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CREATION OF AVENTIS COMES CLOSER
The formation of Aventis from the life sciences interests of Hoechst AG and Rhône-Poulenc SA moved crucial steps forward this month with approval for the merger given by both sets of company shareholders.  There were some nervous moments at the Hoechst shareholders’ meeting, which went on for two days, particularly over the choice of Strasbourg, France, for the Aventis HQ - not surprising, given Hoechst’s position as a leading German company. 

Backing from both sets of shareholders ultimately proved overwhelming. Rhône-Poulenc's shareholders approved the merger, with 99.5% voting in favour. Hoechst’s shareholders, who will own 53% of Aventis, endorsed it with the approval of 99.7% of those voting.  The two companies are expecting clearance from anti-trust watchdogs in Europe and the USA next month, although the European Commission has insisted that Hoechst sells off its basic chemical interests before the merger proceeds. 

At the Hoechst shareholders’ meeting, approval was given for the spin-off of these chemical interests into a separate company, Celanese AG. This separation will be achieved over the next few months with a Hoechst extraordinary shareholders' meeting scheduled for October to decide on a special dividend after the spin-off. At about that time, Rhône-Poulenc will offer three of its shares for every four in Hoechst and, in November, R-P will hold a shareholders' meeting to approve the creation of new shares to be issued in exchange for those of Hoechst. Aventis should be formally created by the end of 1999, becoming leader in both pharmaceuticals and crop protection. It is expected to be one of the top 50 European stocks, with shares listed in New York, Frankfurt and Paris. 

Rationalisation and Reorganisation 

As the merger progresses, the structure of the new crop protection business is being more clearly defined. This will operate as Aventis CropScience, headquartered in Lyon, France, with some regional management teams based in Frankfurt. AgrEvo’s showpiece international fungicide and formulation research centre at Chesterford Park (UK), which has had a distinguished history under its various owners over the years, will not become part of Aventis CropScience once it commences operations. Insecticide R&D will be based in Frankfurt, also the main herbicide centre, with Lyon becoming the fungicide discovery and toxicology centre. AgrEvo's Berlin headquarters will be closed, as will R-P Agro's sites in Cologne and Düsseldorf. 

Ongar will retain its herbicide research and will also be the UK development and sales centre for Aventis CropScience.  AgrEvo’s UK sales and development centre at East Wynch, Norfolk, will not be retained. AgrEvo’s facilities in Goldsboro, North Carolina, will be closed, with R-P’s centre in Research Triangle Park becoming the US development and sales headquarters. AgrEvo's North American headquarters in Regina, Saskatchewan, will become the Canadian headquarters for Aventis CropScience.

French Union officials estimate that 1,400 jobs will go from the European crop protection interests of Aventis (Aventis CropScience), some 20% of the workforce, although Rhône-Poulenc has stated that job cuts will be no more than 900 as there are plans to sell some facilities rather than shut them down. Even without the merger, some rationalisation would have been inevitable with the current industry position. Some 150 new jobs are to be created to strengthen research in seeds and biotechnology and the legal department.

New Products and Ambitious Sales Targets

Aventis has some promising new compounds in development, including new fiproles and other compounds from R-P and two new cereal herbicides from AgrEvo, iodosulfuron (due for launch in 2001) and a very active, broad-spectrum graminicide (launch due in 2003). Iodosulfuron is a broadleaf herbicide which also has good efficacy against Apera spica venti. It has some complementarity with amidosulfuron and has excellent sales prospects in Germany and Eastern Europe. A new potato blight fungicide with a novel mode of action is also under "accelerated" early development by AgrEvo. 

With crop protection sales of 4 billion Euros ($4.2 billion) in 1998, Aventis CropScience would have held some 15% of the world market, with an R&D spend of 400 million Euros. It aims to achieve sales of 5.3 billion Euros by 2002. Seed treatment sales are expected to grow strongly, by 22% per annum. Considerable sales growth is projected for North America and Asia, where current share would be 11%. Growth in Europe will be more difficult, with market share at 21%. The merger will give improved profitability, but sustaining the momentum of the business will be a major management challenge.

European News and Markets
SPRAYS AND SPRAYERS

A wide range of new spraying equipment was demonstrated at the Sprays and Sprayers event last month, organised by Novartis in Whittlesford, UK, including an “economy” mounted and trailed range from Case UK Ltd to meet the needs of smaller arable, horticultural and amenity users. 

New John Deere Range

John Deere Ltd had a number of models on display from its new range of high-performance trailed, tractor-mounted and orchard sprayers. These were launched last November, following Deere’s acquisition of the Dutch sprayer manufacturer, Douven, in 1997. 

Specialty Software for Spray Contractors

Pear Technology, Havant (UK) launched its Fieldman Contractor software at the event.  This is designed for spray contractors to keep accurate records and enable them to work within the new LERAP (Local Environmental Risk Assessment for Pesticides) legislation in the UK, as well as aiding traceability.

Billericay Bubble Jets

Air bubble jets (ABJs) developed by  Billericay Farm Services Ltd, Essex, are expected to be the first low-drift nozzles to receive the three-star LERAP rating from the Pesticide Safety Directorate. This award will allow growers and amenity users to apply category B pesticides as close a one metre to areas adjacent to water catchments without dose restrictions, instead of the six-metre buffer zone in force for non-approved nozzles. ABJs allow drift reductions of over 75% compared with conventional nozzles. It is estimated that ABJs are used on about 20% of UK sprayers.

Lurmark Gains Berthoud Agency

The international nozzle manufacturer, Lurmark Ltd, Longstanton, Cambridge, UK, has recently signed an agreement with Berthoud Sprayers, Villefranche, France, to become their exclusive UK agent. Berthoud is a division of Excel Industries, which also owns Tecnoma Sprayers.

Air Inclusion Nozzle Project

Lurmark is co-operating with AgrEvo, Novartis and the Silsoe Research Institute in a two-year research project, started in April, to find the optimum criteria for application of agrochemicals through air-inclusion nozzles. The three companies are supplying products and specialist expertise, whilst Silsoe is carrying out the research with the aid of a £90,000 Sappio link grant from the Ministry of Agriculture.

Micronair X-15 Re-Launch 

CDA (Controlled Droplet Application) spraying specialists, Micronair Sprayers Ltd, Bromyard, UK, (www.micron.co.uk) have re-launched their Micronair X-15 Sprayer. This rotary atomiser has been developed for mounting on helicopters and slower ultralite aircraft and is well suited for crop spraying, bracken and insect control in forestry.
Chafer Sprayer Improvements

Hydro Chafer Ltd, Immingham, has introduced some innovations to its self-propelled and trailed sprayers.  The degree of boom tilt possible has been increased from five to ten degrees, for greater control on undulating ground.  It is offering an air-brake circuit on trailed sprayers and a “boom purge and prime” system for its self-propelled and trailed sprayers.

New Owner for Spraycare 

The Lincolnshire-based machinery and spraying contractor, Gary Avison Ltd, has acquired the core business of Spraycare, a division of the Brown Butlin Group.  Spraycare was established by Brown Butlin in 1978 and is the UK’s largest sprayer spare parts stockist. Its new owner is looking to expand the business and to add new franchises.

UK INTERNET INDEX

Novartis Crop Protection has launched a free index, Agri-Index, to useful UK agricultural websites to help guide farmers and advisors to locate appropriate technical and business information on the internet.  Agri-Index (accessible at www.agri-index.co.uk) is divided into 12 sections including crop protection companies, arable, livestock, weather, and advisory services, with helpful descriptions of the websites.

LINDANE RAPESEED BAN

The use of lindane in oilseed rape seed treatments was banned at the end of last month in the UK, leaving growers without any routine pre-emergence treatment against cabbage stem flea beetles. According to ADAS Boxworth entomologist, John Young, the risk of beetle attack can be reduced by increasing seeding rates or making an early pyrethroid insecticide treatment where necessary.

NEW UK SUPPLY COMPANY

Following proposals earlier this year (March CPM), two farmer-owned supply businesses, Midland Shires Farmers (MSF) and WMF Ltd, have merged to form Countrywide Farmers Holdings plc. The new company will have sales of £190 million, including £8 million ($13 million) of pesticides and 20,000 tonnes of seed. It will have some 11,200 farmer shareholders. 

ITALIAN NEWS
Rhône-Poulenc Agro has received approval for its oxadiargyl-based herbicide, Raft, in Italy for use in sunflowers. This is the first approval for an oxadiargyl product in a European Union member state and the Italian authorities are also acting as rapporteur for the herbicide for its European approval. Oxadiargyl is being targeted primarily for rice markets in Asia and Latin America (November 1997) and was successfully launched in India earlier this year as Topstar (February CPM). Potatoes and vegetables are the other main target markets.

Dr Carlo Mallegni has retired as head of Caffaro's crop protection research centre in St Vincenzo di Galliera, near Bologna, which Caffaro acquired when it took over SIAPA. He has been replaced by Dr Lucio Filippini. The Caffaro production facility at Galliera has been closed and its work taken over by Caffaro facilities in Aprilia and Adria. Control of Caffaro's parent, Snia, looks set to change as an Italian holding company, Bios, has recently acquired a 29.9% stake.

Zeneca Agrochemicals is to open a new R&D centre near Foggia for the discovery and development of new crop protection products for Mediterranean crops.

NOVARTIS & ERIDANIA DEAL

Novartis is to buy a majority stake in the seeds business of the French company, Eridania Beghin-Say SA, which has annual sales of over $30 million. The deal includes businesses in Italy, France, Spain, Hungary and Poland, which will maintain their separate identities whilst co-operating on R&D with Novartis. The European Commission has this month given the go-ahead to the Novartis joint venture, Maisadour Semences, with the French co-operative, Maisadour, which will focus on agricultural biotechnology.

CONTROLLED RELEASE MARKET

According to a new study by the US consultancy, Frost & Sullivan (www.frost.com), the European market for controlled release agrochemicals is relatively modest, US$79.9 million in 1998.  Sales of controlled release insecticides are estimated to be worth US$25.5 million, mainly derived form products based on methyl parathion and chlorpyrifos in Italy, Spain and France. Sales of controlled release herbicides are estimated at US$57.6 million, again mainly in the Mediterranean area with products such as alachlor, which in Italy can only be sold in this form. The report cites seed treatments as a potential area for future development, a sector which has not been developed much so far for controlled release. 

ROUNDUP READY IN RUSSIA

As of this month, Russia has introduced a system of state registration of genetically engineered foods and ingredients to oversee the safety of imported produce. Russia's health ministry has issued its first licence to import genetically modified food to Monsanto for Roundup Ready soybeans. The licence allows for free use for food purposes and has been issued for three years until July 2002.

SOREX CELEBRATES HALF-CENTURY

The UK rodenticide specialist, Sorex Limited, Widnes, Cheshire, is celebrating 50 years in business. During its first year of trading (1949), Sorex was the first company to use anti-coagulants against rodents, offering a real alternative to the technical and safety problems associated with old-fashioned, acute rat poisons. This was soon followed in 1951 with the commercialisation of warfarin. 

The discovery in 1971 of Vitamin D (calciferol) as a rodenticide, especially for mice, was another “first” for Sorex, followed in 1972 by the second-generation anticoagulants, brodifacoum and difenacoum. Brodifacoum was the first rodenticide to be offered as a “single-feed” bait. Following diversification into public health insecticides during the 1950’s and 1960’s, Sorex added a broad range of “farm health” products, including insecticides and ectoparasiticides, to its range in the 1980’s. The inclusion of the emetic, Bitrex, in rodenticides was first made by Sorex in 1987 and it was the first to receive ISO 9002 accreditation for rodenticide manufacture in 1990. 

Sorex has also made many innovations in bait formulation and presentation. It has established many long-term trading partnerships with both multi-nationals such as  American Cyanamid, Zeneca and BASF, and distributors in the UK and abroad. 

ANGLO-CHINESE CO-OPERATION

HRI-Hortitech, the commercial arm of Horticulture Research International, Wellesbourne, UK, announced at the Royal Show that it has established a joint venture with the Zhejiang Academy of Agricultural Sciences at Hangzhou in the Yangtze river basin. The jv, which will be equipped with an advanced tissue culture unit, will offer management and consultancy services to local Chinese horticultural enterprises and will also manage a 25-hectare glasshouse facility in Ningbo. It will become fully operational in September.

American News and Markets

DUPONT RESTRUCTURING

Downsizing in crop protection businesses is continuing with DuPont announcing this month that it is to consolidate manufacturing capacity and "refocus" R&D and marketing with the loss of approximately 800 jobs. DuPont Crop Protection currently employs 5,500 people in 40 countries. Annual pre-tax savings of some $200 million are expected. DuPont reasons that it must maintain a competitive cost structure while focusing resources on the introduction of three new products and achieving synergies with Pioneer. 

Talks with Monsanto Confirmed
It has now been publicly confirmed that DuPont held acquisition talks with Monsanto earlier this year as part of plans to develop its life sciences interests. The disclosure comes in a Securities and Exchange Commission filing as part of a proxy statement for shareholders in Pioneer Hi-Bred International. DuPont informed Pioneer of the talks during negotiations to buy the remaining 80% of the seed company's shares. 

Some US analysts are suggesting that a deal with Monsanto could still be possible, although significant seed and herbicide disposals would be inevitable to satisfy anti-trust regulators. Monsanto has revealed that it is selling off its artificial sweetener and biogums businesses. Proceeds from the disposals will be used to cut the company's high level of debt. It has also done a deal this month allowing Cyanamid access to glyphosate in herbicide mixtures in the US from 2000.

AMVAC'S AZADIRACHTIN APPROVALS

Amvac Chemical Corporation (California) has received full US EPA and California EPA approvals for three formulations of azadirachtin under the reduced-risk, fast-track registration scheme. The products contain a patented azadirachtin technical produced by the Indian company, Fortune Biotech Limited, Secendrabad. Ornazin has been developed for greenhouse, turf and ornamental markets to control a wide range of insects. Amazin has been developed for mushroom house use to control mushroom flies and is virtually odourless. Ecozin has been developed for use in vegetable and fruit crops. Amvac has applied for organic certification for the three products and expects significant growth in this niche market sector. 

Fortune Biotech Limited, founded in 1993, will manufacture the technical grade azadirachtin in its processing plant near Hyderabad, India, which can process up to 10,000 tonnes neem seed each year (CPM, May 1997). Amvac will manufacture the formulations at its Los Angeles manufacturing facility using its proprietary technology. The improvements made to the technical product and formulations have resulted in products with improved efficacy, less odour and longer shelf-life. 

FORMATION OF AGRINOMICS

The biotechnology company, Agritope, Portland, Oregon, and Rhône-Poulenc Agro have formally established their proposed 50:50 joint venture, Agrinomics LLC (February CPM). The jv and its academic collaborators at the Salk Institute and the University of Edinburgh (January CPM) will each generate genetically modified seeds to be screened by Agrinomics for a variety of traits such as disease resistance, insect resistance, new morphologies, abiotic stress tolerance, improved flowering, herbicide tolerance and improved nutritional qualities. 

Rhône-Poulenc Agro will make capital contributions of $20 million over a five-year period and has already made a $5 million contribution to support first year operations. Agrinomics intends to develop a network of research and commercial alliances with partners with a range of interests such as food and beverages, feed grains, fibre crops and forestry.  

FORESTRY BIOTECH JOINT VENTURE

A new joint venture, GenFor SA, has been set up in Chile by Biogenetic SA and the Canadian company, Silvagen Inc, Vancouver, British Columbia, to use biotechnology techniques to improve forestry species in Latin America. Biogenetic is itself a joint venture between Fundacion Chile, Santiago, and InterLink Associates Inc, Princeton, New Jersey. Fundacion Chile is the leading Chilean organisation for technology transfer and development. InterLink Associates Inc is a biotechnology research and technology transfer company which focuses on the use of microbes and their diversity.

With an initial investment of $5 million (partly funded by the Chilean development agency, Corfo), GenFor will develop products and services such as clonal development and transgenic radiata pine with improved production and wood quality characteristics. 

The first field test of transgenic radiata pine in Chile will be established shortly. GenFor is developing transgenic pines resistant to the European shoot moth, an important insect pest in Chilean forestry, in co-operation with the Forest Research Institute of New Zealand and other research groups. Other GenFor R&D targets include resistance to fungal diseases, manipulation of cellulose and lignin content and other wood quality characteristics. 

Chinese News and Markets

JOINT VENTURE FOR ALBEMARLE

Albemarle TCI Limited, an affiliate of Albemarle Corporation, Richmond, Virginia, USA, and Beijing Yanhua Petrochemical Co Ltd, an affiliate of Beijing Yanshan Petrochemical Company, have signed an agreement in principle to form a manufacturing joint venture. The jv, Beijing Albemarle Yanshan Fine Chemical Company Limited, will initially make agricultural chemical intermediates, subject to Chinese government approval, using Albemarle's strengths in alkylation technology. 

Albemarle, which has been increasing its international interests, established a representative office in Beijing in 1992 and this is its first major Chinese investment. Beijing Albemarle Yanshan's manufacturing operation, due to start up in the second half of 2000, will be located within a site outside Beijing belonging to Beijing Yanhua Petrochemical, which will contribute existing capital assets and infrastructure services.

PROPARGITE PROCESS APPROVED

A process for producing the acaricide, propargite, developed by Hunan Research Institute of Chemical Industry, has been approved by Hunan Petroleum and Chemical Industry Bureau. The unit cost of propargite production in China is reported to be less than US$5,422 per tonne compared with the market price of imported products at US$8,674 per tonne. Trade statistics indicate that over 400 tonnes of propargite are imported into China each year.

IMPORT & EXPORT CONTROLS

The Chinese authorities have set up a registration system to strengthen the control of pesticide imports and exports. According to a notice jointly issued by the Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) and the Chinese General Administration of Customs, any Chinese company or other organisation intending to import or export agrochemicals must apply for the Registration Certificate of Agrochemical Import and Export to the MoA. The new rules came into effect on 1 July and will bring China in line with UN prior informed consent (PIC) conventions on trade in hazardous chemicals and pesticides.

PESTICIDE EFFICACY REGULATION

China's Ministry of Agriculture has issued a new regulation for the administration of pesticide efficacy tests for registration purposes in an effort to make procedures more uniform and practicable. Applications for registration from domestic agrochemical producers must now be submitted to local pesticide inspection centres, which, after preliminary evaluation, will forward them to the Institute for the Control of Agrochemicals of the Ministry of Agriculture (ICAMA) for final approval. Overseas suppliers and their manufacturing joint ventures can apply directly to ICAMA. The new regulation came into effect on 1 July. ICAMA will evaluate and approve pesticide efficacy test applications every three months.

QINGJIANG’S TOLUIDINE EXPANSION 

Qingjiang Pesticide Factory has completed a US$1.2 million project to expand its o-toluidine production by 3,000 tonnes per annum. Pilot production has started at Huaiyin, Jiangsu Province. The purity of o-toluidine being produced is reported to be as high as 99.82%. In 1981, Qingjiang Pesticide used the hydro-reduction process for the production of o-toluidine, the first of its kind in China. At that time, its total production capacity was 1,000 tonnes a year. In recent years, Chinese demand for o-toluidine has grown sharply due to increasing consumption of 2-methyl-6-ethyl-aniline, an intermediate for production of the herbicides acetochlor and butachlor.

OTHER CHINESE NEWS

Seven local companies have merged to form Heilong Agrochemical Group, with total assets of US$25.3 million, in Jiamusi, Heilongjiang Province. The new group has chloralkali interests and produces 2, 4-D (amine and sodium salt) and  thiram formulations.

Jiangdu Pesticide Factory has launched four new agrochemical formulations on to the domestic market, including a 3% acetamiprid insecticide. It is reported that several domestic factories are now engaged in the production of acetamiprid technical in China. Jiangdu Pesticide has annual capacity of over 1,000 tons of active ingredients and 10,000 tons of agrochemical formulations. 

The first China International Agricultural Chemical Exhibition, organised by the Chemical Branch of China Council for Promotion of International Trade, is scheduled to be held at Beijing Agriculture Exhibition Centre from 2-5 November 1999.

Qingdao Pesticide Factory has been awarded ISO9002 quality certification by the Beijing ISO9000 Certification Centre. Qingdao, established in 1949, is a state-owned enterprise and one of China's leading insecticide manufacturers.

Pilot production of the chloro-acetamide herbicides, diafenthiuron and mefenacet, has commenced at Changzhou Pesticide Factory. 

Company Spotlight on Nufarm

Nufarm’s recent purchase of Rhône-Poulenc’s remaining 2,4-D business (March CPM), is the latest in a series of moves which have contributed to a dramatic increase in its turnover in the past four years. Finance Director, Kevin Martin, told CPM's Elaine Warrell on a recent visit to company headquarters in Laverton North, near Melbourne, Victoria, that Nufarm had shot up to 14th place in the global crop protection league table in 1997 from 23rd in 1996.  

FROM LOCAL TO GLOBAL BUSINESS
Nufarm's owner, the New Zealand public company, Fernz Corporation Limited, has two core businesses: the Nufarm managed group, with its interests in agricultural chemicals, animal health and, in Australia, industrial chemicals; and Fernz Chemicals Group, mainly in industrial and fine chemicals and operating primarily in Australasia. The Nufarm business was set up in Victoria, Australia, as a small manufacturing concern in 1957. Fernz Corporation took a stake in 1982 and made it a wholly-owned company in 1987.

Nufarm managed turnover in 1997 was A$900 million ($640 million) compared to A$300 million in 1995 and a mere A$100 million in 1983. Projections are for a further lift in 1999 following the latest purchase from R-P and the likelihood that the acquisition of former customer Riverdale Chemical Company, Chicago, will be completed this year.

EXPORT DEVELOPMENT

The export business started seriously in 1991 with the setting up of the first offshore operation in Malaysia, the marketing subsidiary, Nufarm Products Sdn Bhd. This was followed in 1992 with a regional office in Singapore to manage the importing of products manufactured in other locations, to control locally-based manufacturing and marketing activities and to service key regional markets including Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, Philippines, Japan and China. That same year saw the opening of the first Nufarm office in the USA, providing customer services. 

STRING OF ACQUISITIONS

However, the big hike in Nufarm’s fortunes of the past four years (turnover up by 52.7%) has come primarily from acquisitions of companies in Austria, France, the UK and the USA. Acquisitions in Europe started in 1994, primarily because this is where plants with established international businesses came up for sale. 

The 1994 purchase of Rhône-Poulenc’s phenoxy herbicides plant at Belvedere, UK, was Nufarm’s first big move in setting up production bases for a global business. This purchase was quickly followed by the herbicides business of Agrolinz, now Nufarm GmbH & Co Kg, Linz, Austria in 1995 (with a substantial export business) and Akzo’s MCPA manufacturing plant in the Netherlands in 1996. The acquisition of  85% of French company CFPI in 1997 brought in established markets in France, Spain and the USA and a strong chemistry research and development base. The purchase was completed in 1998.   

In 1998, Nufarm completed the acquisition of the Rhône-Poulenc US and Canadian phenoxy herbicide business and set up joint ownership with DuPont of Westrade USA Inc to gain better access to the market for the herbicide trifluralin, later increasing this to 100% ownership. The CFPI deal has gone one stage further with the selling off of CFPI's ethephon growth regulator business and the formation with Rhône-Poulenc of an HBN joint venture, with Nufarm holding a 25% share. 

ECONOMIC VALUE ADDED

Within a health, safety and environmental framework, Nufarm judges acquisitions on their ability to add value to the business, using as a yardstick Economic Value Added (EVA), defined as the difference between the economic profit of the investment less the charge for the cost of capital utilised in making that investment.

With this yardstick, the rationale for the wide geographic spread of Nufarm acquisitions falls into place and is summed up succinctly by Kevin Martin as ‘opportunity’. Multinational companies planning to concentrate on proprietary products have wanted to divest manufacturing capacity. With that capacity have come product registrations and sometimes marketing capabilities as well. "And there is plenty more scope for development. We still have little or no market presence in Brazil or Argentina", he says. "These certainly represent opportunities for market development as distinct from market penetration."

AUTONOMY OF SUBSIDIARIES

Overseas subsidiaries are left largely to manage their own affairs but with clear reporting lines to the international headquarters where the businesses are co-ordinated. “We are a ‘hands on’ company,” says General Manager, Sales & Marketing, Steve Roberts. "Much of the international management is through face-to-face discussion either at headquarters or in the company concerned. This means senior managers travel a great deal but develop good relationships with their operational managers who may be working in companies with widely differing cultures."

NEW INTERNATIONAL HEADQUARTERS

Nufarm marked its rising fortunes by opening a new international headquarters in 1998 at the 16-hectare site at Laverton North, Victoria. Appropriately, the buildings front one of the company’s main herbicide manufacturing plants, with five hectares in hand for expansion. Some 180 people, including plant operatives, work at the site.

CONFIDENCE IN PHENOXY HERBICIDES
Greg Healy, Nufarm’s Global Manager, Regulatory Affairs and Product Development, is confident about the future for phenoxy herbicides, the mainstay of its business. "The basic chemistry may be old, but technology has kept them in the market place", he comments. Many newer herbicides, such as the sulfonyl ureas, need phenoxy herbicides as partners, as does glyphosate, to enhance activity against broadleaf weeds. Fifty years of use has provided data coverage as good as any new molecule. The agrochemical industry has spent millions of dollars through the 2,4-D Task Force for new studies to meet US EPA re-registration requirements and data call-ins. Nufarm started exporting 2,4-D to the USA in 1988 and is an active member of several international phenoxy task forces.

CO-OPERATION WITH MULTINATIONALS
To ensure technology keeps pace with modern regulatory and market needs, Nufarm invests 5% of gross sales revenues annually in research to improve existing products and to develop new formulations and processes, sometimes in collaboration with outside partners. Apart from acquisitions, much of Nufarm’s success in developing its generics business stems from a long-term policy of developing good relations with R&D-based multinationals, positioning the company at the forefront when generic components are needed to partner new molecules or when market know-how is needed. 

The policy throughout is to sell on quality, not price. This is coupled with an international trials and regulatory capability in Australasia, the Far East, the USA and Europe. Last year, Nufarm also set up two small marketing joint ventures with FMC in Slovakia and the Czech Republic to provide a springboard for developing business in Eastern Europe.

Nufarm has had good relationships with Monsanto since the mid-1980s and helped develop a post-patent strategy for glyphosate in Australia. This has now extended into a global agreement which allows Nufarm to purchase glyphosate raw materials and to have access to patent licences. 

STRONG DOMESTIC POSITION

In its home market, Nufarm is the top manufacturer and formulator of agrochemicals and number two in sales, after Zeneca. It is the leader in the herbicide sector with a 22% share. In 1996-97, domestic sales made up about 46% of Nufarm group turnover, but should fall to 25% with the growing international sales. 

Revenues should soon split equally between Europe, Australia and the USA.  Business is getting tougher in the home market, where it is relatively easy for generic companies to enter and there are no proprietary rights to data protection unless a special review is called.  Greg Healy believes this may change. Industry needs more incentive to develop the market, while farmers and the government hold the view that easy access encourages competition and keeps prices low. 

Nufarm has high-tech manufacturing sites in three key regions. The principal facility at Laverton North is a fully-integrated herbicide production site for various generics including 2,4-D, glyphosate and trifluralin. This is complemented by manufacturing plants in Western Australia producing trifluralin and diuron and formulations, including water dispersible granules and suspension concentrates. A North Queensland facility specialises in insecticide formulations. 

Nufarm has sales and distribution networks in all the key areas of the country, as well as a garden and amenity business, Chemturf Pty Ltd, and an application development and marketing enterprise, Croplands Equipment Pty Ltd. The company is moving down the distribution chain, focusing more on branded products. “We have to make sure we can service brands - that needs people,” points out Steve Roberts. “But we have by no means reached the top. There is still scope to grow our markets and our good relationships with other companies means we can also continue to grow with them.”  

BIOTECHNOLOGY STRATEGY

Nufarm’s biotechnology strategy is to focus on effective and timely delivery and to set up a framework of co-operation with other organisations. In April, Nufarm formed a joint venture company, NuGrain Pty Ltd, with two of Australia’s largest grain handling organisations (April CPM). NuGrain has reached an agreement in principle with Monsanto to explore future joint development opportunities. “We will work with other biotechnology companies to develop similar partnerships to deliver technology to Australia’s farmers”, says NuGrain chairman Allan McCallum. “NuGrain will be seeking opportunities to deliver biotechnology in a range of superior cultivars.”   

Other News and Markets

FROM IMI TO CLEARFIELD

American Cyanamid is introducing Clearfield as a new global brand name for crops tolerant to its imidazolinone herbicides such as imazethapyr (Pursuit).  Cyanamid was the first company to market a herbicide-tolerant crop with the launch of "IMI corn" in 1992.  The Clearfield  system uses Cyanamid's materials and intellectual property with germplasm and technology from various partner companies. 

"Cyanamid's strategy is to approach the global market in a way that makes the technology broadly available," said Vic Smith, assistant VP for herbicide-tolerant crops, at the FIS World Seed Congress in Melbourne, Australia, this month. Cyanamid's development work with seed partners involves both transgenic and non-transgenic methodologies. "The significance of the Clearfield brand is that it will make it easier for growers to match superior seed with custom-designed weed control" Smith commented. "Growers will simply look for the unique Clearfield symbol on their preferred hybrids and varieties, then match it with a Clearfield herbicide custom-designed for that crop." 

Development Agreement with Nidera Seeds 

American Cyanamid and the Argentinean company, Nidera Seeds, have signed an agreement this month to develop high-performance Clearfield maize hybrids. The first hybrids will be available in Argentina for the 1999/2000 season. Nidera Seeds is a division of the Nidera Corporation, a grain, oilseed and oil processing company, which entered the seeds business in 1988. As well as traditional plant breeding, Nidera Seeds has a biotechnology laboratory in Venado Tuerto. Last year, the company was market leader in the hybrid maize seed sector in Argentina.

AGREVO COMPLETES MITSU DEAL

AgrEvo has completed its deal to acquire a 51% stake in the pyrethroids business of Mitsu Industries Ltd (March CPM), from its parent company, the Bhilakhia Group, via its French subsidiary, Hoechst Schering AgrEvo SA. The new joint venture will be named Bilag Industries Private Ltd and have 850 employees. 

Joint Distribution Agreement

AgrEvo India has entered into an agreement for joint marketing of its broad-spectrum insecticide, Hostathion (triazophos) with Nagarjuna Fertilizers (based in the South of India) in the state of Andhra Pradesh. According to AgrEvo India's executive vice-chairman and managing director, Mr K K Unni, AgrEvo will provide technical grade insecticide and know-how to Nagarjuna Fertilizers under the agreement.

DOW IN FUMIGANT DEAL

Dow AgroSciences LLC and the Israeli company, Dead Sea Bromine Ltd, have entered into a ten-year co-operative agreement for the development and marketing of replacement soil fumigants for methyl bromide, which is being phased out of world markets under international agreements. Dead Sea Bromine, a subsidiary of Israel Chemicals Ltd, is one of the four main producers of methyl bromide (CPM, June 1997). The first replacement contains chloropicrin and 1,3- dichloropropene (sold by Dow as Telone) and will be marketed by Dead Sea Bromine under the trade names Telopic and Telopic EC.

The two companies are planning to register the new product in the UK, France, Italy, Spain, Israel and the US, with the first sales expected by the end of next year. Annual sales from the new fumigant are projected to exceed $30 million at product maturity. 

The agreement will enable Dead Sea Bromine to continue supplying its fumigant customers with methyl bromide alternatives and it will have the rights to market Telopic in European, Middle East, US and other markets. Dow will retain the rights to sell Telone worldwide. Earlier this year, Dead Sea Bromine signed a deal to supply Dow with $60 million of bromine products over the next five years and other joint ventures between the two companies are a distinct possibility. 
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