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ANTI-COMPETITIVE PRACTICES UNDER SCRUTINY

Anti-competitive industry practices have come under the spotlight again as a US probe has started into the glyphosate market and BASF has lost an important legal case that might tarnish its US image. A spokeswoman for Monsanto confirmed that the US Department of Justice has initiated an inquiry about possible anti-competitive practices in the glyphosate industry. The department is seeking information from a number of companies that produce and distribute glyphosate. Monsanto believes that it has acted "appropriately" and is co-operating with the inquiry.

Monsanto's patent on glyphosate expired in 2000 in the USA and its sales there have been facing growing competition. Monsanto was named in a class action anti-trust lawsuit filed in 2001 that alleged that it had conspired with potential generic manufacturers to prevent them from producing glyphosate. US reports indicate that this case is pending before a US District Court in Missouri. The lawsuit also charges that Monsanto conspired to allocate market share for glyphosate and paraquat from 1998 onwards. 

In a Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) filing, Monsanto stated that it had 5-10 major global competitors for its agricultural herbicide products as well as local or regional companies. Monsanto’s three largest US agricultural distributors and subsidiaries represented "in aggregate, 18% of our worldwide net sales in 2002, and 27% of our net sales in the US." In the SEC filing Monsanto also revealed that one major US distributor and its affiliates represented approximately 10% of its glyphosate net sales in 2002.

Last December Monsanto settled a legal action with Chemical Products Technologies in which it had accused Monsanto of trying to obstruct generic competition for Roundup. Monsanto also dropped its case against Zetachem of South Africa over technology used to produce glyphosate. Monsanto has pursued a very aggressive strategy to protect its dominant global position with glyphosate. It has bought out or bought off several competitors and also tied up many potential competitors with long-term supply agreements (CPM, January 1999). 

BASF loses Poast appeal

The Minnesota Court of Appeals has upheld a class action judgement against BASF’s US subsidiary which alleged that the company had engaged in fraud by marketing the same herbicide as two different products. In December 2001, a jury in Norman County, Minnesota, awarded US farmers US$15 million in the case of Peterson versus BASF Corporation. Since BASF was sued under the New Jersey Consumer Fraud Act, the court then tripled the award to farmers to $52 million (CPM, April 2002). The class action, led by eleven Midwest farmers, first came to the Red River Valley court in December 1997 and the damages are amongst the highest ever awarded in Minnesota. Rob Shelquist of the Lockridge Grindal Nauen law firm that represented the farmers commented: "We look forward to distributing money to farmers who were first injured over ten years ago."

BASF originally registered the herbicide Poast (sethoxydim) with the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in the 1980s. Poast, developed under licence from the Japanese company, Nippon Soda, faced little competition at that time. As competition increased in major crops such as soybeans and cotton, BASF launched a slightly different sethoxydim formulation, Poast Plus. Although EPA approved it for the same crops as Poast, BASF marketed it for use on only four major crops and sold it at a cheaper price.

Application of both herbicides led to the same amount of active ingredient being applied per unit area. BASF labelled the products differently, omitting certain approved crops from the Poast Plus label. Farmers growing the minor crops such as sugar beet and sunflowers had to pay more to use Poast, even though both herbicides were approved. The plaintiffs argued that Poast Plus was selling at around $50 per gallon in 1992 whilst minor crop farmers had to pay at least $100 per gallon for Poast. BASF executives admitted to court that minor crop growers paid on average $32 per gallon more from 1992-1996. BASF began a marketing campaign in 1992 warning farmers of the dangers associated with using herbicides on crops not listed on the product labels, even in cases where EPA had approved such uses. BASF also turned in its own dealers and farmers for prosecution if they were found using the herbicides on off-label crops.

Both the BASF and Monsanto cases raise important points of principle about how crop protection companies should conduct business and what constitutes fair and legitimate practice in strategies to maximise financial returns. The size of the BASF fine will serve as a salutary reminder of how not to devise future marketing policies and strategies. 

The Science and Application of Neem

The herbal medicine company, Bioforce Ltd (www.bioforce.co.uk) and its associated company, NeemCo Ltd, Irvine, Scotland (www.neemco.co.uk), held a conference on The Science and Application of Neem at the Glasgow Royal Concert Hall on 28 March. Many of the world’s leading neem experts were present at the conference. 

Dr Mike Cole, product development manager at NeemCo, hopes that the conference, the second of a series, will help to stimulate the commercialisation of neem and a third one is being planned. Bioforce itself is already selling twelve neem preparations in the UK market, the most popular being a shampoo for combating head lice and an insect repellent. There are also some products for the horse care market. NeemCo is planning to develop a neem-based crop protection product for the UK market. 

The technical expertise for NeemCo is provided by Dr Rob Strang (Division of Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, Glasgow University) and marketing skills by Josh Sarkar (Paisley University). Mr Sarkar was brought up in India and is very passionate about the merits of the neem tree and its derivatives. He has witnessed these at first hand and relates how his grandfather used to brush his teeth with neem twigs and still had a full set at 94 when he died. Neem is widely used in soaps, shampoos, toothpaste, skin creams and other preparations in India and Mr Sarkar maintains wide contacts with neem companies there.

Current knowledge of neem

Dr Jennifer Mordue (Aberdeen University), who chaired the opening session of the conference, has been actively involved in neem research for over 20 years (CPM, May 1997). She related some of the background to neem and its main active component, azadirachtin. Observations that locusts do not feed on neem trees were first recorded in 1952, leading to the isolation of azadirachtin in 1968 by Dr David Morgan (now at Keele University and present at the conference) and its structure elucidation in 1987. The neem tree is native to India but initiatives from the United Nations and other organisations have now enabled it to spread to many countries in Africa and Latin America as well as China and Australia. 

Dr Mordue said that neem was still the most effective botanical insecticide known and that some problems related to it had now been overcome, particularly as regards reaching consistency in formulations for field use and regulatory hurdles for a lot of the analogues, especially in Europe. She said, “the role of neem in integrated pest management is coming through strongly” with “a lack of adverse effects on beneficials”. However, one of the main drawbacks of neem is its slow action in insect control. 

Detailed mode of action unknown

The research groups of Dr Mordue and Dr Strang have been working on the mode of action of azadirachtin for some time but it is still not known in detail. It inhibits protein synthesis and blocks cell division as well as affecting extrusion of hormones. Its effects are made at the cell nucleus. 

Dr Mordue’s team is working with two tissue cultures of neem to try to understand the growth dynamics and is collaborating with David Morgan. It is also working on mode of action studies with Dow AgroSciences, as well as studying the comparative effects of azadirachtin on insect and mammalian cell lines. There are apparently very good safety margins on mammalian cell lines. Dr Mordue’s group has also begun to produce single-chain monoclonal antibodies to azadirachtin by phage display techniques.

Controlled release formulations

Gordon Daly, a researcher from Dr Strang’s lab at Glasgow University, described development work on controlled release formulations of neem for soil application. Using radiolabels, it was found that neem is mobile in both the phloem and xylem of plants, enabling sucking insects to be targeted. Metabolism of neem is less once it is inside a plant. The survival of azadirachtin in the soil is relatively brief.

Neem in tea plantations

Sushila Vitarana, an entomologist from the Tea Research Institute of Sri Lanka, reported some promising research results from the use of neem preparations applied manually through syringes for nematode control in tea plantations. Sri Lanka, formerly known as Ceylon, is the world’s largest exporter of tea, ahead of Kenya and India, with total exports of over 300 million kilogrammes last year. Since 1997, tea from Sri Lanka has been cleanest in the world with respect to pesticide residues, a lead it wants to maintain. Tea trees are grown until they are 100 years old and are pruned every 3-6 years. 

The use of nematicides in tea in Sri Lanka started in the 1980s with metam, dazomet and methyl bromide. Since 1997, intensive studies have been made to find alternatives to methyl bromide. Several promising methods have been found, in particular soil solarisation (using polythene mulches and urea or nitrogen supplements) and the use of soil substitutes. 

Three applications of neem were enough to eliminate nematodes in the tea plantations and neem also gave some growth promoting effects. However, neem formulations did not give effective control of leaf pests such as caterpillars and mites. 

Good control of nematodes was also obtained by planting of wild sunflower (Tithonia diversifolia) or marigolds between the tea rows over a period of two years. The costs of commercial neem products such as NeemAzal are somewhat high and work is proceeding to see if dose rates can be cut and to examine if something more suitable can be made from locally produced neem.

Use in Sri Lankan horticulture

Another Sri Lankan entomologist, Dr K Bandara (Horticultural Crop Research & Development Institute, Peradiniya), discussed trials with 15 locally produced neem formulations on cabbage, egg plant, potato and tomato crops. Two of these formulations, based on neem seed kernel extracts and another mixture of neem and sesame oils showed promise for further development. The work was funded by the Swedish International Development Co-operation Agency. 

Dr Bandara said that Sri Lankan farmers are often not in good health due to use of organophosphorus insecticides. They do not buy the newer and safer insecticides but tend to go for the cheaper ones. There is some scepticism amongst them about the slow effects of neem in insect control. Dr David Morgan commented that the German aid agency, GTZ, had previously conducted a big programme on neem and produced a report on why it was not being readily accepted, concluding that farmers were rather conservative and wanted instant results.

UK forestry trials  

Dr Richard Thacker (University of Paisley, Scotland) presented some findings of research work in collaboration with Dr Strang’s group and the Forestry Commission with neem extracts in the UK over the last two years to protect spruce trees from the ravages of the large pine weevil, Hylobius abietis. There is a pressing need for new control measures against this pest, which is attracted by the volatile chemicals released from the stumps of felled trees. The adults colonise these areas and the larvae feed on the nursery stock and strip the bark from them often with devastating effects. 

Current levels of spruce restocking in the UK are 10,000 hectares per annum, although this is set to increase. The current rate of mortality from pine weevil attack is about 50%, with costs of about £8 million per annum and even more in Scandinavian countries. 

Currently all spruce transplants are treated with permethrin prior to planting for protection in the first growing season. An Electodyn sprayer is used on a conveyor belt system for the application. However, this use of permethrin will be discontinued from 2004 throughout the European Union as a result of the pesticide directive and an alternative treatment is urgently required. Lambda-cyhalothrin and alphacypermethrin are possible replacements, as is neem. An experimental permit has been obtained for neem, valid for three years from October 2002.  Some 18,000 trees are being planted by the Forestry Commission for trials work with neem this year.

NeemAzal developments

Dr Huburtus Kleeburg, whose company Trifolio-M GmbH (Lahnau, Germany) was the first to sell a neem product in Europe for crop protection uses (www.trifolio-m.de), discussed some of the latest thinking and findings about neem. Trifolio, which receives some financial support from the German government, has recently received approvals for NeemAzal T/S (1% azadirachtin A) in Slovenia and the Baltic states and further European registrations are expected shortly, including the Netherlands. NeemAzal’s first EU approval was in Germany in October 1998 for use on ornamentals in greenhouses (CPM, January 1999). Trifolio is also developing its activities in China for R&D, sourcing and sales.

Stored produce pest control

Andy Evans (SAC Edinburgh) discussed the efficacy of neem extracts mixed with diatomaceous earth (DE) against stored product pests. DE, derived from the ancient remains of diatoms that sank to the bottom of the sea, consists of about 80% silica. It has recently been approved as a grain store pest protectant in the USA, Canada, Croatia, Germany, China and Australia. Dr Evans tested DE as a carrier for neem. Actellic (2% pirimiphos methyl) is currently the only dust product allowed in the UK for use in cereal stores. Dr Evans found that oily formulations of neem could reduce the efficacy of DE.

There were some other interesting presentations about other potential uses of neem, including control of dust mites with carpet and furniture sprays and as a bed net treatment against mosquitoes in the tropics using sun-dried leaf extracts. With midges a particular problem in Scotland and unhelpful for the tourist trade, the use of neem is also attracting considerable attention for this application. 

Reducing Risks from Pesticides in Water

A one-day seminar in London on 4 March, entitled Landscape Analysis and Risk Assessment for Pesticides, attracted over 50 scientists and was organised jointly by the Society of Chemical Industry (SCI) and SETAC Europe (Society of Environment, Toxicology and Chemistry). Research work carried out in Germany dominated the proceedings, as Bruce Knight reports.

The conference chairman, Paul Hendley (Syngenta USA) explained that the use of geographical information systems (GIS) and other landscape analysis techniques, while not “smoke and mirrors”, was still not a fully developed science. It is bringing different expertise to a politically sensitive problem facing the industry, namely the risk of pesticide contamination of water systems.

Chris Holmes (Waterborne Environmental Inc, Virginia) described landscape analysis methods carried out in Germany and the USA. These include use of multiple sources of data such as remotely sensed images of the landscape for spatial modelling, image processing and classification techniques and water analysis information. The methods can be applied on a large scale to get an overview of a region or for close analysis at farm level. Data recorded using satellite images include cropping type and density in proximity to water bodies, type of water bodies (streams, ditches, ponds etc) and crop proximity to water (distances from sample points and length of field perimeter adjacent to water). Other factors are estimation of drift based on the German regulatory and US AgDrift models and the occurrence and width of natural buffers between the cropped fields and water bodies, such as woodland.

Geert de Snoo (Leiden University) presented results of work in the Netherlands.  In a pilot study in 1997 and 1998 data was collected from water authorities on levels of six pesticides to create a “pesticide atlas”. Where detectable levels were recorded, results were correlated with regional cropping patterns. Not all data correlated as expected. No atrazine was found in the main maize growing areas although it was found in sandy soil zones; carbendazim was found in regions where glasshouse crops were dominant but metribuzin was found outside potato growing areas (point contamination from a formulation or filling plant may have occurred). A larger scale project based on 150 pesticides is now planned with results to be published on the internet.

Martin Bach (University of Giessen) explained that in Germany, where water authority data is less detailed, the Federal Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) had initiated the development of a model to predict the losses of pesticides from field application by run-off, tile drainage or spray drift. The model has been converted to a decision support system, available for 11 field crops, orchards and vineyards. The aim is to offer authorities and producers powerful regional risk assessment tools. Spray drift was by far the least important factor as a source of water contamination when recorded monthly. It demonstrates a factor of one compared with ten for tile drainage and 50-100 for surface run-off. Contamination from spray drift may be much more important in the immediate period after spraying.

Roland Kubiak (Ecology Department, State Education & Research Centre, Neustadt, Germany) described the use of imagery and sophisticated processing methods to record topography and cropping patterns. When used alongside soil information and climatic data, this provides the basis for farm level decisions on pesticide risk mitigation. Kubiak recognises that for the farmer there is little motivation to spend time on interpreting such data. His vision is to have water proximity spraying instructions supplied via an electronic chip with the pesticide packaging leading to automatic cut off of spray booms at the field edge.

Volkmar Gutsche (BBA, Germany) outlined how risk mitigation could be achieved by pesticide application restrictions. Models have been developed using two geographical referenced databases, the Authoritative Topographic Cartographic Information System (ATKIS) and the Stream Habitat Survey. Four exposure indicators have been developed enabling the user to categorise risk on a field by field basis. During discussion on this paper it was questioned why the risk for the whole field was measured by the worst case situation, namely the point of the field closest to the water body. Gutsche explained that this was the ruling from Germany’s EPA.

A question raised several times at the conference was how GIS models related to the ecology of water bodies. Jeremy Biggs (Ponds Conservation Trust, UK) provided detailed analyses of species populations and how they varied with type of water body. However, there is little information about the impact of pesticides on aquatic biodiversity.           

In rounding up the day, Paul Hendley argued that “precision mitigation” techniques could be adopted alongside precision farming methods and these could stand a better chance of investment support from national or regional governments.

European News and Markets

ALDICARB TO BE PHASED OUT 

The European Council of Ministers (under the Greek presidency) reached agreement at a meeting on 12 March to phase out the use of aldicarb on sugar beet and root vegetables due to concerns over its toxicity (February CPM). According to the World Health Organisation, aldicarb is one of the most acutely toxic pesticides in use. It is highly soluble in water and mobile in soil, where it can persist for weeks to months. Eight member states (Spain, France, Greece, Belgium, Italy, Portugal, the UK and the Netherlands) will be allowed to continue the use of aldicarb until the end of 2007. Environmental groups have long campaigned against aldicarb, arguing that it is highly dangerous for birds and fish.

NEW PESTICIDE RESIDUE PROPOSALS

The European Commission has made proposals to harmonise existing European legislation on the maximum permitted residue levels (MRLs) of pesticides in foodstuffs and products of plant and animal origin by 2005. Speaking in London last month, Dr Canice Nolan (European Commission) had indicated that these proposals were under preparation (February CPM). The intention is that the new measure will replace the four existing directives on MRLs, namely 76/895/EEC, 86/362/EEC, 86/363/EEC and 90/642/EEC.

The European Food Safety Agency (EFSA), which will be responsible for risk assessment, will report on the degree of safety guaranteed by each MRL, based on data supplied by member states and from the Commission's residue monitoring programme as well as that supplied by organisations requesting authorisations. The Commission, which will be responsible for risk management, will set the MRL levels based on the EFSA's opinions. All pesticide MRLs will be established at European level and will be brought into harmony over a transitional period. If use of a pesticide is not justified and in cases where it cannot be proven that pesticide residues are without risk to consumer health, the MRL will not exceed 0.01mg/kg from 2005. More stringent limits could be set if judged insufficient to ensure consumer health. 

The proposed new regulation will be submitted to the European Parliament and Council. The World Trade Organisation, which has already received the list of the 235 pesticides to be withdrawn from the EU market in 2003, is also being notified. The European Crop Protection Association (ECPA), Brussels, has welcomed the Commission's new proposal, commenting that this should lead to existing trade barriers being eliminated, both within the EU and between the EU and its trading partners. The current legislation allows for all member states to set their own different national MRLs (February CPM). ECPA is stressing that it is important for adequate resources to be given to EFSA to enable it to carry out its role in good time and with appropriate rigour.

ECPA COMPLAINS ABOUT SPAIN

ECPA filed a complaint last month with the European Commission (DG Health and Consumer Protection) challenging Spain’s new crop protection law, Ley de Sanidad Vegetal (CPM, November 2002) According to ECPA, Spain has infringed its obligations under the pesticide directive 91/414/EEC by establishing a compulsory system of data expropriation or forced data sharing that goes beyond the rules laid down in the directive. ECPA has requested the Commission to take appropriate action to remedy the situation. Dr Friedhelm Schmider, ECPA's director general, commented: "Data protection and confidentiality of proprietary data are crucial to our industry”. He is very concerned that the amended Spanish legislation might create a damaging precedent and discourage investment, resulting in fewer crop protection options being available for farmers.   

WELCOME FOR EUROPEAN VOTE

ECPA has welcomed the European Parliament’s 27 March plenary vote on the sustainable use of pesticides. This rejected several major proposals, including a 50% pesticide use reduction and the implementation of taxes and financial levies. In addition, the proposal for establishing a three-metre safety distance for field spraying near water was not supported. The outcome of the vote will be formally recognised by the European Commission as the Parliament's recommendations for the drafting of a Thematic Strategy on the Sustainable Use of Pesticides. The vote follows the Commission’s publication of its Communication on the Sustainable Use of Pesticides and a consultation process including a stakeholder conference (CPM, November 2002).

NON-CROP PESTICIDE DISTRIBUTION

A marketing research report on pesticide distribution for non-crop markets in France, Italy, Spain, Germany and the UK has just been produced by Agricultural Information Services Ltd, London (www.aisglobal.net).  The report estimates the total end user value of this sector in the five countries at EUR1.6 billion, equivalent to EUR500 million at manufacturing level. The report identifies and quantifies 51 separate distribution chains in the five countries. The overall market has grown at about 5% per year for the last decade and the trend looks set to continue. 

UK APPROVAL FOR SONATA

Sonata, the new potato blight fungicide from Bayer CropScience, has gained UK approval from the Pesticides Safety Directorate (PSD) in time for use this season.  Developed to provide protection during the mid-season potato blight period, Sonata combines powerful translaminar and anti-sporulant properties. It is formulated as a water dispersible granule containing 10% fenamidone and 50% mancozeb. Derived from imidazolinone chemistry, fenamidone is an optically active isomer and its mode of action inhibits mitochondrial respiration. 

The Sonata product label specifies a maximum of six applications per crop or 50% of the intended blight programme at a dose rate of 1.5 kg/ha.  Applied at seven-day intervals, it can be used up to seven days before harvest. Use has been approved on all potato varieties, including seed. Fenamidone is also used on vines in France (CPM, March 2001). 

Nick Duncan, Bayer CropScience’s UK campaign manager for root crops commented: “Sonata’s approval will be welcome news for potato growers.  It brings enhanced performance compared with existing standards and effectiveness against phenylamide-resistant strains.  These properties will make it a valuable addition to growers’ armouries in the fight against blight.”

SEPTORIA WEBSITE

UK wheat growers can now keep closer tabs on Septoria tritici, the main disease which cuts yields in their crops, with the help of a new website dedicated to the disease (www.septoriaspotter.co.uk). Bayer CropScience, which maintains the site, hopes that it will build into the industry reference for all aspects of the disease and its control. 

Professor Phil Russell, a former chairman of the UK Fungicides Resistance Action Committee (FRAC), is the author of the technical content of the website, which will be regularly updated with news of Septoria development and the latest thinking on its resistance status. Visitors can subscribe to an e-mail or text messaging service that will alert them when updates to the site are made. 

BLIGHTWATCH 2003 

BlightWatch, the UK’s free potato blight warning service is starting its third year and will go “live” on-line from mid-April at www.potatocrop.com. Potato growers and advisors can log on to the website and receive emails and text messages when at risk. Using sophisticated computer modelling and detailed records from over 200 meteorological stations across the UK, BlightWatch includes a daily update on Smith periods, supplemented by regular disease reports and agronomy advice as well as a historic record of the local situation.

Another UK source of local forecasts of potato blight is available from the website www.syngenta-potato.co.uk. Syngenta is recommending that UK bulb onion growers also consult this to help improve their control of downy mildew with applications of Amistar (azoxystrobin) ahead of key periods of disease pressure.

INTERAGRO SWITCHES ADJUVANTS 

The UK adjuvant company, Interagro UK Ltd, has dropped the use of tallow amines in its major adjuvants and has moved to those sourced from oilseed rape feedstock. Company managing director, Mike Roche, commented: “These natural, vegetable-based components are from renewable European resources and we feel this move is a positive step to take in terms of both consumer perception and environmental profiles.”  He added that it gave an added benefit of supporting EU farming production as most existing tallow feedstock is imported from the USA. The substitution will have no negative effect on efficacy, according to Interagro, as shown by two years of test marketing.  

CROP PROTECTION MANAGEMENT PLANS 

UK government minister Lord Whitty will officially launch the crop protection management plans drawn up under the Voluntary Initiative on 3 April (www.voluntaryinitiative.org.uk). The plans, which are being overseen and administered by the National Farmers Union (NFU), are intended to help farmers show that they are using pesticides responsibly (CPM, September 2002). Their implementation has been delayed by problems associated with the electronic formats being used for the plans.

NEW FUSILADE FORMULATION

Syngenta has launched a new version of its graminicide Fusilade in the UK using its innovative IsoLink encapsulation technology (CPM, January 2002). The new product, Fusilade Max (125g/l fluazifop-p-butyl) enables better spray coverage of grass weed leaves, faster plant uptake and a quicker weed kill than the current product Fusilade 250EW at comparable rates of active ingredient use. Fusilade 250EW was the most widely used graminicide in sugar beet in the UK in 2002, according to Farmstat survey data. The cost per hectare of Fusilade Max will be similar to Fusilade 250EW, according to Syngenta.

American News and Markets

PLANT PROTEIN SIGNAL DISCOVERY

Researchers at Paradigm Genetics Inc, Research Triangle Park, North Carolina, working in collaboration with the University of North Carolina and the Salk Institute for Biological Sciences, La Jolla, California, have announced the discovery of the role of heterotrimeric G-protein signalling in plant cell proliferation and its association with key agronomic traits. This discovery, published in the journal The Plant Cell, should enable researchers to identify the cell surface receptor associated with the G-proteins. "This study for the first time reveals important agronomic traits associated with G-protein signalling and opens up a new approach to altering important crop traits such as yield," commented Dr Keith Davis, VP of agricultural research at Paradigm.

G-proteins are among the most important targets for new product development in the pharmaceutical industry. They respond to signals from outside the cell such as light and chemicals, through a cell surface receptor. While the presence of a single G-protein complex in plants was suggested based on sequence information alone, their role in plant biology has not been understood. In the study, a comparison was made of the structures of known mammalian and yeast sub-units with those in Arabidopsis. 

VALENT ACQUISITION FROM CERTIS

Valent BioSciences Corporation, Libertyville, the US subsidiary of Sumitomo Chemical Company has acquired Teknar, a mosquito and black fly control product used in the public health industry and some forestry pesticide interests from Certis USA LLC, Columbia, a subsidiary of Mitsui & Co. Sales of the products involved account for US$3 million annually.

Under the agreement Certis USA is transferring its Bacillus thuringiensis israelensis strains, patents, trademarks, registrations, manufacturing process, R&D programmes and customer contracts to Valent. In addition, Certis is granting Valent exclusive worldwide rights to sell its Bt product Thuricide to the forestry market. Certis USA will continue to manufacture both Teknar and Thuricide for Valent.

GM WHEAT OPPOSITION

US agricultural and environmental groups opposed to Monsanto’s Roundup Ready wheat have filed a legal petition with the US Department of Agriculture (USDA) seeking a federal moratorium. Referring to surveys that show foreign opposition to buying GM wheat, the groups are demanding that the USDA withholds any approval until the government assesses the complete environmental and economic impacts.

The petition was submitted by the Dakota Resource Council, the Northern Plains Sustainable Agriculture Society (North Dakota) and the Northern Plains Resource Council of Montana. Joseph Mendelson, legal director for the Center for Food Safety, who filed the petition, said it was the first step towards a likely lawsuit if the USDA did not adequately address the concerns. Market studies have indicated that many large foreign buyers of US wheat could be deterred if Roundup Ready wheat is introduced.

The USDA has said in response that it might impose strict requirements on Monsanto to ensure it was abiding by its undertaking not to sell GM wheat until foreign markets accepted it. Roundup Ready wheat is currently under review by both the US and Canadian authorities and could be approved for sale within the next two years. Monsanto has promised not to sell it until at least Canadian and Japanese acceptance and only when a secure segregation system is in operation. The USDA stated that Monsanto might have to meet certain requirements before approval is granted.  US wheat is currently exported with a USDA-approved statement that no GM wheat is commercialised in the USA.

DUPONT SETTLES BENLATE LAWSUIT

DuPont has reached a settlement with plaintiffs for a 1995 shareholder class action lawsuit related to its fungicide Benlate (benomyl). The company has agreed to settle the lawsuit for approximately $77 million and is seeking to recover the settlement from its insurers. DuPont discontinued the manufacture and sale of Benlate in 2001. 

Since the early 1990s, DuPont has spent or accrued more than $1.7 billion in Benlate litigation and other costs, according to its latest annual report. Some $200 million of these costs have been recovered through insurance policies. DuPont had 104 Benlate cases pending at the end of last year and settled nine Florida cases in January.

NEW SYNTECH COMPANY

The US contract research group Syntech, Davis, California, (www.syntechresearch.com) has set up a product development and project management company, SynTech Global LLC, in Hockessin, Delaware. Under the direction of Jim Wagner, global regulatory director, the new company will be involved in the development of old and new pesticide compounds as well as defending existing products before regulatory authorities in the Americas, Europe and Japan. Syntech recently established overseas operations in France and the UK (January CPM). 

Other News and Markets

BASF COMPLETES ACQUISITIONS

BASF AG has completed its acquisition of agricultural products from Bayer CropScience AG, including the insecticide fipronil and fungicides for seed treatment applications. The products, whose sales totalled EUR 500 million in 2001, will significantly strengthen BASF's crop protection business. Taking into account back-licences granted by BASF to Bayer CropScience for selected non-agricultural uses of the products, the purchase price amounted to EUR 1,185 million.

BAYER RENEGOTIATING AVENTIS DEAL

Bayer AG is apparently trying to renegotiate the terms of its acquisition of Aventis CropScience. It is looking for compensation for damages incurred because of supposed inaccuracies in documents connected to the acquisition, according to recent Aventis filings with the US Securities and Exchange Commission.

FAO WANTS $87 MILLION FOR IRAQ

The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) has appealed for US$86.7 million of funding as part of a UN inter-agency appeal to help maintain Iraqi levels of food production during the current war (www.reliefweb.int/appeals/2003/files/irq03flash.pdf). FAO will use funds from the appeal to send seeds, fertilisers and pesticides to support spring and summer crop plantings, support poultry and livestock production and improve the water supply in rural areas. The UN World Food Programme has already asked for $1.3 billion to provide food aid to Iraq.

NEW RECRUITS FOR INNOCENTIVE

InnoCentive, an e-business company of the US pharmaceutical company Eli Lilly, is a new on-line forum that enables scientists and science-based companies to collaborate in a global scientific community to achieve innovative solutions to complex research-linked challenges (www.innocentive.com). InnoCentive has disclosed that two leading crop protection companies have joined its forum this month, namely Syngenta and Dow Chemical (including its subsidiary Dow AgroSciences). 

Syngenta and Dow AgroSciences have already begun to post tough scientific problems on the InnoCentive Website as part of InnoCentive's "seeker" community. More than 20,000 leading scientists and researchers in 125 countries make up the InnoCentive community of "solvers" who can submit solutions and receive a financial award. Solvers range from retirees to large contract research organisations to employed scientists solving InnoCentive “challenges” in their spare time. 

Each InnoCentive challenge submitted by a seeker company includes a detailed description and requirements, a deadline and an award amount for the best solution. The seeker company reviews all submissions, and awards are issued by InnoCentive for only the best solutions that meet the seeker's requirements. Award amounts typically range from US$5,000 to $100,000. The name of the seeker company remains confidential and secure for any scientific challenge posted on the website.

DUTCH APPROVAL FOR FLORAMITE

The acaricide Floramite 240 SC (bifenazate) has received approval in the Netherlands for use on protected ornamental crops. Bifenazate is a new acaricide from Crompton Corporation (Uniroyal Chemical) and has a very good fit in IPM programmes. Floramite has been developed for the Dutch market by Certis Europe BV, in which Crompton is a minority shareholder (CPM, November 2002).

PESTICIDE RESIDUES CONFERENCE

The Akademie Fresenius, Dortmund (www.akademie-fresenius.de), is holding its second international conference on Pesticide Residues in Food in Darmstadt, Germany, from 6-7 May. There will be a varied range of expert speakers from across Europe, including a presentation from Nestlé about some of the consequences of the Baby Food Directive (for details see the website or fax: + 49 231 758 96 53).
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