There are over 60 seed treatment producers in China producing over 10,000 tonnes of product. Demand for seed is about 7 million tonnes, with current demand for commercial seed about 350 tonnes. Only about 10% of seed in China is treated. The State Development Planning Commission and the Ministry of Science and Technology have recently listed seed processing technology and seed coatings as areas for preferential development with high technology.     

NEW PLANT BIOPESTICIDE 

A new product based on the plant “kuh-seng” is going into large-scale manufacture by Hubei Yinong in Wuhan. After some ten years research, Hubei Yinong achieved a breakthrough in formulation and low temperature extraction. The product (0.1% formulation of “oxy-matrine”) is patented in China and claimed to be very effective against cabbage caterpillar and cabbage moth. Hubei Yinong has recently signed a merger agreement with Wuhan Kenuo, a subsidiary of the Wuhan Donghu Hi-tech Group.
GOVERNMENT SUPPORT FOR KENUO
Wuhan Kenuo is to receive a grant of US$120,000 and priority loan of over US$1.7 million from the Chinese government to develop Bt products. Kenuo’s sales have grown to US$12 million since it was set up 18 months ago. The company has recently reached a co-operative agreement with DuPont, which will assist it in international marketing of its products. 

New production unit 
The first stage construction of Wuhan Guannan Biopesticide Base, involving an investment of about US$6 million on a site of 5.3 hectares, has been finished recently. Total fermentation capacity is 30,000 tonnes, making it one of the largest biopesticide production facilities in Asia.
BIOPESTICIDE INCENTIVES AND TARGETS
The Agriculture Ministry and the State Petrochemical Bureau are promoting biopesticide developments. Some local authorities are also subsidising as much as 50% of the price of biopesticides. The Chinese administration is hoping to raise the consumption of biopesticides from 1% to 30% of total pesticide usage by 2005 and to 50% by 2015. 

PYRETHRUM AND NEEM DEVELOPMENT
After a few years of trials and development efforts, the Honghe Hani Minority Municipality State (HHMMS) in Yunnan Province has succeeded in planting pyrethrum and neem and extracting biopesticides from them. So far, about 667 hectares of pyrethrum have been planted.  Over the next three years, 13,334 hectares of pyrethrum are to be planted with planned output of 600-800 tonnes, with a similar area of neem in prospect as well.  HHMMS plans to invest US$1.2 million in these efforts.  

OTHER CHINESE NEWS

Gansu Jinchang Chinese Medicine Research Institute (GJCMRI) has developed and patented an insecticide (0.1% “cantharidin” alkaloid) based on a traditional Chinese medicine. GJCMRI has signed an agreement with Gansu Jinhua Group Co to produce the insecticide formulation.    
The Chinese authorities have recently published a Directory of Forbidden Investment in the Chemical Industry, which includes some 23 pesticides. Those concerned are either very toxic, leave high residues or are over-produced in China. It also includes paraquat produced by the high-to-medium temperature method. The Ministry of Agriculture and its Pesticide Test Centre have cancelled the registrations of parathion-methyl and parathion for use in fruit trees, for reasons of “health and environmental protection”. 

Shandong Pesticide Industry Company has set up an R&D centre, supported by an expert panel of professors from Shandong Agriculture University, Nankai University Elemental Research Institute, Dalian Chemical Physics Institute and Tsinghua University.

Other News and Markets

TOMEN AND NICHIMEN IN JV 

Two of Japan’s leading trading giants, Tomen Corporation and Nichimen Corporation, are to merge their pesticide and pharmaceutical businesses with effect from April 2001. Tomen and Nichimen will each own 40% of the new company, with the balance held by Tomen group companies and other investors. The jv is expected to generate annual sales revenues of 150 billion Yen (US$1.3 billion) with pre-tax profits of 17 billion Yen. 

Japanese press reports suggest that Toyota Tsusho Corporation, Tomen's biggest shareholder, may also be investing in the venture. Some further consolidation is to be expected in the Japanese pesticide sector. 

SYNGENTA LISTING IN INDIA

Syngenta’s Indian subsidiary has listed its shares on the Bombay Stock Exchange this month. It is looking into merging with its other two Indian subsidiaries, Zeneca Agrochemical Ltd and Zeneca Biosciences Pvt Ltd. Currently, Syngenta’s group' sales in India come from insecticides (48%), herbicides (23%), fungicides (10%), seeds (11%) and public hygiene (7%). Syngenta plans to launch its insecticide thiamethoxam in India for foliar and seed treatment uses this year and the herbicide Sofit (pretilachlor + fenclorim).  Syngenta has also chosen India as one of three sourcing points across the world for production of Actara (thiamethoxam).

OTHER INDIAN NEWS
India’s agriculture minister, Nitish Kumar, is urging the domestic pesticides industry to increase exports and is anxious to simplify and rationalise export registration procedures for the industry. The authorities are concerned about sales of counterfeit and sub-standard pesticides, estimated to account for 10-15% of the Indian market. The government is planning to set up some 5,000 “agri-clinics” every year to be run by qualified agricultural graduates. The aim is to provide employment to graduates, who could also advise farmers on the application of pesticides, fertilisers, seeds and other inputs as well as conducting proper soil testing. 

AUSTRALIAN NEWS

Crop Care Australasia, part of the explosives and chemical company, Orica Ltd, has terminated its product distribution agreement with Syngenta AG with effect from 1 April 1, 2001. Syngenta will pay Crop Care a termination payment of A$50 million in September 2002. It will also compensate for an agreed level of lost profit, while Crop Care will continue to distribute and formulate some Syngenta products under contract.

Nufarm Limited has disclosed that following the end of the offer period for its market bid for the take-over of one of its Australian distributors, IAMA Limited (CPM, April 2000), the percentage of securities in which it holds a relevant interest remains at 19.91%. The compulsory acquisition will therefore not proceed.

A VERY NEAR MISS

Dr Bruno Bertucci of Caffaro’s research centre in Galliera, Italy, failed in his attempt to conquer South America’s largest peak, Aconcagua (6,962 metres), on New Year’s Eve. Part of a 27-strong international team (he was the oldest by some 20 years), Bruno had to turn back 50 metres from the summit, leaving 12 others on their way to the top. He was suffering from severe altitude sickness and dehydration.

Bruno has worked for SIAPA (now part of Caffaro) for 30 years. He was spurred to take up mountaineering when SIAPA went through a difficult period in the early 1990s, the result of the collapse of FEDIT, Rome, as extensively reported in CPM at that time. Bruno’s previous conquests include Mont Blanc (a solo effort), Chimborazo (6,310m), Ecuador, and Kilimanjaro, Tanzania (CPM, January 1995 and January 1998). He commented from Argentina, “If you don’t take chances in this life, you have not lived but only existed”. 
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