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COMMERCIAL PROSPECTS FROM PLANT GENOMICS
International genome sequencing projects are making considerable progress, as was made clear at Genomics: Commercial Opportunities from a Scientific Revolution! a conference held at Cambridge University’s Chemistry Department this month by the Society of Chemical Industry.  It was an appropriate venue as it was there that Jim Watson and Francis Crick helped elucidate the structure of DNA in 1953, laying many of the foundations for today’s genetic engineering.  Professor Watson gave the plenary lecture at the conference and was also made an honorary member of the SCI.

There are very clear indications that new medical advances are being made from a better understanding of human and bacterial genome sequences, but the potential benefits for crop protection from plant and pest genome data are less clear cut.  Alan Akers of BASF’s research centre in Limburgerhof expressed his sceptical views to the conference of the value of molecular biology in pesticide discovery. 

He cited evidence that good fungicides often turned out to be poor inhibitors of their enzyme targets in laboratory tests, whereas they worked consistently well in field situations.  Akers also commented that anti-sense strategies to find essential genes and protein targets might often prove unsuccessful and that the biggest barrier to commercial exploitation is knowing the gene function.  This “phenotypic knowledge gap”, however, is starting to be filled, as other lectures showed.

Seventeen research centres are working on the human genome project and so far about 2% of genes have been sequenced, compared with 0.5% a year ago.  The most prolific centres are the Sanger Centre, near Cambridge, financed by the Wellcome Trust, and the Institute for Genomic Research (TIGR) in Rockville, Maryland, USA, which has also sequenced a number of medically important microbes. Some pharmaceutical companies such as Merck and SmithKline Beecham have radically changed the focus of their R&D programmes to reflect the importance of new gene product and sequence information.

The yeast genome sequence was completed in 1996 and the nematode sequence should be completed next year.  Five research centres are working together on the sequence of Arabidopsis thaliana, a simple plant which is a useful model for other plant species and have found many new genes and functions.     
Full Arabidopsis Genome sequence by 2001

The John Innes Centre in Norwich is co-ordinating the Arabidopsis work.  Denis Murphy, head of brassica and oilseeds research at the centre told the conference that about 20% of the Arabidopsis genome has been sequenced so far and the full sequence should be known by 2001, ahead of schedule, due to technological advances.  The total cost will be US$50-75 million. The genome has proven to be similar to brassica and vegetables, where it appears in a number of versions, six times in the case of rapeseed, allowing possibilities of evolutionary experimentation.

Workers on the corn (maize) genome project in the USA are asking for $130 million for the first five years.  Murphy is concerned that the corn project will suck money out of the Arabidopsis and other model R&D progress. Work on the rice genome is progressing in Japan and should be complete in the next ten years.  The corn genomics project will require an estimated $130 million over the first five years.

Eugene Logusch, Discovery Program Leader at Monsanto, is very optimistic about the value of plant genome information.  He sees tremendous scope for new targets for inhibitor design and new herbicide discovery, as well as new metabolic pathways for disruption.  Monsanto now has the capability to screen 2-300,000 compounds for herbicidal or fungicidal activity, but is finding that the rate of discovery of new potential products is declining appreciably.

Logusch sees potential in anti-fungal plant proteins such as chitinases, ß-1,3-glucanases and ribosomal inactivators, as well as “synthetic gene triggers”.  He added that plant cell death was poorly understood.  If it could be promoted, the effects of fungal infection could be reduced.  Another promising area is for plant growth regulators.  Logusch told CPM that Monsanto is pursuing genomic approaches as “aggressively as the pharmaceutical companies” and is also confident that new pesticides will emerge from this work.

The genomic projects are generating a huge wealth of data which has presented logistical problems in terms of information management. The new knowledge will give many commercial spin-offs, including crops with novel protein, carbohydrate and oil characteristics, which will outweigh any potential crop protection benefits.  This explains why some crop protection firms are repositioning as crop production companies, developing the new crops for the new millennium. 

Austrian News and Markets

VAT PROBLEMS PERSIST

The Austrian pesticide market declined again in 1996, down by some 8% to approximately AS1,100 million (US$90 million).  An increase of about 3% is expected this year.  Pesticide imports from Luxembourg, where value-added tax (VAT) is only 3%, compared with 20% in Austria, are posing growing problems and could now account for as much as 10% of the market.  Germany has similar problems, particularly in Bavaria.  

The Austrian national distributors have been taking action where possible, but this can only be very limited in scope.  Small farmers, who account for the majority of the Austrian market, cannot reclaim any VAT on purchases but only have to submit very simplified accounts for taxation purposes.  Their purchases from Luxembourg are usually quite legitimate, but the label is often in a foreign language and sometimes the product is not approved in Austria.

NEW PLANT PROTECTION LAW

Pflanzenschutzmittelgesetz 1997 (PMG 1997), the new Austrian plant protection law which also incorporates the provisions of the European Pesticide Directive (EEC/91/414), comes into effect at the start of August, replacing the previous law, PMG 1990.  The Ministry of Agriculture held talks this month with Austrian crop protection companies to explain how the new law will operate in practice.

Under PMG 1997, there will now be 7 different routes available for obtaining product registrations.  Once a pesticide has a European Annex I listing, it can be submitted for Austrian approval.  There will be a route for preliminary product registration.  Old active ingredients in the course of review under PMG 1990 will now be “reprieved” and examined under the EC review procedure.  There will be a simple registration procedure for imported products identical to products already on the market (“parallel imports”).

Article 12 Registrations

There will also be a so-called “Article 12” registration, whereby products which are approved in other EU countries can be registered by a fast-track procedure.  In practice, this will chiefly apply to products registered in Germany, where an administrative agreement already in place will allow the Austrian authorities to access German files with the agreement of the commercial parties involved.

An Article 13 approval will allow for rapid registration of a product to meet national needs or emergencies eg insecticide resistance problems.  The 7th and final category of approval relates to the extension in use of a product for a minor application or crop, granted in cases of public interest. 

The multinational crop protection companies are now tending to manage their Austrian sales as part of the German sales operations.  This tendency will grow with PMG 1997 and Article 12, whereby approvals should be made within 12 months of application.

NEW PRODUCT INTRODUCTIONS

There have been few new products registered over the last year.  The most notable has been Amistar (azoxystrobin), approved just in time for limited sales in cereals by Kwizda. Approval for another azoxystrobin product for vines is expected soon. 

Other notable new product introductions in Austria include Cyanamid’s potato fungicide, Acrobat (dimethomorph + mancozeb), Afaplant’s vine fungicide, Samba (fenpyroximate), and Hoechst’s  Agil (propaquizafop) and Hoestar (amidosulfuron).  Novartis has also been able to launch its cereal seed treatment product, Gambit (fenpiclonil). 

KWIZDA FORMULATION INVESTMENT 

Austria’s leading crop protection company, Kwizda, is investing in new formulation facilities at its plant in Leobendorf.  Andreas Stöckl, who became director of Kwizda’s agrochemical division in January, told CPM that two new “state-of-the-art” formulation lines are to be constructed, following official approval this month, as well as new laboratories and a central warehouse. 

The formulation lines are for water soluble granules, using proprietary technology developed by Kwizda, and will become operational early next year.  One will be a dedicated line, making several products for European markets for a multinational company.

Kwizda already makes a wide range of different formulations at Leobendorf and has a very significant toll formulation business.  The company is looking to expand its interests in Eastern Europe, especially in Hungary and the Czech and Slovak Republics.

FROM HOECHST TO AGREVO

As of 1 July, Hoechst’s agrochemical sales interests in Austria, headed by Wolfgang Nimmerichter, have finally been transferred to operate under the AgrEvo banner.  Hoechst had been the only Austrian company increasing its market share over the last three years, thanks to the success of the maize herbicide, SL 950 (nicosulfuron), sold under licence from ISK.

European News and Markets

FERNZ AND RP IN AGREEMENT

Rhône-Poulenc Agro and the Fernz-Nufarm group have reached an agreement in principle regarding the future fate of CFPI’s agrochemical business (June CPM).  A joint venture, 75% owned by RP, 25% by CFPI, will be formed in Lyons, pooling the ioxynil and bromoxynil business interests of both partners.

Under the terms of the agreement, Rhône-Poulenc will sell its 32% stake in CFPI to Fernz-Nufarm as part of the public tender offer and CFPI will sell to RP all its business interests in the plant growth regulator, ethephon.  The deal is subject to the success of the public tender offer, which expires in mid-August, and approval from all relevant regulatory bodies.

CAP REFORM PROPOSALS
This month, the European Commission has published its proposals for the reform of the Common Agricultural Policy after 2000.  The main proposal is a cut of over 20% in the cereals intervention price, partly compensated by increases in direct aid payments.  Beef and dairy prices will be reduced.

GERMAN APPROVAL FOR CIRRUS
Novartis has received approval for its pre-emergence, oilseed rape herbicide, Cirrus (50% clomazone), available as a water soluble powder formulation, just in time for autumn applications.  Clomazone, a proprietary herbicide from FMC, is already widely sold by Novartis in France in a mixture with tebutam, under the brand name Comodor.

HUNTINGDON RUNS INTO TROUBLE
The contract research organisation, Huntingdon Life Sciences, Cambridgeshire, is facing a major threat to its animal-testing activities.  The UK Home Office started an investigation following a television documentary screened in March on Channel 4.  This showed serious maltreatment of dogs in testing programmes for pesticide and other products.  Two employees have been charged under the Protection of Animals Act.  Huntingdon has been given until the end of November to meet 16 stringent conditions from the Home Office if it is to resume animal experiments.  Huntingdon’s share price collapsed on the news and the shares were suspended on 25 July.

NEW UK PRODUCTS FOR NOVARTIS
Novartis launched a new potato seed treatment (PST) product, Gambit (fenpiclonil), in conjunction with Banks Agriculture’s new PST machine at the Sprays and Sprayers show last month.  Gambit has a broad spectrum of activity and can be applied from seed harvest through to planting.  Novartis has also launched Mavrik Aquaflow (tau-fluvalinate) for control of aphids and pollen beetles in cereals and oilseed rape.  Trials have shown that Mavrik outperforms the current commercial treatments.

UK SPRAYER TEST SCHEME
The AEA, formerly the Agricultural Engineers Association, launched a voluntary national sprayer test scheme at Sprays and Sprayers.  The aim is to set up 20 test stations in the first year and conduct 500 standardised tests on farms or at test centres for both old and new sprayers.  Certificates for sprayers passing the test will be valid for two years and there will be a national register.

The distributor, H L Hutchinson Ltd, Wisbech, has been named as the first AEA-approved sprayer test centre.  Founded in 1938, Hutchinson is one of the UK’s top 10 agrochemical distributors and has made a number of acquisitions recently.  It sales are expected to reach £30 million ($50 million) this year, up from £24 million in 1996.  The company has launched its own website this month (www.hlhltd.co.uk).

CASE ACQUIRES GEM SPRAYERS
The giant US equipment producer, Case Corporation, Racine, Wisconsin, has acquired Gem Sprayers Limited, Lincoln.  Gem is the leading supplier of agricultural sprayers in the UK and had sales of £20 million (US$12 million) in 1996.  Its sprayers have many advanced features, including an innovative chemical delivery system. 

VIEWS ON TRANSGENIC CROPS
The British government is inviting public comments on the use of genetically modified, herbicide-resistant crops.  Ministers want to hear comments from all those with an interest before the new crops start to become commercially available in the UK in 1998.  A new discussion paper, Weed Control on the Farm: Management of Genetically Modified Herbicide Tolerant Crops, has been published on the issue.

FOOD QUALITY CONFERENCE
An international conference, Crop Protection & Food Quality: Meeting Customer Needs will be held at the University of Kent, Canterbury, UK, from 17-19th September, including a double session on the effects of biotechnology.  It has been organised by the British Crop Protection Council and its French counterpart, ANPP. Further details can be obtained from Conference Associates and Services International Ltd (Tel: +44 171 499 0900  Fax: +44 171 629 3233).  

American News and Markets

FORMULATION JOINT VENTURE

Terra Industries Inc and the co-operative group, Farmland Industries, have reached agreement to pool their pesticide formulation interests in a 50:50 joint venture, Omnium LLC.  Omnium will take charge of the Terra formulation plant in Blytheville, Arkansas, and the Farmland plant in St Joseph, Montana. Omnium will assist in the sales and distribution of each company's crop protection products, including Terra's Riverside range and Wilfarm, Farmland's joint venture with Wilbur-Ellis.  Omnium’s head office will be at the St Joseph plant.

POTATOES RESISTANT TO SOFT ROT

Demeter BioTechnologies Ltd, Durham, North Carolina, has disclosed that potatoes containing one of its peptidyl MIM genes (June CPM) show strong resistance to bacterial soft rot, Erwinia carotovora.  The results come from research conducted under an agreement with the Agricultural Research Service of the USDA in Albany, California.  Ranger Russet potatoes expressing the gene are now to undergo further trials work in Idaho and Maine. 

Demeter estimates the annual losses to soft rot in US potatoes at $300 million.  The disease affects tubers in storage or in the soil before harvest.  Current control measures for bacterial soft rot are based on sanitary growing and storage practices, with chemical sprays not generally recommended.

BIOLOGICAL FIRE ANT CONTROL 

Department of Agriculture scientists from Gainesville, Florida have started releasing thousands of tiny Brazilian phorid flies in tests to control fire ants, a pest which now infests over 100 million hectares of land in the Southern United States.  It can also cause major damage to crops such as soybeans and potatoes.  If the tests prove positive, officials plan to release the flies from sites around the United States.  Two other control methods are being studied, using a microbe that causes disease in worker ants and a parasitic ant that attacks the fire ant queen.  
The fire ant, native to the Paraguay River basin, was first detected in the USA about 60 years ago, probably imported on ships from South America.  Since then, the ants have flourished, with no natural enemies.  Pesticides can control them, but must be used repeatedly and are not very cost-effective.  After three years of laboratory testing, scientists believe the phorid fly will target only the fire ant and could not become a new pest.  In South America, the fire ants are not such a problem, due to natural enemies.

BIOTECH PATENT DISPUTE

The US Patent and Trademark Office has declared an interference between a patent application of the AgrEvo subsidiary, Plant Genetic Systems NV (PGS), and US Patent No 5,550,318 of DeKalb Genetics Corporation  issued last year (CPM, August 1996), as they cover the same subject matter.  The interference declaration adds support to AgrEvo's claims to ownership of the intellectual property related to Liberty Link corn. 

PGS had originally requested an interference after DeKalb sued AgrEvo for patent infringement.  In May, at AgrEvo's request, the US District Court for the Northern District of Illinois suspended DeKalb's case in view of the expected declaration. DeKalb later agreed to suspend similar litigation against Pioneer Hi-Bred, Northrup King, Ciba-Geigy and Mycogen.

Both AgrEvo and DeKalb have expressed confidence in the strength of their own positions.  DeKalb currently has royalty agreements with about 100 seed companies licensing the sale of glufosinate-resistant corn and claims that these agreements are not affected by the action taken by the US Patent Office. 

OTHER US NEWS BRIEFS

Dow Chemical Company completed its purchase of Eli Lilly & Company's 40% stake in DowElanco at the end of last month, making it the sole owner (May CPM).

On July 3, Novartis announced that it had closed the deal to acquire Merck & Co Inc's crop protection business. The statutory waiting periods in the US have expired without action from the Federal Trade Commission, clearing the way for the transaction to be completed (May CPM).

BASF’s agricultural sales in North America rose by 87% in the first half of 1997 to $568 million, thanks to the acquisition of herbicide interests, principally dicamba, from Sandoz (CPM, September 1996).

Zeneca Ag Products has submitted an application for label extensions for Touchdown (glyphosate trimesium) to the US Environmental Protection Agency.  Zeneca is seeking to add new usages in wheat, pome fruit, vegetables and pre-harvest soybeans, as well as post-emergence applications on glyphosate-tolerant soybeans. 

Monsanto expects global sales of Roundup (glyphosate) to grow by about 20% in 1997, despite cold spring conditions which have cut back early demand in the US market. 

US Pesticide Sales by Sector in 1996

Total pesticide sales of members of the American Crop Protection Association (ACPA) increased by 6.8% in 1996 to $10,820 million, according to the association’s 24th Annual Industry Profile Study.  Domestic sales were up 5.1% to $8,314 million, of which crop protection accounted for $6.911 million, whilst exports increased by 12.8% to $2,226 million.  Overall rates of growth were somewhat lower than reported last year (CPM, June 1996). 

	US Domestic Pesticide Sales                           

	(by ACPA Member Sales in US$ million)            

	
	
	
	

	 
	1996
	1995
	Change

	Herbicides
	 5,484.6 
	5,034.2
	8.9%

	Insecticides
	1,813.7
	1,865.3
	-2.8%

	Fungicides
	638.1
	604.7
	5.5%

	Plant Growth Regulators
	144.2
	145.3
	-0.8%

	Other 
	234.1
	259.5
	-9.8%

	Total 
	8,314.7
	7,908.9
	5.1%


Pesticide sales in non-crop sectors showed the best gains, up by 12.9% to reach $1,404 million.  Home and Garden product turnover was up by over $100 million. 

	Leading US Non-Crop Pesticide Sectors           

	(by ACPA Member Sales in US$ million)            

	
	
	
	

	Sector
	1996
	1995
	Change

	Home and Garden
	     485.0 
	381.7
	27.1%

	Turf
	301.2
	269.6
	11.7%

	Pest Control (PCO)
	231.2
	236.0
	-2.0%

	Industrial Weed Control
	100.6
	92.2
	9.1%

	Forestry
	75.5
	62.3
	21.2%

	Nursery/Ornamentals
	75.1
	74.5
	0.8%

	Industrial Brush Control
	57.4
	40.3
	42.4%

	Public Health
	13.9
	12.3
	13.0%

	Other Sectors
	64.2
	74.3
	-13.6%

	Total Non-Crop
	1,404.1
	1,243.3
	12.9%


Corn (25.6%), soybeans (17.7%) and cotton (10.6%) together accounted for well over 50% of domestic crop protection product sales.  However, there are some discrepancies between the ACPA figures when compared with those we reported last month from Donaldson, Lufkin and Jenrette, especially for corn herbicides (June CPM).  Sales of cotton insecticides slumped in 1996, due to the lower crop area and Bt cotton introductions, following spectacular growth in 1995 (see also February CPM).    Sales of sorghum herbicides grew markedly, by nearly 45%.

	Leading US Crop Protection Sectors                  

	(by ACPA Member Sales in US$ million)            

	
	
	
	

	Sector
	1996
	1995
	Change

	Corn herbicides
	  1,729.8 
	1,574.6
	11.6%

	Soybean herbicides
	1,457.7
	1,407.6
	3.6%

	Cereal herbicides
	370.6
	361.6
	2.5%

	Cotton herbicides
	365.4
	327.5
	11.6%

	Cotton insecticides
	358.9
	539.2
	-33.4%

	Corn soil insecticides
	247.8
	196.3
	26.2%

	Vegetable insecticides
	118.6
	124.4
	-4.6%

	Citrus herbicides
	108.8
	 96.8
	12.3%

	Vegetable herbicides
	104.6
	94.4
	10.8%

	Rice herbicides
	104.0
	108.9
	-4.5%

	Other fruit fungicides
	93.3
	89.4
	4.3%

	Grassland herbicides
	91.7
	90.8
	0.9%

	Other fruit insecticides
	83.0
	76.3
	8.8%

	Vegetable fungicides
	79.0
	88.4
	-10.6%

	Peanut fungicides
	75.1
	71.9
	4.4%

	Fallow herbicides
	74.6
	67.2
	11.0%

	Sorghum herbicides
	74.4
	51.4
	44.7%

	Potato fungicides
	68.0
	56.0
	21.5%

	Other fruit herbicides
	63.5
	57.7
	10.1%

	Sugar beet herbicides
	60.7
	57.4
	5.7%

	Peanut herbicides
	57.5
	51.2
	12.5%

	Alfalfa herbicides
	46.3
	45.2
	2.4%

	Grape fungicides
	42.8
	42.4
	1.0%

	Citrus insecticides
	40.9
	43.3
	-5.6%

	Tobacco insecticides
	25.0
	30.8
	-18.8%

	Alfalfa insecticides
	24.6
	29.7
	-17.3%

	Cotton fungicides
	23.3
	36.2
	-35.5%

	Cereal insecticides
	22.3
	11.9
	86.6%

	Peanut insecticides
	22.2
	29.3
	-24.0%

	Rice fungicides
	17.4
	18.9
	-8.4%

	Citrus fungicides
	11.0
	9.7
	13.1%

	Other product sectors
	847.8
	779.2
	8.8%

	Total Crops
	6,910.6
	6,665.6
	3.7%


The ACPA sales data are based on returns from 24 US companies, which together account for over 90% of the market.  The leading 6 companies had sales of over $500 million in 1996, unchanged from 1995, whereas 18 companies had sales of over $75 million, compared with 16 the previous year.

The total advertising expenditure of ACPA members rose by 7.7% to over $263 million in 1996 (3.1% of total sales).  Of this, 26% was spent on newspapers and journals, 17% on television and 14% on radio. Market research expenditure fell 5.3% to $19.3 million, with proprietary studies accounting for 75% of the total and multi-clients for 25%. 

Beijing Agrochemical Conference

Some 121 Chinese and 55 foreign delegates attended China International Agrochemical Conference '97, at the Swissotel in Beijing on 24-25 June.  Organised by the Ministry of Chemical Industry of China (MCIC), it was a good opportunity for interchange between Chinese and foreign agrochemical producers, but the 26 lectures were not as interesting as expected. 

Chinese government perspective

Gu Xiulian, the Minister of Chemical Industry of China gave a brief speech at the opening ceremony.  Li Yongwu, the vice-minister, commented that China is aiming to strengthen its agrochemical R&D and upgrade agrochemical production.  Novel, highly active pesticides with low toxicity are to be developed and commercialised over the next few years.  The authorities also wish to speed up the production of key agrochemical raw materials and intermediates.

The Chinese Agriculture Department estimates that 260,000 tonnes of pesticide active ingredients are needed per annum for domestic needs.  Wang Luxian, deputy-director of MCIC’s production co-ordination department, said that in 1995 Chinese pesticide production capacity reached 650,000 tonnes ai.  The capacity for 15 pesticides exceeds 10,000 tonnes pa:- acetochlor, butachlor, carbofuran, carbendazim, dichlorvos, dimethoate, glyphosate, isocarbophos, methamidophos, omethoate, parathion, parathion methyl, phoxim, Sha Shong Shuang and trichlorfon.

Zhou Yubo of MCIC’s policy and law department told the conference that 10 foreign agrochemicals have now received administrative protection in China.  Other officials discussed foreign investment, the taxation system and reform.

Zeneca focuses on herbicides

Jeff Au from Zeneca summarised the Chinese market as "dynamic, tough and challenging".  He attributed recent fluctuations to inconsistent government policies, rapid development of domestic producers and limited distribution channels.  Other negative factors were poor transportation, the “low consumption capability” of farmers and the tightly-controlled distribution system.  

Au commented that ten years ago everybody told him that China would never be a market for herbicides.  Today, herbicides are the key products in China for Zeneca.  The company has also introduced advanced cultivation technology, enhancing its reputation amongst Chinese farmers.  Au concluded that Zeneca's strategies were "commitment, mutual benefit, and to think globally but act locally”. 

Novartis developments in China

Su Zexiang of Novartis Agro (China) Ltd said that his company had established five representative offices, two joint ventures and a Bt project in China.  He added that the Chinese market had great potential, but faced “fierce competition for further development”.  Domestic market “disorder” has made profit margins  “quite thin” and “on a downward trend”.  Zexiang added that the question of intellectual property rights and their protection still raised worries amongst international producers. Novartis is currently negotiating with Chinese counterparts over a pesticide synthesis project and other forms of co-operation.

DuPont investment to top $1 billion
Ms Nancy Truitt from DuPont’s US head office told the conference that her company has established four representative offices, three wholly-owned enterprises and eight joint ventures in China.  The investment involved is US$300 million with over 1,000 employees.  DuPont will increase its total investment in China to US$1,000 million by the turn of the century.  Its joint venture in Shanghai for production, formulation and packaging of the rice herbicide, Londax (bensulfuron), was the first foreign-funded pesticide jv in China.  

In 1996, the total sales of DuPont in China increased by 40%, and sales growth in 1997 should also be good.  Key factors cited by Ms Truitt for success were integrating business in China into the company's global development strategy, gaining strong Chinese central and local government support, giving up any unrealistic expectations and improving mutual understanding between foreign and Chinese partners.

Other conference perspectives

Charles Martin, vice president of Monsanto Far East Ltd, talked about biotechnology applications in crops and his company’s developments.  This attracted a lot of interest from the Chinese pesticide producers, who had little knowledge of the subject.  

Dr H S Chiang, R&D manager of DowElanco Pacific Ltd, introduced its new biological insecticide, spinosad.  A team for Chinese market development has been set up recently. DowElanco’s annual sales in China are   currently running at US$10-15 million.

Jim W McCombs, general manager of Suzhou Fu Mei Shi Crop Care Co Ltd, an FMC jv, told CPM that business in China is still “quite difficult, with many restrictions and government protectionism”.  The MD of Hoechst Schering AgrEvo China Ltd,  Christian Blin, also expressed similar opinions.

Other News and Markets
NEW SHAREHOLDER IN KOOR

Claridge Israel, an investment group controlled by Canada's Charles Bronfman, disclosed on 22 July that it had acquired a 10% stake in Koor Industries Ltd from the Californian investment company, Shamrock Holdings Ltd. Claridge paid approximately $185 million for the shares, a 10% premium over the market price. 

Claridge has a 90-day option to buy another 10% stake in Koor, the remainder of Shamrock's holding.  Claridge’s president, Jonathan Kolber, commented that there would be major changes at Koor if it did so.  He thought that some interests should be sold, others merged, whilst others needed international partners.

Koor is Israel's largest holding company, with interests in telecommunications, electronics, agrochemicals (Makhteshim-Agan) and building products.  If it exercises its option, Claridge will become Koor's second-largest shareholder, after Bank Hapoalim, which is limited by banking regulations from exercising its full rights. 

NEW SHANGHAI CHEMICAL GROUP

A new chemical conglomerate, Shanghai Zhongxi (Group) Co Ltd., was formed at the end of May, merging the interests of Shanghai Zhongxi Pharmaceutical Co Ltd, Shanghai Jiufu Pharmaceutical Co Ltd, Asia-Pacific Agrochemical (Group) Co and Shanghai Agrochemical Institution. 

Asia-Pacific Agrochemical is one of the largest pesticide enterprises in China, is based in Pudong New Area and has autonomy in foreign trade.  It consists of Shanghai Pesticide Factory, Shanghai Union Chemical Factory, Shanghai Dongfeng pesticide Factory and Shanghai Pesticide Research Institute.  Asia-Pacific Agrochemical produces over 30 pesticide active ingredients, as well as a number of intermediates, with a production capacity of over 15,000 tonnes per annum.

BIOTECHNOLOGY A CHINESE PRIORITY

Biotechnology has been designated as a priority sector for development in China and receives US$15-18 million in state investment each year.  The number of Chinese scientists and technicians engaged in biotechnology R&D, production and training was 30,000-50,000 at the end of 1996. With 271 institutions and over 20 key state laboratories working in biotechnology, China has now made a number of significant breakthroughs. Five genetically engineered drugs in three therapeutic categories have recently received approval for production and marketing.  Research on transgenic plants is also progressing. Mosaic virus-resistant, insect-resistant and salt-tolerant tobacco are being developed, as are hybrid, transgenic rice and wheat. 

The biotechnology industry is most advanced in Shanghai, Beijing, Guangdong and Shenzhen, but most provinces and municipalities are making it a development priority. Shanghai has set up a municipal co-ordinating body with a target of generating sales of US$3-4,000 million by the year 2000.

FAR EAST ORGANIC FOOD
Japanese trading company, Nissho Iwai Corporation, is to start importing 20 varieties of organic foods from the French food company, La Vie SA, from next month.  It is also considering establishing a joint venture with La Vie.  Nissho wants to set up special areas in large supermarkets for selling the products and packaging them as gifts.  Organic food sales in Japan were an estimated 150 billion Yen (US$1.3 billion) in 1996 and are expected to reach some 250-300 billion Yen this year.

Demand for organic food in China is exceeding supply, despite a 71% rise in production last year, according to China Business Daily.  China is to increase the percentage of cultivated land used to grow food without chemicals to 1.0% by 2000, up from 0.1% in 1990.  Annual sales of organic food in China are currently about 15 billion Yuan (US$1.8 billion).
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