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UK OKAYS GM MAIZE BUT BAYER DROPS DEVELOPMENT

In a very carefully crafted policy statement issued at the start of this month, the UK government’s Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) announced that it had agreed in principle to the commercial cultivation of Bayer CropScience’s glufosinate-tolerant GM maize, Chardon LL. Margaret Beckett, MP, the Secretary of State at DEFRA, said that the approval was subject to two important conditions. Firstly, that restrictions should be imposed on the existing EU marketing consent, which expires in October 2006, so that Chardon LL could only be grown and managed as in the trials, or under such conditions as would not result in adverse effect on the environment. Secondly, in response to concerns raised about the phase-out of atrazine in the European Union, the consent holders would be required to carry out further scientific analysis to monitor changes in herbicide use on conventional maize and to submit new evidence if they seek to renew the existing EU marketing consent when it expires in 2006. The DEFRA decision was generally welcomed by industry bodies but greeted by considerable opposition from environmental and other activist groups despite many provisions for organic growers and those wanting to establish “GM-free” zones.

Mrs Beckett said that the Farm-Scale Evaluations of GM crops in the UK had raised far reaching questions about crop management and the environment, which reinforced the value of the case-by-case approach (www.defra.gov.uk/environment/gm/fse). After consideration of the findings, the UK government would not be supporting the development of GM oilseed rape and sugar beet in the European Union. Mrs Beckett said she would be consulting stakeholders on options for providing compensation to non-GM farmers who suffer financial loss through no fault of their own but made it clear that any such compensation scheme would need to be funded by the GM sector itself, rather than by government or producers of non-GM crops. 

Before commercialisation of Chardon LL in the UK can go ahead, Bayer CropScience would require separate approvals under the relevant seeds and pesticides legislation. Chardon LL would not be added to the UK National List of seeds until the necessary amendments to the EU marketing consent were in place. Mrs Beckett said that it was anticipated that co-existence measures would be in place before any GM crops were grown commercially in the UK, which was likely to be spring 2005 at the very earliest. As it happened, her comments were somewhat academic. Bayer CropScience decided at the end of March that the sales prospects for Chardon LL in the UK were not sufficiently attractive to justify its commercialisation and has shelved its development. 

GM crops and public opinion  

Mrs Beckett’s detailed statements reflected the ambivalence of opinion in the UK towards GM crops. This was highlighted in presentations at the First International Conference - Genomics and Society, held at the Royal Society in London (www.cesagen.lancs.ac.uk/events/conference.htm) this month by the ESRC Centre for Economics and Social Aspects of Genomics (CESAGen), which has two research bases at the Universities of Cardiff and Lancaster. 

The conference focused on new genetic technologies and challenges for the future well-being of humanity and featured an interesting mix of interdisciplinary social science research from the UK and overseas. A presentation from Dr Aviezer Tucker (Australian National University, Canberra) examined political systems and the increasing use of “deliberative democracy” in the UK and other nations to raise debate and issues about GM crops and food. He discussed how these vary widely from country to country and categorised nations by their use of active/passive and inclusive/exclusive approaches.

Nick Pidgeon, director of the Centre for Environmental Risk, University of East Anglia, discussed the results of a 2002 opinion survey conducted by MORI and a 2003 survey carried out after the UK’s GM Nation debate (www.gmnation.org.uk). He commented that the most noteworthy finding was the high degree of ambivalence amongst the UK population towards GM crops, a point echoed later in a presentation by Tom Horlick-Jones, a senior research fellow at Cardiff University School of Social Sciences. Both researchers have been actively involved in assessing UK public opinion before and after the GM Nation debate, with funding for the work provided by the Leverhulme Trust and the Economic & Social Research Council (ESRC). They believe that the strength of public opposition to GM crops was overestimated by the debate (www.uea.ac.uk/env/pur). 

Speaking at the conference dinner, Professor Ian Diamond, chief executive of ESRC (www.esrc.ac.uk), which provides the core funding for CESAGen, commented that the UK Research Councils (www.rcuk.ac.uk) are currently spending £234 million on genomics research. The bulk of this is for natural and medical sciences but £5 million has come from his own council for social and economic research. 

One of the major problems facing the developers of GM crops in Europe has been the lack of public support. If the issues of acceptance of GM technology had been addressed more closely and carefully from the outset, as some CESAGen conference delegates and speakers suggested, the history of GM crops might have been very different. Social scientists have their own vested interests in this type of work, rightly so, as it is an issue far wider than companies and economies. It is too late to correct past mistakes, as Bayer CropScience and others have come to appreciate at their cost. All is not lost, however, and biotechnology may well come up with some new crops for Europe in the future that will win over the hearts and minds of the electorate and those too young to vote today. We can but live in hope, given that both the private and public sector have invested so much money and resources in this technology. 

THE FUTURE OF GM CROPS IN EUROPE

This year looks likely to see significant developments on GM issues in Europe after five years of standstill.  The approvals process of the European Union is slowly moving forward, new labelling and traceability legislation becomes operational in April and the UK government gave the formal go-ahead this month to one variety of GM forage maize. Crop Protection Monthly invited Graham Brookes (PG Economics Ltd), an experienced analyst and commentator on this sector, to give his views and predictions on just how the future might unfold (www.pgeconomics.co.uk).    

Positive future for GM crop plantings in Europe?

The answer to this question is difficult to call and is affected by several variables.  I see an important part of EU arable crop production utilising GM technology in ten years time.  In the short to medium term the future is less certain.

Existing GM crops in Europe

It is important to recognise that GM crops are currently being grown commercially in Europe. In 2003, 32,000 hectares of Bt maize were grown in Spain and nearly 60,000 hectares of herbicide-tolerant maize in Romania.  In both countries the prospects for increased areas of GM crops in 2004 look positive, given the significant yield and profit benefits gained by most farmers using the technology.  Also, in the case of Spain, the greater availability of GM seed (the technology is now available in 16 varieties of maize) and the fact that 2003 was a bad year for corn borer infestation, points to greater uptake of the technology.

Short to medium term perspective

Factors affecting adoption of GM crop technology across the EU as a whole include:

· The speed with which the regulatory process progresses in approving products.  This looks as if it is finally moving again in 2004.

· GM crop usage conditions.  These include crop stewardship conditions (co-existence) placed on GM crop growers and any liability provisions for claims made by non-GM crop and organic growers.  At present, it is by no means certain what will evolve across the EU, although the more onerous the conditions, the less attractive the technology will be to farmers.  Early signs relating to liability in Denmark and Germany point to there being a tax on the technology. This will inevitably have a negative impact on adoption.

· Willingness of technology providers to bring forward traits for approval.  The ever increasing costs of meeting regulatory requirements and prospects of onerous stewardship conditions and liability fund requirements can only act as a disincentive to bring new products to market. Only traits offering significant grower benefits in high-value seed crops such as maize and sugar beet are likely to be bought forward for regulatory approval.

· Demand for non-GM foods.  If there is limited demand for GM-derived products, farmers will not grow them.  However, the vast majority of consumers are largely ambivalent about the issue, despite what is frequently portrayed in the popular press.  Positive labelling of products from April 2004 should also increase levels of consumer familiarity with GM-derived products and hence contribute slowly to greater levels of consumer acceptability;  

· Willingness of farmers to adopt the technology. This will not only be a function of the perceived agronomic and economic benefits that may accrue, such as yield gains and costs savings, but also the cost of crop stewardship and liability conditions and whether there is a market for the GM crop.

Overall, taking all these variables into consideration, it is likely to be another 1-2 years before GM seed is widely available to EU maize growers, with the exception of Bt maize in Spain where it is already widely available. It will possibly be 2-3 years before GM seed is widely available for other crops like oilseed rape and sugar beet (see table).  

Longer term perspective

In five years time, GM crops in EU arable crop production are likely to be limited to no more than a 10%-15% share of crops like maize.  This reflects the time required to complete regulatory approval processes and to get GM events into leading varieties in commercial quantities of seed; also the continued existence, albeit declining, of anti-GM sentiment amongst consumers.

In ten years time, GM arable crop penetration in the EU will probably reflect the extent to which specific pests and weeds that can be targeted by GM traits are considered a problem for farmers (see table).  Thus uptake of insect-resistant and herbicide-tolerant crops like oilseed rape, sugar beet and maize will be concentrated in regions where pests and weeds are perceived to be causing significant crop losses and/or conventional control methods are considered to be of limited effectiveness.  Cultivation of GM wheat and potatoes will probably be very limited in 2014 as the traits available will be fairly new to the market.        

Forecast GM crop areas in the European Union (2009-2014)

	Crop and GM trait
	Commercially available
	% EU crop

area in 2009
	% EU crop

area in 2014

	Insect-resistant maize
	2004-2006
	10-15
	25-30

	Herbicide-tolerant maize
	2004-2006
	10-15
	35-45

	Herbicide-tolerant 

oilseed rape
	2006-2008
	0-5
	20-30

	Herbicide-tolerant 

sugar beet
	2006-2008
	5-10
	40-50

	Insect-resistant cotton
	2006-2008
	5-10
	40-50

	Herbicide-tolerant cotton
	2006-2008
	5-10
	40-50

	Herbicide-tolerant wheat
	2009-2011
	0
	15-25

	Herbicide-tolerant soybeans
	2007-2009
	0-10
	30-40

	Herbicide-tolerant rice
	2007-2009
	0-5
	30-40

	Nematode & fungus

resistant potatoes
	2010-2012
	0
	5-10

	Fungus-resistant 

oilseed rape
	2010-2012
	0
	5-10


Source: PG Economics Ltd

SPOTLIGHT ON MALTA

Malta is amongst the ten new countries joining the European Union on 1 May 2004, and will become the smallest Member State. Crop Protection Monthly’s regulatory correspondent, Fred Raveney, went to Malta earlier this month to see how the country would adapt to life within the Union. He also discussed the regulatory impact of Council Directive 91/414/EEC and the effects on Maltese agriculture with Mr Javier Fenech of the Institute of Plant Health in Ghammieri, Marsa. 

Malta consists of three islands, Malta, Gozo (Ghawdex) and Commino (Kemmuna), all of which are involved in agriculture. The principal crops are potatoes, vegetables (cauliflowers and cabbages), tomatoes and grapes for wine production. Other crops, such as citrus, olives, artichokes and beans, are grown for personal consumption, and forage crops such as wheat, barley and sorghum are grown for livestock fodder. Early potatoes are exported to the Netherlands, but otherwise Malta is a net importer of raw agricultural commodities and processed crops. Malta’s imminent entry into the European Union has liberalised some internal marketing procedures. There is no further government involvement in the purchase and sale of potatoes although there is a now a EU-compatible certification scheme in place. Future development of export markets will include processed tomato products (in particular paste), which are now EU-certified, and quality wines. Farmed livestock include cattle, sheep, goats, pigs and poultry. 

Pesticides were previously regulated by the Act XI of 2001, with a form for completion (on-line if required) and with limited data to be submitted. Generally, if an active substance or formulated product was registered in Italy, it could be registered and used in Malta. The registration requirements and procedures are now as those laid down in Council Directive 91/414/EEC, and Malta is fully compliant with all EU procedures and aspects of this directive; only the maximum residues limits (MRLs) are awaiting harmonisation. This directive was transposed into Maltese law through the Enabling Act, Legal Notice LN115 of 2004. 

Due to limited resources, Malta is unlikely to be a rapporteur Member State, although it will have a seat on the Standing Committee on the Food Chain and Animal Health (SCFCAH). Biological products and micro-organisms will be subject to the procedures and requirements laid down in Council Directive 2001/36/EC. In addition, formulated products and active substances are required to conform to the Malta Standards Agency. The Biocides Directive, Council Directive 98/8/EC, has been adopted in the same way. Overall, Malta is well prepared for accession and incorporation into the European Union and its people should benefit from membership. 

Some facts about Malta

Malta comprises an area of 316 square kilometres and has a population of 391,000. It is one eighth of the size of Luxembourg but its population density will be the highest within the EU-25. From a total area of 31,600 ha, the utilisable agricultural area represents 12,000 ha or 38.1%.There are some 3,000 people working in agriculture, fisheries and forestry, about 1.9% of the total workforce. The agricultural land in Malta is managed by 11,400 land tenants, 974 full-time farmers and 10,426 part-time farmers. 42.6% of farm tenants are over 60 years old and the average farm size is about 1 ha. For further details, see the European Commission Directorate General for Agriculture’s country report on Malta, published in July 2002 - www.europa.eu.int/comm/agriculture/external/enlarge/publi/countryrep/malta.pdf. 

EUROPEAN NEWS & MARKETS

SYNGENTA AND DUPONT SUPPORT GLOBAL CROP DIVERSITY TRUST

Syngenta and DuPont have pledged their support this month for the Global Crop Diversity Trust (GCDT), a public-private partnership that will help conserve gene banks and safeguard crop diversity for future generations (www.startwithaseed.org). In the first pledges from the private agribusiness sector to this innovative partnership, Syngenta and DuPont will each contribute US$1 million to the development of the trust. DuPont's gift will be allocated in equal instalments over the next four years. GCDT, currently based in Rome, was set up in 2002 as a joint initiative of the International Plant Genetic Resources Institute and the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). The crop diversity collections, holding millions of plant samples housed in gene banks, are part of mankind's agricultural heritage and provide the raw material necessary for plant breeders to develop reliable, hardier, more productive and nutritious food crops for farmers. Syngenta disclosed that its support for GCDT is part of the company's commitment to the goals of the International Treaty of Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture. This treaty addresses the problem of ensuring conservation, access and fair sharing of plant genetic resources. GCDT’s collections will be made available to public and private plant breeders and farmers.


Heinz Imhof, chairman of Syngenta, said: “Syngenta is honoured to be joining with the UN Food and Agriculture Organization, the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research and several governmental and donor agencies in supporting this important initiative. It underpins the world's ability to provide sufficient food for a burgeoning population.”

GCDT is aiming to raise US$260 million in funding to maintain the world's most critical germplasm for agricultural and industrial crops as well as support struggling collections, especially those in developing countries. A study conducted by the Department of Agricultural Sciences at Imperial College, London, shows that a large portion of the world's collections of crop diversity is in danger of being lost as many       gene banks cannot afford storage equipment, electricity or the staff to properly maintain seeds within their collections. Other sponsors of the GCDT include agencies of the American, Australian, Brazilian and Swiss governments and the Gatsby Charitable Foundation (www.gatsby.org.uk), a trust founded by the Sainsbury family, which owns a major share of the UK supermarket chain which bears its name. 

BAYER GETS REFUND ON AVENTIS PURCHASE

Bayer CropScience AG and Aventis SA, Strasbourg, France, have reached agreement on the final purchase price for Aventis CropScience, the former Aventis agricultural division that Bayer acquired in mid-2002 (CPM June 2002). Under the agreement, some EUR 327 million (US$340 million) out of the EUR 7.25 billion originally negotiated is being refunded to Bayer. Retrospective adjustment of the purchase price is a common way of offsetting discrepancies in valuation of certain purchase price components, such as working capital and net debt. Bayer and Aventis signed the original purchase agreement in October 2001. 

MONSANTO FINDS BUYER FOR CEREAL BREEDING INTERESTS

Monsanto Company has signed a definitive agreement for the sale of its European wheat and barley business assets to RAGT Génétique SA, Rodez, France (www.ragt-semences.com). Monsanto disclosed its intention to quit the European wheat and barley breeding business as a part of a global restructuring plan announced last year (CPM October 2003). The agreement depends on the approval of relevant competition authorities in Europe. Following the successful completion of the divestiture, Monsanto expects to record a net gain of approximately US$25 million before taxes, after accounting for currency adjustments and transactional costs. Under the terms of the agreement, RAGT will assume operation of Monsanto's European wheat and barley business, headquartered in Cambridge, UK. It will also acquire Monsanto’s wheat and barley seed breeding facilities in France, Germany and the Czech Republic. 

CRUISER APPROVED IN GERMANY

Syngenta has received approval for its seed treatment insecticide Cruiser (thiamethoxam) in Germany for use on maize, oilseed rape and sugar beet. Treating seeds with Cruiser has been shown to increase crop quality and improve yields by aiding faster germination and more vigorous growth. Cruiser is one of Syngenta’s faster growing products with sales up in 2003 by over 50% to reach US$88 million. Combined sales of thiamethoxam products (Cruiser and Actara brands) in 2003 were US$221 million. Cruiser is now registered in 66 countries for use on more than 15 crops.

ISAGRO OPTIMISTIC ABOUT ITS PROSPECTS

The Italian crop protection company, Isagro SpA (www.isagro.com), is expecting its sales revenues to rise by 11.8% this year, reaching EUR 171.0 million compared with the provisional figure of EUR 153 million for 2003. Isagro’s EBITDA figure is expected to rise by 25% to EUR 29.8 million. The company’s revised sales estimates are largely based on the recent decision of the US Environmental Protection Agency to grant a temporary “Section 18” authorisation for the sale of tetraconazole in the states of Minnesota and South Dakota for the sixth year in a row. The fungicide will be used for the treatment of Cercospora in sugar beet, whose US cultivation is concentrated in those two states. It accounted for 40% of the US sugar beet fungicide market in 2003, according to Isagro.

Isagro’s directors have approved the merger of Isagro Copper Srl, currently a subsidiary of Isagro SpA, into the parent company with effect from 1 January 2004, to realise synergies from cost reduction and operating efficiency. Isagro Copper Srl was originally set up when Isagro bought out Caffaro’s crop protection interests (CPM June 2001). Isagro made an initial public offering of its shares last year (CPM November 2003).    

EUROPEAN COMMISSION FACES LEGAL ACTION OVER PARAQUAT 

A group of trade unions and NGOs is taking legal action against the European Commission over its Annex I listing of paraquat (CPM October 2003). The group is particularly concerned about the hazards and misuse of the herbicide in developing countries. It contends that the authorisation sends the wrong signals to countries such as Malaysia which are trying to phase out paraquat.

FUTURE CHANGES FOR SILSOE RESEARCH INSTITUTE

The UK’s Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC) has been considering the future of research at the Silsoe Research Institute (SRI) following the completion of a report it commissioned from a panel under the chairmanship of Professor Sir Brian Follett FRS. Silsoe has been a pioneer in the development and testing of new pesticide spraying equipment and also has a state-of-the-art wind tunnel and other sophisticated facilities (CPM February 2002).

At a meeting last month, BBSRC’s council agreed that its preferred option for the future of research at SRI (www.sri.bbsrc.ac.uk) was to target funding on strategically important areas of research, integrate these with complementary research at other locations and not to renew its core strategic grant at the end of the current funding cycle in March 2006. The council believes that this approach offers the most effective way of ensuring longer-term sustainability of core strategic areas of SRI research identified by the Follett report as having quality and importance. BBSRC estimates that its proposals would involve the transfer of up to a third of the SRI staff of around 200. It is now consulting with the SRI staff, the governing body and major industrial and policy end-users of SRI research and a final decision will be taken in April. BBSRC is minded to merge SRI soil physics and associated biomathematics research with complementary science at Rothamsted Research (RR), as part of a more focused activity within the framework of BBSRC’s cross-institute programme on sustainable soil function. This programme, involving RR, SRI and the Institute of Grassland and Environmental Research, was agreed by BBSRC’s council in December. It is also considering the formation of a new “aerobiology group” at Rothamsted Research, by combining work currently undertaken at SRI and Rothamsted. Environmental engineering research and other selected areas are likely to be transferred to UK universities or other institutions with complementary activities. 

SRI’s origins can be traced to the Institute of Agricultural Engineering, established at Oxford in 1924. In 1947 and by then renamed the National Institute of Agricultural Engineering (NIAE), it moved to Wrest Park, Silsoe, the former stately home of the de Grey family. It currently occupies an area of some 200 hectares, some 60% of which is arable land for field trials of equipment and systems. In the early days, SRI's remit was to develop the mechanisation of UK agriculture but, over the last twenty years, this has widened to many other activities.

HRI REORGANISATION

Following a restructuring of Horticulture Research International (HRI), the organisation will operate from 1 April as two independent entities, Warwick-HRI, part of the University of Warwick, and East Malling Research in Kent (January CPM). The two agreements creating these new centres of excellence for horticultural research in the UK were signed this month by DEFRA Minister Lord Whitty. DEFRA is investing over £50 million in the new organisations, including £36.2 million for Warwick-HRI over eight years for R&D, £1.3 million to maintain the Vegetable Gene Bank at Wellesbourne and £12.3 million for East Malling Research over six years for R&D. An official review of HRI was carried out in 2002 (www.defra.gov.uk/science/QR_HRI/default.asp). 

AFPP SYMPOSIUM ON SPRAY APPLICATION TECHNIQUES

More than 250 delegates attended Mieux Traiter, a colloquium organised in Orléans, France, by the applications group CIETAP of the French Plant Protection Association, AFPP (www.afpp.net). The proceedings and presentations are available on a CD-ROM from AFPP.

EFITA & AGRIMMEDIA ARCHIVES ON-LINE

The European Federation for Information Technology in Agriculture, Food and the Environment (EFITA) has made six years of the archives of its newsletter in French (1998-2003) and four years of archives of the newsletter in English (2000-2003) available on its website (http://www.efita.net). Guy Waksman (ACTA Informatique, Paris), who edits the newsletter, also organises the AGRIMMEDIA seminars, two of which were reported in the January 2003 edition of Crop Protection Monthly (http://www.crop-protection-monthly.co.uk/Archives/CPMFeb2003Indexed.doc). All the archives of the AGRIMMEDIA events are now also available on the web (www.acta-informatique.fr). 

ADIVALOR LAUNCHES WEBSITE

The French national initiative, ADIVALOR, for the collection and management of pesticide waste and the recycling of empty pesticide containers has launched its own website this month (www.adivalor.fr). ADIVALOR is a co-operation between industry, farm associations and distributors.

POOR RETURNS FROM UK AGROCHEMICAL COMPANIES

The outlook for shareholders in the UK agrochemicals industry looks bleak, with only seven of the top 50 largest companies delivering a good return on investment, according to the latest 195-page report from Plimsoll Publishing Ltd (www.plimsoll.co.uk). The top 50 companies, who constitute 96% of the UK market according to Plimsoll, have seen organic growth plateau. As a result they are increasingly looking to capture market share from their competitors. This is creating intense competitive pressures amongst the leading players. Some 43 companies are under-performing, delivering less than a 10% return on investment. The average return on investment for these 43 companies is only 1.9%; 15 are loss making, with seven suffering a loss for the second consecutive year (www.majorcompanies.co.uk).

GROWING MARKET FOR CRAMBE OIL

The market for oil derived from crambe (Crambe abyssinica or Abyssinian mustard) has grown dramatically over the last year with prices going up significantly. The UK company, Croda (www.croda.com), the principal user of crambe, is so pleased with the quality of oil produced by British farmers that it wants to enlarge the area to 20,000 hectares in 2004. It has placed a contract for this area with Springdale Crop Synergies, which is offering an increase of 20% on last year’s prices to UK growers (www.springdale-group.com). 

Crambe is a branching annual crucifer which probably originated from the Turko-Iranian area of SW Asia. It is an erect annual herb reaching a height of 1-2 metres. Crambe’s oil is rich in erucamide, a chemical that enables plastic surfaces such as on supermarket bags to slide past each other. 

There is widespread support for the cultivation of industrial crops such as crambe which, like other mustards that are grown for industrial purposes, can be grown on UK set-aside land and is eligible for payments under the Arable Area Payments Scheme. Robert Moore (Arable Crops Division, Defra) commented: "Crops such as crambe provide important new opportunities for British farmers.  The current arrangements allowing cultivation of industrial crops on set-aside land will continue, but more importantly, the new Single Farm Payment Scheme that is to be introduced in 2005, will allow farmers to grow profitable industrial crops such as crambe on any of their arable land, not just set-aside, as an alternative to more traditional crops."

The National Non-Food Crops Centre (NNFCC), launched last year (CPM November 2003), is also backing the crop (www.nnfcc.co.uk). Its CEO, Jeremy Tomkinson, commented: “Crambe is a good example of a non-food crop that offers real commercial opportunities for diversification of UK agriculture.”

DITHANE APPROVAL ON POPPIES

The protectant fungicide Dithane NT (75% mancozeb WDG) has received an off-label approval (SOLA) in the UK for use on poppies at a dose rate of 1.7 kg/ha. The product will offer control of downy mildew (Peronospora arborescens) and also have some effects on Botrytis and other diseases. The UK distributor, H L Hutchinson Ltd, administered the SOLA on behalf of United Farmaceuticals Ltd, Devizes, Wiltshire, which has pioneered the use of poppies (Papaver somniferum) for morphine production under licence from the UK government. Dithane NT is marketed in the UK by Interfarm (UK) Ltd.

NEW OILSEED RAPE HERBICIDE IN UK

UK growers of winter oilseed rape are being offered a new product this month to tackle difficult weeds with the launch of Galera (267 g/l clopyralid + 67 g/l picloram) from Dow AgroSciences. Last autumn's exceptionally dry weather in the UK may have impaired the efficacy of many pre-emergent herbicides so Galera, approved at 0.35 l/ha, will give a new post-emergence weed control option.

CERTIS UK TO MARKET TALAT
Bayer’s early season soft fruit botryticide Talat (fenhexamid + tolylfluanid) will now be marketed by Certis in the UK. The product may be used on protected and outdoor crops including strawberries, raspberries, blackberries and currants. Peter Hingley, general manager at Certis, says that Talat should be incorporated in fungicide programmes as part of an anti-resistance strategy. "Take a programmed approach to control, alternating Talat with different chemistry such as mepanipyrim, iprodione, pyrimethanil." He added that no more than two consecutive applications of Talat or products containing fenhexamid or tolylfluanid alone should be applied within a programme of sprays. Talat also has potential for use on ornamentals, permitted under the long-term arrangements for extension of use.

FARMER BUYING GROUPS IN THE UK

A survey of over 20,000 UK farmers, conducted by the National Farm Research Unit (NFRU), has indicated that 27% are now members of farmer buying groups. In 2001 NFRU found that 25% of farmers covering 20% of the total agricultural area were members and this grew in 2003 to 27% of all farmers and 25% of the total area. This trend results from pressures to decrease input costs and appears to be more pronounced for larger arable farms and for those in the Eastern Counties. The larger the farm in terms of area, the more likely it will acquire inputs from a buying group.  Over 32% of farms with more than 500 hectares were group members.

Farmer buying groups have expanded in numbers and influence over the last few years as farmers have ‘decoupled’ advice and supply. This has applied, in particular, to the purchase of agrochemicals. They have also looked to increase their buying power through amalgamation and strategic partnerships.  The NFRU survey reveals that farmer group membership is much more common in the South East (41% of farms) and the East (39% of farms) but significantly less so in Scotland and Wales (17% of farms). 

A third of farms with over 500 hectares bought goods from farmer groups and 31% of farms with 300-500 hectares. For farms of 200-300 hectares membership was 27%; for those between 100-200 hectares some 23%.  Membership of a group is very rare indeed with farms below 20 hectares.  The same trend is seen in arable-only farms but to a greater degree.  Nearly 40% of arable farms with over 500 hectares bought goods and services from a farmer group. Over 30% of arable and 29% of dairy farms said they were members of farming groups, whereas only 18% of farms with either beef or sheep used this route.

PSD CERTIFICATION FOR DALGETY FARM

Dalgety's Throws Farm Arable Development Centre has been recognised by the UK Pesticides Safety Directorate (PSD) with the 'Certificate of Official Recognition of Efficacy Testing Facilities or Organisations' (ORETO).  Since January 1998, efficacy data from UK trials is only accepted by PSD if it has been carried out at an ORETO-accredited site. Throws Farm gained its first certificate in 1998 and, following a recent re-inspection, the certificate has been extended until 2008.

"Significantly, the ORETO certificate enables us to carry out very precise, scientific trials for the major agrochemical manufacturers," commented Dr David Newton, trials manager for Dalgety.  "Much of the data subsequently generated is used to support new product registrations in the UK.” Dr Newton added that Masstock's recent acquisition of the Dalgety business had widened the group's remit considerably, underlining the need for excellence.

STRATEGIES FOR CONTROLLING POTATO BLIGHT IN UK 

Coping with resistance

A recent survey carried out by Dow AgroSciences in the UK showed that around 61% of growers and advisors were ‘very concerned or concerned’ about potato blight resistance and 55% thought that the risk of resistance was increasing. It also found that 92% of growers and advisors were alternating fungicide groups within a blight spray programme with 75% preferring to use products with two active ingredients to reduce resistance risk.  Around 70% of those interviewed said that they specifically used multi-site fungicides and just over half were starting their spray programme earlier.  In addition to these strategies, 56% were reducing their use of phenylamide fungicides and 23% avoiding their use altogether. 

The average number of potato fungicide sprays used in the UK is around 10-12 in a season.  These factors put potato blight in the high-risk resistance category. Products with multi-site activity such as the dithiocarbamates (eg mancozeb) control the disease at different metabolic sites or at different stages in its life cycle.  Research shows that mancozeb works on six distinct metabolic sites within the fungus and, although it has been on the market for over thirty years, there is no known resistance. This multi-site activity is vital for effective resistance management and explains why mancozeb is incorporated into two-thirds of all blight fungicides used in the UK, including many of the most recently launched products. 

Some of the newer potato fungicides run a higher risk of resistance, either because they are single active ingredients or they are in a group where resistance to other diseases has developed over a short period of time. According to Dow, these will need very careful integration into a blight programme. Cyazofamid is an effective blight fungicide but, as a single active ingredient, its product label restricts use to six sprays per season in blocks of three which must be interspersed with a block of three sprays from another group.  The mode of action of fungicides based on fenamidone and famoxadone is being closely linked to the mode of action of strobilurins and they should also be used carefully.  These types of products should be used for no more than six applications to any crop with a maximum of three consecutive sprays.  

Dow says that phenylamide-based products are at a higher risk of resistance. Resistance to these was first detected in the UK in 1981. According to ADAS monitoring studies, the proportion of blight spores showing resistance to phenylamides has remained constant at around 50% in recent years.  However, the samples tested are generally from crops where there has been a failure in blight control so may underestimate the national picture.  In response to this resistance, FRAC guidelines advise that phenylamides should only be used as a preventative spray early in the season when disease pressure is low and that the number of applications per crop per year should be limited on the label.  Phenylamides are also generally formulated with other products with different modes of action such as mancozeb.  This strategy has generally been successful in containing resistance to this group.

Value of phenylamides underestimated?

Despite the warnings, Interfarm UK Ltd, which markets Intro Plus (benalaxyl + mancozeb), believes that recent scientific evidence suggests that there are significant benefits from using benalaxyl and metalaxyl, the only two phenylamide compounds available to UK potato growers. It claims that phenylamides may still be the best products to use at the start of the programme and quotes recent evidence from Scotland that suggests they still contribute significantly to preventing tuber blight, whether the blight is sensitive or resistant. Phenylamides move inside leaves and stems and interrupt RNA synthesis in any developing blight infections. They are the only truly systemic blight fungicides available and have good curative and eradicant activity. Such systemic activity makes phenylamides “weather-independent” within around 30 minutes, whereas contact products, or even “semi-systemic” materials can take up to two hours to achieve maximum rainfastness.

Explaining the control effect in the presence of phenylamide-resistant strains is more complicated. It is possible that the compounds may reduce the zoospore production ability of sporangia, without actually controlling the foliar infection.  It is also possible that resistant strains, whilst not being controlled by the phenylamide component, may develop more slowly in the presence of such compounds, particularly if used in co-formulations with mancozeb.

Stem blight control

Stem blight is the same organism that causes foliar and tuber blight but in a different place on the plant and so it needs the same approach for effective control, according to Dow AgroSciences, which markets Electis (zoxium + mancozeb).  The stem lesions can appear before or after foliar infections and there are a number of theories to explain its origins.  Some think that stem blight moves upwards from infected seed tubers, when small pieces of detached fungal hyphae grow up inside the developing stem from the tuber and then produce lesions randomly in the stem.  Deep-seated infections are not easily controlled.  When these lesions sporulate, Dow claims that Electis will prevent the production of viable sporangia and zoospores, by inhibiting cell division.  Others believe that stem blight arises from foliar lesions higher up the plant. It is thought that spores from these leaf lesions land in the potato leaf axils, germinate and then penetrate the stem.  In this instance, a good covering of an early protectant fungicide before spore germination will give the protection that is needed.  The spores may either be oospores from a source external to the plant, sporangia or zoospores rain-splashed from the soil. 

Improved potato blight warning service

BlightWatch, the UK internet-based service which provides localised potato blight warnings (www.potatocrop.com), will be starting its fourth year and going “live” in mid-April. It includes a daily update on Smith periods, supplemented by regular disease reports and agronomy advice, as well as historic daily records of the local situation.  Using sophisticated computer modelling and interpolation of live weather records from over 200 meteorological stations across the UK, BlightWatch calculates Smith Periods and Near Smith Periods down to individual postcode levels. The BlightWatch web site can be used together with the Fight against Blight site (www.potato.org.uk) of the British Potato Council (BPC). 

With these two complementary and linked web-based systems, the potato industry can receive notification of blight outbreaks, as reported by the BPC scouts, plus information on favourable weather conditions for blight. Together with local information on crop development, these provide an excellent means of assessing blight risk. BlightWatch is available free of charge and users can view its data for up to ten selected areas, based on postcodes or postal towns across the UK and Northern Ireland.  Growers are warned daily of Smith Periods or Near Smith Periods in their area by Email or SMS text warnings. All growers and advisors have to do is to log on to the website (www.potatocrop.com). Last year the BlightWatch system showed that the total number of Full Smith Periods in 2003 was universally lower than in 2002, but higher than 2001.  In the last week of July, Smith Periods were recorded in 413 of the total 653 BlightWatch areas. Growers were successful in maintaining effective spray programmes in 2003 and this undoubtedly dampened down the threat of a more widespread epidemic.  The 2003 potato season was relatively untroubled by blight and was not regarded as a high risk year. 

AMERICAN NEWS & MARKETS

BAYER TAKES CONTROL AT GUSTAFSON 

Bayer’s North American subsidiaries, Bayer CropScience LP (US) and Bayer CropScience Inc (Canada) signed agreements this month to purchase Crompton Corporation’s 50% share of the Gustafson seed treatment business in the United States, Canada and Mexico for US$124 million in cash. The action gives Bayer CropScience, which already holds a 50% share of the US and Canadian Gustafson joint ventures, full ownership of Gustafson’s NAFTA business, subject to customary closing conditions. 
Gustafson, based in Plano, Texas, and Calgary, Canada, manufactures and markets seed treatment products and related equipment. It employs some 250 people in the NAFTA region and recorded sales in 2003 of approximately US$130 million. Bayer bought its original 50% stake in Gustafson (www.gustafson.com) from Crompton over five years ago (CPM, October and November 1998).


Emil Lansu, president and CEO of Bayer CropScience LP and head of Bayer CropScience for the NAFTA region, commented: “We presently have several strong seed treatment products. With the Gustafson purchase we look to more fully realise the potential of this business while enhancing our ability to provide solutions for growers.”


Crompton will continue to be actively involved in the global seed treatment business and supply its seed treatment products for the NAFTA region through Gustafson. Crompton’s seed treatment business outside NAFTA will be unaffected by this latest deal. “We remain committed to our worldwide crop protection business, including its important seed treatment segment, and to providing the technologically advanced solutions our customers have come to expect,” commented Robert L Wood, Crompton’s president and CEO. “The proceeds from this transaction will be used to further our goal of ongoing debt reduction.”

SYNGENTA FORMS FRESH PRODUCE VENTURE 

Syngenta has set up a 51:49 joint venture with the US company, Tanimura & Antle, to provide premium quality produce to consumers. The jv, Dulcinea Farms LLC, will market the Dulcinea brand of produce, including the novel PureHeart miniature seedless watermelon and a new ultra-sweet Tuscan-style cantaloupe. Dulcinea produce will be available throughout the US and Canada from 2004. Syngenta is contributing expertise in genetics, breeding, and crop protection to Dulcinea Farms for its majority interest in the venture. Tanimura & Antle is contributing its experience as a leading grower and distributor in the US (www.taproduce.com).


“The partnership underscores our commitment to capturing downstream value in the highly attractive fresh produce market,” commented Jeff Beard, COO of Syngenta Seeds. “This partnership is a first for the produce industry,” said Rick Antle, CEO of Tanimura & Antle. “By starting with carefully chosen germplasm, then following exacting protocols in the growing and distribution process, Dulcinea Farms will build upon each partner’s strength to deliver premium products.”


Tanimura & Antle was formed in 1982 by the Tanimura and Antle families. The company was incorporated in 1988 and today farms nearly 20,000 hectares in the USA and Mexico. It has manufacturing facilities in California, Arizona, Georgia, Indiana, and Quebec and ships fresh produce throughout North America, Europe and Asia. 

MONSANTO SELLS TRI-ALLATE ASSETS TO GOWAN 

Monsanto has sold some of its tri-allate herbicide assets to Gowan Co, Yuma, Arizona (www.gowanco.com). Tri-allate is used to control grass weeds in cereal, oilseed and vegetable crops and is sold under trade names such as Avadex, Buckle and Fortress. The sale includes product registrations, registration data and manufacturing information. The sale does not include rights for Australia, New Zealand and neighbouring countries. Gowan will integrate the tri-allate products into its herbicide product line and its international subsidiary, Margarita, will sell them in international markets.

OFFICIAL US BIOTECH INFORMATION WEBSITE

A group of US government agencies have prepared and launched the United States Regulatory Agencies Unified Biotechnology Website to serve as a source of information about the US oversight 
system for products of modern biotechnology. The website of the National Biological Information Infrastructure (NBII) (http://usbiotechreg.nbii.gov) includes information concerning the roles of regulatory agencies and links to relevant statutes and regulations. The core of the website is a searchable database containing information on all GM crops for food or feed that have completed the recommended or required reviews for food, feed or planting use in the US. There is a "frequently-asked-questions" (FAQs) section and instructions are set out for conducting searches of the database. Other sections cover the role of US agencies, laws and regulations. The website and database were constructed by the US Department of State, Department of Agriculture, Environmental Protection Agency, Food and Drug Administration and the Geological Survey.

OTHER NEWS & MARKETS

SALES AT MAKHTESHIM EXCEED A BILLION DOLLARS

Annual sales of the Israeli concern, Makhteshim-Agan Industries, the world's leading manufacturer of generic crop protection products, reached US$1,177.3 million in 2003, up 32% on the 2002 figure of US$890.9 million. Sales in Europe increased by 50.1% to reach US$525.9 million, accounting for 44.7% of total sales, with sales growth in Brazil also strong. Shlomo Yanai, CEO of Makhteshim Agan commented: “The rapid growth of the group and the impressive financial results prove the effectiveness of our business strategy. We will continue our efforts to grow and to enhance and expand our basket of products.”

The company’s net profit in 2003 rose by 55.2% from US$66.2 million to US$102.8 million. European sales were enhanced by the acquisition of Goltix (metamitron) from Bayer and Racer (flurochloridone) from Syngenta. Sales to North America increased by 21.1% to US$24.8 million, an achievement due mainly to its new direct marketing strategy in the US and the introduction of Bumper (propiconazole).

Operating results were also improved. Gross profit in 2003 was 37.1% up at US$447 million, compared with $326.1 million in 2002. The margin rose to 38.0%, compared with 36.6% in 2002. Operating profit in 2003 jumped by 52.7% to $212.4 million, some 18% of sales. EBITDA in 2003 was $243.9 million, compared with $172.8 million in 2002, an increase of 41.1%. Earlier this year, parent company Koor Industries, Israel, sold 27 million shares in Makhteshim-Agan Industries to the Swiss bank UBS for some US$95 million (January CPM). 

NUFARM MARKET CAPITALISATION TOPS A BILLION 

Nufarm has reported that it is on track to deliver an improved full-year net profit of about US$74 million after revealing that it had cut its first-half losses with sales up by 25% on the previous year. The company’s market capitalisation topped $1,000 million for the first time. Nufarm’s managing director Doug Rathbone stated that Nufarm was not considering any acquisitions before the end of the financial year, adding “in the next 12 months, though, there probably will be a serious business development, probably in South America". 

CROPLIFE INTERNATIONAL SUPPORTS NEW FAO CODE OF CONDUCT 

The global crop protection industry association, CropLife International, Brussels, has pledged its support for the new Code of Conduct on the Distribution and Use of Pesticides drawn up by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO).  The aim of this voluntary code is to increase the responsible and judicious use of crop protection products and to provide a global standard, particularly in those regions where existing controls are inadequate. The code underscores the increased responsibility of all stakeholders in further reducing health and environmental risks that may be associated with inappropriate use of crop protection chemicals. The FAO, which adopted the original Code in 1985, has updated it in co-operation with industry and international organisations, including NGOs. CropLife International is convinced that it can further improve the responsible use of products through the co-operation of governments, international institutions, industry and other stakeholder groups. The FAO Code addresses the need to provide training and to promote practices that ensure safe and effective use, including the promotion of Integrated Pest Management (IPM). 

Michael Pragnell, President of CropLife International and CEO of Syngenta, said: "The adoption of this new code by the member companies of CropLife International demonstrates the industry's commitment to take its responsibilities seriously, reflecting its crucial role in the sustainable development of agriculture." 

Christian Verschueren, director-general of CropLife International, said: "Compliance with the FAO Code is a condition of membership of CropLife International. We will work closely with our member companies but also other key stakeholders involved in the distribution and use of crop protection products to ensure adherence."

CropLife International's Guide for the Industry on the Implementation of the FAO Code of Conduct on Distribution and Use of Pesticides summarises the responsibilities advocated by the FAO. The most important aspects concern the responsible life-cycle management of crop protection products from their development, regulation, production, packaging and labelling, quality control, marketing, distribution, application, use and control to their final disposal (www.croplife.org/librarypublications.aspx).

YARA – NEW GLOBAL LEADER IN FERTILISERS 

The Norwegian company, Norsk Hydro, has divested its fertiliser interests into a new independent company, Yara International ASA, which was listed on the Oslo Stock Exchange on 25 March. As a result of the success of the flotation, which was managed by the Swiss bank UBS Ltd, Norsk Hydro has sold off all of its shares in Yara. The new company is the world’s largest fertiliser supplier and will have 7,500 employees in over 50 countries (www.yara.com). In 2003, it sold more than 20 million tonnes of fertilisers to customers in over 120 countries. The new name, Yara, is intended to signify land, soil, harvest and a good year and the new company will retain the familiar Viking Ship logo previously used by Hydro Agri. The new company negotiated bank loan agreements for some US$1,500 million to facilitate its demerger from Norsk Hydro.  

UNITED PHOSPHORUS ACQUIRES CROPSERVE STAKE

The Indian generic pesticides company, United Phosphorus Ltd, Mumbai, has acquired a 20% stake in the South African company, Cropserve, which already distributes many of its products. Cropserve is also a leading player in crop protection in Zambia, Zimbabwe, Malawi and Mozambique. United Phosphorus has entered into an agreement this month to acquire registrations for the herbicides lenacil and chloridazon from Agricola for the UK, France and Italy markets. 

MONSANTO FACING PROBE OVER INDONESIAN AFFILIATES

The US Department of Justice is extending its investigations into the activities of Monsanto’s affiliate companies in Indonesia, in particular whether a former employee instructed an outside consultant to make a US$50,000 bribe to an Indonesian government official in 2002. Monsanto informed the US Securities and Exchange Commission about certain irregularities in 2002 after an internal audit. Monsanto’s sales in Indonesia account for less than 1% of total company sales.

CROP PROTECTION MONTHLY ARCHIVES

The electronic archives of Crop Protection Monthly from January 1997 through to March 2003 are now freely available through the website. To view this service, go to: 

http://www.crop-protection-monthly.co.uk/samples.htm
CROP PROTECTION CONFERENCE CALENDAR

Visit the Crop Protection Monthly website for an update: 

http://www.crop-protection-monthly.co.uk/futconfs.htm
LATEST NEWS HEADLINES

To keep informed about the latest news headlines and stories that are breaking between each edition of Crop Protection Monthly go to:

http://www.crop-protection-monthly.co.uk/latest.htm
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