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NEW ERA OF CROP LIFE

Until recently, the Global Crop Protection Federation (GCPF), based in Brussels, was a relatively low profile organisation with only a few staff whose main concerns centred around issues of safe pesticide use and disposal in developing countries, integrated pest management and sustainable agriculture. Acting as the “global voice” of the industry, its 75 member regional and national associations and main company sponsors did much of the work behind the scenes. 

This month GCPF has been relaunched with a new logo and a new name, CropLife International. There was a one-day conference to mark the event with speakers from industry, academia and NGOs. There was also an interesting café-style debate with a good mix of participants from different interest groups. 

New biotechnology role

CropLife International has taken on some policy managers and three communications specialists, bringing its staff total up to 11. A new “pillar” has been added to the association’s areas of responsibility, the contentious subject of biotechnology, which has also been the main driving force behind the new name and structure.

A new director general for GCPF, Dr Christian Verschueren was appointed last year, a very able and personable man, whose background was not crop protection but animal health (CPM, June 2000). He will now have a higher profile as CropLife International engages more in public debate and information provision, as well as forging closer relations with the Word Bank, non-governmental organisations and philanthropic bodies. 

Indeed, there is a personal message from Dr Verschueren on the new website (www.croplife.org). Associated with the new biotechnology role, there has also been a subtle change of wording to “representing the plant sciences industry”. Whether the fertiliser industry, with which the association has close links, entirely welcomes this is another question. There is also a new logo with some soft curves, not unlike that of the UK’s Crop Protection Association. 

Finding a new name to reflect the association new roles was not an easy task. In a strange quirk of fate, the US journal, Farm Chemicals, pre-empted GCPF and recently changed its title to Crop Life, although Farm Chemicals International retains its name for the time being (as does Crop Protection Monthly!). Crop Life had been the title of a previous US publication that was incorporated into Farm Chemicals. A new name always takes some time to become familiar and accepted. There was a neutral response from CPM’s “straw poll” of industry executives, although one thought it had associations with the insurance industry. 

Crop Life International’s origins date back to GIFAP, a French acronym for International Group of National Associations of Agrochemical Manufacturers, which was formed about twenty years ago. GIFAP subsequently was renamed GCPF in November 1996.

The leading crop protection companies have had a big input into the creation and funding of Crop Life International. They hope to bring the smaller companies in tune with their vision of the industry’s future. It is a daunting task as the industry’s ability to continue its high level of investment in R&D undoubtedly depends on the commercial success of biotechnology, as eloquently expressed by Dr Evans in the last Bawden Lecture (CPM, November 2000). 

That leading group of companies will lose a member, Aventis CropScience, very shortly. Negotiations are advanced stage for its sale, Aventis and fellow shareholder Schering having reached agreement on a valuation of the business earlier this month. The sale and likely buyer(s) have provided one of the main industry talking points for some time now. The German press has been speculating about a joint BASF/Bayer bid, with BASF wanting the insecticide interests and Bayer attracted by the herbicide assets. Aventis CropScience’s former CEO, Alain Godard, would have preferred a flotation of the business, but this is but a remote possibility now.

In view of public concern about the power wielded by big business, one cannot help thinking that the Godard choice would have made the industry’s image more palatable, even if the profits might not have satisfied investors and city analysts. It would also have made CropLife International’s role somewhat easier. We wish Dr Verschueren a long and successful innings as the new captain of CropLife International. It will take conviction, determination and resilience to succeed. 

European News and Markets

UK LAUNCH FOR RANMAN

BASF has received UK approval for a new potato blight fungicide, Ranman Twinpack, which contains the new active ingredient, cyazofamid. This is the first European registration for this product, which BASF will sell under licence from the Japanese company, Ishihara Sangyo Kaisha. It offers a number of significant benefits over current products used for the preventative control of blight. Cyazofamid has high level of preventative activity against foliar blight and good control of tuber blight, with no water course (LERAP) restrictions. The fungicide will be available in limited quantities this season.

The twin pack contains a cyazofamid formulation for application at only 80g ai/ha (0.2 litre product/ha) with a specially formulated organosilicone adjuvant with an application rate of 0.15 litres/ha. Cyazofamid is strongly lipophilic and the adjuvant ensures good coverage of the leaf surface. Ranman Twinpack is active against all the fungal stages of the blight life cycle, and has been shown to control A1 and A2 strains as well as phenylamide susceptible and resistant strains.

BASF is recommending that growers use a blight control programme starting with its product Invader (dimethomorph + mancozeb) and then to alternate with Ranman Twinpack during the main part of the season. BASF is also sponsoring trials through NIAB, Cambridge, to investigate how potato variety resistance can be developed to maximise blight control in the future.

New Aztec approvals in UK

BASF’S aphicide Aztec (triazamate) has just received approval for use on apples and vining and combining peas in the UK. The product is already used widely on sugar beet, Brussels sprouts and headed cabbages (except Savoy).

UK PESTICIDE STEWARDSHIP DELAY

The general election and foot-and-mouth epidemic have delayed the launch of the voluntary stewardship programme which the UK government accepted as an alternative to a pesticide tax (March CPM). As part of the programme, there will be a survey of pesticide application practices on farms, a subject that is not well documented. CSL, which produces the government’s pesticide usage surveys, will do the work, interviewing some 350 UK farmers in late autumn. There will also be a postal survey of over 1000 farmers. A new professional register of spray operators will also be established. The Crop Protection Association (www.cropprotection.org.uk) has recently produced a “Decision Triangle”, a one-page aid for growers which distils crop protection decision making to ensure safety to the operator, consumer and environment.       

EMPLOYMENT FALL AT CPA FIRMS

The number of employees of the 34 manufacturer members of the UK’s Crop Protection Association fell by 14.5% from 6,343 in 1999 to 5,426 in 2000, mainly a reflection of industry restructuring. For the first time, CPA recorded the employees of its 11 distributor member companies, some 1,633 in 2000. 

EAR SPRAYS AND MYCOTOXINS

Results from research funded by the UK’s Home Grown Cereals Authority (HGCA) suggest that the use of certain fungicides at T3 timing may increase mycotoxin levels in grain. Work led by Dr Paul Nicholson of the John Innes Centre, Norwich, in conjunction with Morley Research Centre, CSL and Harper Adams University College, has shown that the strobilurin azoxystrobin may increase the risk of infection with toxin-producing Fusarium species when applied to control ear blight. He commented: "Azoxystrobin is extremely effective against Microdochium nivale, one of the ear blight complex, but has a negligible effect against the toxigenic Fusarium species." 

In field trials, plants were inoculated with mixtures of ear blight pathogens, creating disease levels higher than those which occur naturally. Under these conditions, tebuconazole, metconazole and epoxiconazole proved to be the most effective compounds against the toxin-producing ear-blight species. Half-dose applications significantly reduced levels of mycotoxins where disease levels were high, but had negligible effect where disease levels were lower. Levels of mycotoxins in UK grain are very low indeed, but standards are becoming stricter in many countries and a new low 'action' level has been proposed by the European Union for grain. Dr Nicholson believes a strobilurin/triazole mix is the best solution at T3.

BATTLE OF THE STROBILURINS

Over the next few years, new strobilurin products based on picoxystrobin from Syngenta and F500 (pyraclostrobin) from BASF are likely to set some new standards in disease control and yield enhancement in cereals and other crops. Both companies have been demonstrating some of their main strengths and special features recently and CPM will have a special feature on them in next month’s edition.

ISAGRO TO BUY CAFFARO INTERESTS

Following an announcement earlier this year (February CPM), the Italian group, Caffaro, has disclosed that it is to sell its main crop protection interests to another Italian group, Isagro. The assets involved will be sold in three separate parcels and the deal should be completed on 1 October 2001. 

Isagro Copper srl, a new Isagro group company, will acquire Caffaro’s production site at Adria, the research site in Galliera (formerly part of SIAPA) and the Caffaro products, excluding the SIAPA product range which is sold exclusively through the consorzi agrari outlets. Isagro Copper will take on some 85 staff currently employed at Adria, 32 in Galliera and 56 in Cesano Maderno.

Another new Isagro subsidiary, Fitoformula srl, will acquire Caffaro’s formulation plant in Aprilia, Latina, as well as warehousing facilities in Foggia and Castelbeltrame. Fitoformula will take on 121 Caffaro employees. Another company, SIAPA srl, in which Isagro has an interest, will acquire the SIAPA product range as well as 66 Caffaro staff. 

Caffaro acquired SIAPA at the end of October 1995 after it had been placed in administrative receivership at the time of the financial collapse of its controlling shareholder, FEDIT, Rome, the national federation of consorzi agrari. The deal with Isagro does not include Caffaro’s 50% stake in Vischim, the chlorothalonil production joint venture with Sipcam.

Isagro’s origins

Isagro SpA was founded in March 1992 from the plant protection interests of the state-owned company, Enichem Agricoltura, and sold off the following year to a management buy-out team (CPM, July 1993), with financial backing from Sipcam.  Rhône-Poulenc Agro (now part of Aventis CropScience) later acquired a minority shareholding in Isagro SpA. This was increased from 13% to 20% in 1998 when R-P also renewed an existing R&D agreement with the company (CPM, July 1998). R-P had been developing Isagro's proprietary triazole fungicide, tetraconazole, in the French market and the companies had also been co-operating with other products.

The acquisition will make Isagro one of the leaders in the Italian market and also strengthen its international activities with the addition of the Caffaro copper fungicide products. Isagro has annual pesticide sales of over $40 million, with about 4% share of the domestic market. Caffaro’s total pesticide sales are over $120 million. 
NUFARM ACQUIRES AGTROL EUROPE

The Australian generic pesticides company, Nufarm Ltd, Melbourne, has reached agreement to acquire the European business interests of Agtrol International from the US company, Phibro-Tech Inc, a subsidiary of Philipp Brothers Chemicals Inc. The interests are based primarily on the former La Cornubia business in Bordeaux which Agtrol acquired over three years ago (CPM, December 1997). The manufacturing facilities in Bordeaux, chiefly for copper fungicides, are not included in the deal, although there will be a supply agreement. The acquisition will come under the supervision of French subsidiary, CFPI-Nufarm. 

Phibro-Tech and Philipp Brothers decided that Agtrol International no longer fitted in with their strategic plans for the future. Last month, Nufarm agreed to buy Agtrol’s US operations from Phibro-Tech, excluding the production operations (May CPM). The sale of the Agtrol International fungicides business includes Agtrol's products, trademarks, intellectual property, commercial relationships and some 50 employees. Annual sales are about $50 million.

The Agtrol acquisition will allow Nufarm entry into the key market of fungicides in Europe and allow it to widen its interests beyond herbicides. Nufarm is looking to further strengthen its European presence and other acquisitions are a distinct possibility. Germany and Italy are two markets being targeted for further commercial development. 

Whyte Nufarm Talks

Nufarm is also currently in negotiations with the Whyte Group Ltd, London, to acquire its agrochemical marketing interests. These include Whyte Agrochemicals Ltd and its 50% stake in Nufarm Whyte Agriculture Ltd (NWAL), the joint venture established last year (CPM, January 2000). NWAL controls about 5% of the UK pesticide market. Jerry Bloomfield, NWAL’s general manager, has left the company “to pursue other interests” and a replacement is expected to be appointed shortly.

New Zealand delisting

Also this month, Nufarm has disclosed plans to delist its shares from the New Zealand Stock Exchange. This was originally the group’s principal listing, under the company’s original Fernz name, but changed when the head office was moved to Australia (CPM, January 2000). The move is intended to increase Nufarm’s liquidity on the Australian Stock Exchange and should occur sometime after August, after regulatory approvals and shareholder meetings.

NEW DUPONT PLANT OPENED

A new DuPont fungicide production plant was officially inaugurated at the end of last month at the company’s manufacturing complex in Valle de Tamón en Avilés, Asturias. DuPont is making an investment of over 9,000 million Pesetas and some 60 staff are being employed. The main product made at the plant will be the fungicide famoxadone (Famoxate). 

GERMAN MINOR CROP GAPS

Speaking at the IVA annual meeting last month (May CPM), chairman of the plant protection group, Dr Hans Theo Jachmann (Syngenta), highlighted the problems faced by German fruit, vegetable and herb growers. These “minor crop” growers cannot get access to products for many of their pest problems. Since 1994, producers, authorities and growers have identified about 600 “gaps” in the crop protection armoury. Solutions to these have been found in 25% of cases and partial solutions for another third. 

However, some 40% remain unsolved, one of the reasons behind the fact that some 70% of Germany’s fruit and vegetable needs are met by imports. Dr Jachmann sees 2001 as being a tough year for German crop protection, with the wet spring slowing down product applications. From July 2001, stricter legislation means that only products specifically recommended for the crop and pest problems encountered can be used by growers. 

NEW JAGRI PRODUCTS

Jagri, a subsidiary of the Japanese company Mitsui & Co, has started distributing two former Sopra products in the French market. The products are the insecticide, Pirimor G (pirimicarb) and Ordram Stauffer (molinate). Zeneca was obliged to cede the products by the competition directorate of the European Commission as one of the conditions for the formation of Syngenta. 

NEW FRENCH FUNGICIDE TRIO 

Bayer has received approval for three new fungicides based on trifloxystrobin. It acquired the global rights to this strobilurin fungicide from Zeneca last year (CPM, October 2000). This was a major disposal required by the European Commission to allow Syngenta’s creation. The products are Twist (125 g/l trifloxystrobin), Sphère (187.5 g/l trifloxystrobin + 80 g/l cyproconazole) and Rombus (125 g/l trifloxystrobin + 125 g/l propiconazole). The registrations have come just in time to make limited sales this year. Bayer is expecting to triple its share of the French cereal fungicide in 2002.

FRENCH PESTICIDE TAX REVENUES

The tiered pesticide pollution tax, TGAP, brought in by the French authorities last year (CPM, February and June 2000) yielded some FFr 153 million (US$21.5 million) in revenues for the government in 2000, according to the industry trade association, UIPP. The Ministry of the Environment had been expecting about double this figure. Revenues from the tax for 2001 are expected to reach FFr 200 million.

NIAB & MORLEY MERGER TALKS

Two UK research organisations, NIAB, Cambridge (www.niab.com), and Norfolk-based Morley Research Centre (www.morley.org.uk) are currently involved in talks that could lead to a merger of the two organisations. Morley is the leading farmer-owned research organisation in East Anglia. As well as contract research and service, it provides some 1600 farmers and crop consultants with crop agronomy advice. NIAB, with some 240 staff, is best known for its strengths in variety trials, plant variety rights, seed testing and seed technology. Agreement by Morley members will be sought in the coming months and could lead to merger by spring 2002. NIAB’s chief executive, Dr Brian Legg, commented that the merger could result in “a new resource for arable farming of real, long-term benefit across the whole sector." 

AVENTIS ADDS ANOTHER JOCKEY

Following a successful launch for Jockey (fluquinconazole + prochloraz) last year (CPM, June 2000), when the product was used to treat about 5% of the UK winter wheat area, Aventis is now introducing Jockey F (fluquinconazole). This has a similar spectrum of activity but no Fusarium seedling blight control. Jockey was the first UK product to control take-all, although Monsanto’s Latitude (silthiopham) has since entered the market and Jockey will be competitively priced with this at about £160/tonne seed treated.

DALGETY ACQUISITION 

Dalgety Arable, one of the UK’s leading pesticide distributors, has acquired the farm sales business of Interfarm (UK) Ltd. Dalgety will also take on five Interfarm staff from its depots in Doddington and Dereham. Interfam was primarily founded as the UK marketing arm of Rohm & Haas (CPM, November 1999). It will retain and expand its trade sales business, which is mainly based around products such as Dithane, Electis and Kerb. Interfarm has recently been appointed a key distributor of the grain storage insecticide, Reldan 22, for Igrox Ltd, Woodbridge, Suffolk.  

Seeds of Opportunity

The impact of agricultural biotechnology on the environment, the consumer and the developing world were the themes of a two-day international conference, Seeds of Opportunity, organised by the University of London, the US Embassy in London and the Royal Agricultural College, Cirencester, from 31 May – 1 June. Papers were presented by leading experts in their fields, as CPM correspondent Bruce Knight reports.  In introducing the conference, Sir Robert May, the former UK Government Chief Scientist, encouraged the 200 delegates to separate their value judgements from the science and what we need and want from the technology.

Skylarks or beetles?

The issues relating to the impact on the environment showed up some stark differences in approach. Dr Rosie Hails, Centre for Ecology and Hydrology, Oxford, made a strong case for the importance of continuing large-scale ecological impact trials. The risks associated with these trials were, in the view of Dr Hails, minimal. The main value of the trials will be to help decide which genetically modified (GM) crops can be integrated into UK or European agriculture and give benefits but with minimal ecological impact. In this respect it is important to consider certain GM crops as important components of agricultural stewardship and integrated crop management (ICM) schemes. 

If minimising the use of pesticides is an objective, then GM crops can help to achieve that.  However, part of the decision on the use of any agricultural system has to be based on what species we are trying to protect. A cropping strategy to protect the skylark would be different to that for protecting the beetle.

Differing views on GM crop impact

Professor Andrew Watkinson, Centre of Ecology, Evolution Conservation, University of East Anglia, presented a theoretical model that the introduction of herbicide-tolerant GM sugar beet would have a devastating effect on the skylark population as these birds rely on weed seeds. It was pointed out from the floor that conventional farming practices also aim to eliminate weeds in the field. Dr Rosie Hails argued that only by measuring the impact of GM crops in practice would it be possible to make rational decisions. She also stressed that all agricultural systems, be they conventional, organic, ICM or GM, have an ecological impact and that future work should include comparative studies.

Lord Chris Haskins, Chairman, Northern Foods, gave a very robust case for supporting agricultural biotechnology. In the developed world, the farmer or food producer no longer holds the upper hand. 

The consumer holds the key and the biotechnology industry must trust their judgement. So far, with the NGOs applying their skills to good effect and partly fulfilling a role formerly held by politicians, the consumer has turned to organic food and against GM. 

Good health and cheaper food

Lord Haskins takes the view, however, that health issues will always dominate in the minds of the consumer and that environmental issues are secondary. Without any proven benefit, consumers reacted against GM food. Some supermarkets saw opportunities for competitive advantage in offering the GM-free option. 

A small proportion of affluent customers (Lord Haskins puts it at 10%) will respond to environmental arguments and may pay a premium, hence the organic market. Others could respond positively to GM products with health benefits. However, less affluent consumers will respond to GM crop produce when, and if, it can demonstrably deliver cheaper food.   

The global need

Several speakers presented statistics on the need for GM crops against the growing global population. Professor Michael Wilson, CEO, Horticulture Research International (UK), noted that just eight crop plant species feed 90% of the global population. The role of GM crops has to be tailored to the different needs. In the developed countries, high yield and quality has to be matched by sustainability. In the developing world, food security amongst rural and urban consumers is the key priority. In the latter case, GM adaptation of “orphan crops” such as cassava may be a way forward.

The McGovern message

The global food need was most strikingly presented by George McGovern, the former US Presidential candidate. Although a democrat, he has just been re-appointed as US Ambassador to the FAO in Rome by the Bush administration. He measures the global food situation by the fact that 300 million children attend school but are too poor to have lunch and a further 130 million are too poor to even get to school. From George McGovern the message was “keep up the research into agricultural biotechnology but do not limit the effort to the private sector”. International and national public sector organisations must have a direct involvement in how the technology is applied. 

Spotlight on Eden Bioscience

Green Chemistry Award

Eden Bioscience Corporation, Bothell, Washington (www.edenbio.com), has been awarded the Presidential Green Chemistry Challenge Award for its technical innovation in the development of harpin technology. The award, given annually by the US Environmental Agency (EPA) Office of Pollution Prevention and Toxics, was presented to the company by Stephen Johnson, EPA Assistant Administrator, during a ceremony on 25 June held at the National Academy of Sciences in Washington DC. 

The awards recognise organisations and individuals successfully researching, developing, and implementing outstanding “green chemical” technologies. These technologies are defined as chemical products and manufacturing processes that reduce or eliminate the use or generation of hazardous substances. Jerry Butler, CEO, and Dr Zhongmin Wei, VP of research, accepted Eden’s award in the small business category. 

Other industry recipients

The Green Chemistry annual awards were set up in 1995 under President Clinton and the pesticide industry has provided several recipients, but all have been major companies until Eden. Previous winners include Monsanto for waste reduction technology in glyphosate production (CPM, July 1996) and Rohm & Haas for discovery of the diacylhydrazine insecticides (CPM, July 1998). More recently, Dow AgroSciences won the award for its spinosad discovery in 1999 and again the following year for its Sentricon termite colony elimination system (CPM June 2000). 

Harpin history

In 1992, while at Cornell University, Dr Wei and his colleagues first discovered how naturally occurring proteins (harpins) can trigger plant defence systems and activate certain growth systems. When applied to crops at dose rates of 5-10g ai/ha, it increases plant biomass, photosynthesis, nutrient uptake and root development, leading to greater crop yield and quality. 

Commercial development

Eden has commercialised harpin as Messenger, which was approved by EPA in April last year as a biochemical pesticide for disease management and yield enhancement in more than 40 crops as well as turf and ornamentals. Messenger is approved for use in 49 states, including New York State, where it is recommended by Cornell University for use on apples to manage fire blight, and in California for use on strawberries for disease management. Eden raised significant new funding last year in an initial public offering of shares (CPM, July 2000). The company is also developing harpin internationally and earlier this year  (February CPM) set up operations in Europe. Eden claims that Messenger treatments promote improved plant quality and generally lead to increased yields of 10-20% over current agronomic practices with traditional chemicals. 

Safety aspects

Messenger has been shown to have virtually no adverse effect on any of the tested organisms, including mammals, birds, honeybees, plants, fish and other aquatic organisms. Harpin is highly effective at very low rates of application and is rapidly degraded in the presence of sunlight and natural micro-organisms. 

Harpin is produced in a water-based fermentation system that uses no solvents or reagents and generates no hazardous wastes. EPA has determined that Messenger poses no dietary risk and has established an exemption from the requirement of a tolerance for harpin on all food commodities. 

Initiative for developing world

At the Crans Montana Forum, Switzerland this month, Eden’s management unveiled plans to make Messenger available to poor subsistence farmers in Ethiopia and Kenya as part of a large demonstration project. The project will be expanded to other African and Eastern European countries that apply to the company for inclusion in the project. 

"We are committed to a more humane world in which life-enhancing technologies are made available simultaneously to all," said Beat Adler, Eden’s business manager for Africa and the Middle East. “It takes only one application to the seed of monocotyledonous crops such as wheat, rice, maize, teff and sorghum to increase overall basic food production in any country where it is needed." Eden managers gave a presentation to forum delegates, including some 20 ministers of agriculture from Eastern European and African nations. 

Share price setback

Although prestigious awards help to raise a company’s profile, Eden must succeed in the commercial world and Messenger has to prove its value and benefits for crop growers. The company’s shares fell back somewhat earlier this month after Eden revised its second-quarter revenue projections to $1 million, well below its previous guide figures of $4-6 million. The company puts the shortfall down to difficult economic conditions in its main target markets, cotton (February CPM) and citrus.  

American News and Markets

US APPROVAL FOR CALLISTO

Syngenta Crop Protection has received registration from the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) under the reduced-risk pesticide programme for its maize herbicide, Callisto (mesotrione). The herbicide can be applied from crop emergence and has a wide window of application. Syngenta received the first approvals for Callisto in Germany and Austria at the end of last year (CPM, December 2000) and in France and Holland last month. Commenting on the news, John Atkin, COO of Syngenta Crop Protection, said: "Approval of Callisto in the USA is a major milestone for Syngenta. It has a unique profile and offers exceptional control of a wide spectrum of broadleaf weeds affecting corn." The US market represents approximately 70% of the global maize herbicide market. Mesotrione is a synthetic relative of natural herbicides produced by the Callistemon citrinus plant. Since its recent formation, Syngenta has supplanted Monsanto as the US crop protection market leader.

DOW COMPLETES ACQUISITION

Rohm and Haas Company has completed the sale of its agricultural business to Dow Chemical (March CPM) for approximately US$1 billion, including working capital. The business will be integrated into Dow AgroSciences LLC, the wholly owned subsidiary of Dow. With this acquisition, annual sales of Dow AgroSciences are expected to grow to approximately US $3 billion. Charles Fischer, president and CEO of Dow AgroSciences commented: "The new product lines we've acquired complement and enhance our portfolio and increase our global scale and reach.” Dow’s operations in Asia and Latin America will be considerably strengthened by the acquisition.

TECHNOLOGY FEES TO GO

Monsanto has announced plans to eliminate the technology fees paid by growers for using its Bt technology in maize and Roundup Ready in soybeans and maize. The simplified system will involve a single payment for the seed, including the genetics and a royalty. Each seed company will set their own price for their seed containing the biotech traits and pay royalties directly to Monsanto.

STARLINK BUYBACK

The US Department of Agriculture (USDA) has spent $12.9 million on buying over 322,000 bags of maize seed contaminated with minute traces of StarLink maize, which is not approved for human use. The USDA has paid the 63 small and medium-sized seed companies involved $40 for each bag containing about 88,000 kernels of seed. USDA sent contracts to 288 seed companies offering to buy back their contaminated seed. Total purchases are expected to reach a maximum of $18 million. Companies licensed by Aventis to grow StarLink were not eligible to participate in the scheme. The US Centers for Disease Control have reported that no evidence has been found to connect StarLink-contaminated food products with allergic reactions reported by 17 American consumers last autumn.

Liberty rice developments

Aventis has destroyed over 2000 tonnes of glufosinate-resistant Liberty rice grown by a single producer under an experimental use permit in order to avoid any possible contamination problems.  The company is hoping to commercialise Liberty rice by 2003, primarily to facilitate control of red rice.

KARNAL BUNT THREAT

A case of karnal bunt (Tilletia indica) discovered in a wheat crop in Texas is causing considerable concern amongst US growers. The USDA's Animal and Plant Inspection Service has quarantined the first affected counties, but has been accused of being slow in acting. Karnal bunt, which originated in India, was first detected in the US in 1996 in Arizona and California. It has since spread to southern Texas and New Mexico. Some 80 countries ban imports of wheat grown in infected regions. The last outbreak had some significant effects on US durum wheat exports (CPM, April, June and November 1996). 

BAYER EXTENDS PARADIGM LINKS

Bayer AG has extended its herbicide discovery and development collaboration with Paradigm Genetics Inc, Research Triangle Park, North Carolina for an additional five years, with three years of committed funding. Paradigm will receive up to $30 million, including milestone payments and success fees. Paradigm's herbicide links with Bayer began in 1998 with the aim being to discover novel herbicide products (CPM, October 1998).  

USDA GRANT FOR AGRAQUEST 

The United States Department of Agriculture has awarded AgraQuest, Davis, California, a $70,000 Phase I Small Business Innovation Research grant. The grant will help demonstrate the commercial potential of two novel microbial strains with insecticidal and nematidicidal activity which AgraQuest has discovered from its natural product screening programme. The six-month grant could also lead to a $275,000 phase II grant for further development of the products (CPM, June and November 2000). 

Other News and Markets

SHIONOGI SPINS OFF AGCHEM

The Japanese company, Shionogi, is to focus on its core pharmaceutical business and divest its agricultural chemicals division into a new joint venture company with Aventis CropScience SA, France. The two companies already have close business relationships in the Japanese market. 

Aventis will hold a controlling 66% stake in Aventis CropScience Shionogi KK, with the other 34% held by Shionogi. The merger will come into effect on 1 October. Aventis CropScience Shionogi KK will be based in Tokyo and headed by Jacques du Puy, currently president of Aventis CropScience Japan KK.  The new company will be the seventh largest in the Japanese crop protection market. 

CEREXAGRI CLARIFICATION

Although Cerexagri's global headquarters moved from Philadelphia to King of Prussia, Pennsylvania (20 miles away) last month (May CPM), the company still maintains its regional office and international operations in Plaisir, Paris, France (www. cerexagri.com). The Plaisir office, directed by Jean-Yves Pape, will continue to operate as before, guiding all Cerexagri business activities in Europe, Asia, Africa and the Middle East. 

Until January this year, the agrochemical division of Atofina Chemicals Inc examined several options for its future, including disposal (CPM, November 1999). The division management concluded that it was not the best environment to obtain a realistic market value and that the best choice was to form Cerexagri Inc, an independent, wholly-owned subsidiary of Atofina Chemicals. Cerexagri is now strengthening its R&D, regulatory affairs and marketing. In the US, there is a focus on growth areas in aquatics, turf, ornamentals, fruits and vegetables. North America historically generates about 40% of its turnover. Cerexagri is also strengthening its position worldwide by expanding its direct sales presence, beginning with Turkey.

CHINESE NEWS 

Shanxi Ludan Chinese Herbal Medicine Company is commercialising a new fast acting bio-insecticide. It kills insects in 10-30 minutes and is based on a water-based formulation of Chinese herbs. The product controls caterpillars and red spider mite and can also be used as a seed treatment. 

China is to increase investment in agrochemical R&D and strengthen intellectual property protection in order to improve innovation in Chinese industry. The authorities expect to integrate R&D activities from industry, institutes and universities to make it more effective. The discovery of safer insecticides, as well as herbicides and fungicides, will be a high priority.

The Chinese herbicide market is expected to grow this year by over 10%, with sales of glyphosate, acetochlor and butachlor showing substantial growth. One of the factors is the increase in domestic production. In 2000, Chinese herbicide exports grew by 37%, accounting for 57% of output.  

China enacted new regulations on producing and using genetically modified agricultural products at the end of last month, according to the state-run Xinhua News Agency. These are intended to protect the environment and human health while promoting research. Foreign companies and their joint ventures with local companies will need government approval to research or test GM crops. Retailers of GM seeds and other products will need official permits and labelling will also be required. The government will also have the authority to reject or destroy imports of GM products that do not have proper documentation.

PMFAI E-COMMERCE SITE

PMFAI (the Pesticide Manufacturers & Formulators Association of India), Mumbai, is planning to launch a new facility for trading agrochemicals on its website in the next three months (www.pmfai.org).
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