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THE BEST PRODUCT IS ONLY AS GOOD AS IT IS APPLIED

One of the weaknesses of the crop protection industry has been its lack of close attention to ensuring that the right amount of the right product gets to the right target at the right time. Admittedly, it is difficult to get this balance right, but there is a feeling in some quarters that industry only pays lip service to this important part of product stewardship. It is heartening then to report a new Syngenta project, the development of a “revolutionary” new spray nozzle designed to help cereal growers make more effective use of late season ear and flag leaf fungicides. The nozzle is being tested out by farmers throughout the UK and Ireland this summer. Just under 1,000 sets of the nozzles have been distributed and they could be commercially available from next year.

New six-inlet angled nozzle

Tom Robinson, application technology manager at Syngenta UK, told CPM that what makes the nozzle unique is the number of air inlets and its angle. The nozzle has six holes as air inlets and the spray produced is finer than with any other air induction nozzle. It is set backwards at an angle of 10o. Mr Robinson will be the “ringmaster” at next month’s Sprays & Sprayers event in Whittlesford.

Syngenta has developed the nozzle in conjunction with the nozzle manufacturer, Lurmark, and Silsoe research centre, as an aid to enhancing the performance of the most commonly used strobilurin ear (T3) fungicide Amistar (azoxystrobin). The nozzle was designed after research suggested that vertical fanjet nozzles produced uneven chemical dosing on the ears of cereals. Twice as much spray was found to be deposited on the leading face of the plant as the back, potentially leading to uneven protection against disease. This was made worse when the finer sprays that are often used by growers at T3 were tried. Syngenta approached Lurmark and Silsoe as it had previous collaborations with these organisations related to nozzles and cereal herbicide applications. 

“The aim at T3 is to keep the spray on the ear and top leaf and get as uniform a distribution as possible,” says Mr Robinson. “Combined, the flag leaf and ear can contribute more than 60% to crop yield”. A range of spray patterns was tested to identify ideal characteristics. Once identified, these were used for the design.  The resulting “Amistar nozzle” produces an angled rather than vertical spray pattern. It uses the air induction principle to produce small droplets with air bubbles trapped inside that cushion them as they land.  

Initial testing has shown a 50/50 spray distribution on each side of the ear, optimising the spray on the top of the crop. The angled nozzle produces small drops and has proved to be the best for evenly spraying the top part of the plant. The drops are large enough not to drift, while having a lower velocity than conventional sprays. Although designed for applications at T3, the Amistar nozzle also performs well at the T2 or flag leaf timing, according to Mr Robinson. 

Changes in spraying practices

A recent change in UK spraying practices is the speed at which sprayers traverse the cereal crop. In 1992 it was typically 8 km/hour but has since increased to some 12 km/hour. This 50% speed increase has been facilitated by improvements in chassis suspension, but has led to a doubling in spray turbulence. Spraying speeds have traditionally been somewhat higher in the UK than in France, whilst spray volumes and boom lengths have been smaller.

The 27th Bawden Lecture at the Brighton Conference in 2000, entitled New era, new challenges and new solutions, was given by Dr David Evans, head of research and technology at the newly-formed Syngenta (CPM, November 2000). During this, he commented “it is a disgrace that the majority of what is applied does not reach the crop” and that technology must be used more precisely. This new nozzle shows that his company is addressing some of the issues he raised although there is still a long way to go. 

The commercial incentives to make these developments are small, although, more importantly from a long-term perspective, they can enhance industry’s image with regulators and the public when they do come. Industry gets its money from the litres and kilogrammes of products that it sells and anything that could reduce this represents a revenue threat. 

Tom Robinson’s own specialist role within Syngenta has faced uncertainties over the years, although the company still retains a small applications team in Basel. This was formerly headed by Hans Felber, who once pithily commented “the best product is only as good as it is applied” (CPM, November 1997). 
Ghent Crop Protection Symposium

Over 450 delegates from 29 countries attended the 54th International Symposium on Crop Protection at the University of Ghent on 7 May. About half of the delegates were from Belgium with a good mix from the rest of Europe, the Americas (including Cuba), Africa, the Middle East and three delegates from China. 

The symposium has a friendly atmosphere and packs a lot of content into one day with eight different sections, 66 presentations and over 80 posters. The Flemish hospitality was excellent and the conference dinner, as always, a memorable event held in a former 13th century Dominican monastery in Ghent, Het Pand. Attending once again this year was Professor Albert Besemer (Wageningen), who gave a paper at the very first conference 54 years ago in 1948 (see also CPM, May 1998). 

Developments in adjuvant use

In the first plenary lecture, Dr Hans de Ruiter of SURfaPLUS bv, Wageningen, reviewed recent developments in adjuvant use for agrochemicals, including some of the content presented at The Sixth International Symposium on Adjuvants for Agrochemicals (ISAA 2001) held in Amsterdam in August 2001 (www.isaa2001.com). Dr de Ruiter, an occasional contributor to CPM, recently established his own company as a spin-off from a publicly funded institute at Wageningen to provide contract research services for industry.

Since the mid-1880s a wide range of compounds have been used as adjuvants, including fish oils, linseed oil, diesel oil, moss and casein derivatives.  The first large-scale use of adjuvants came in the USA in combination with the herbicide atrazine in the 1960s. To improve pesticide performance, Dr de Ruiter estimates that 110 million litres of oils and 20 million litres of surfactants are used annually in the USA today. In Europe, consumption is much lower at 9 million litres of oil and 11 million litres of surfactants. 

Surfactants are widely used with glyphosate and he mentioned an interesting new oil-based formulation under development by the Australian concern, Victorian Chemical Company. Other promising new surfactants are being developed by OSi/Crompton, Akzo Nobel, Adjuvants Unlimited, Seppic France and Cognis. Dr de Ruiter also discussed other new developments in floriculture and the use of biologicals.

Jozef van den Brande Award

The Professor Jozef van den Brande Award, named after the chairman of the first symposium, was made to Richard Sikora, a US-born scientist who has made his home in Europe. He is professor of soil ecosystem phytopathology and nematology at the Institute for Plant Pathology at the University of Bonn, Germany. 

Dr Sikora made his first presentation at the Ghent Conference in 1971 when he was 26. He has been a regular speaker ever since. He has been involved with pest and disease management work in over 40 countries, many in Africa and Asia and has written or contributed to over 1100 research papers as well as making some 180 presentations at scientific meetings.

Methyl bromide alternatives

In his plenary lecture, Dr Sikora commented that the statement that “due to pesticides, nematologists have neglected developing suitable alternative measures of control” might be true. He described some of the efforts to find effective alternatives to the fumigant methyl bromide, in particular for control of plant parasitic nematodes. He said that a lot of groups were lobbying to keep methyl bromide for some uses, especially in the USA, as effective substitutes have not been found. The cost of alternatives is also very high, as much as US$27,000 per hectare. 

There are indications that some stockpiling of methyl bromide is occurring at farmer and retailer level. He highlighted the difficulty of finding an alternative that also enables planting within 48 hours of use.

Dr Sikora said that many alternatives such as solarisation, biocontrol, use of green manures and resistant rootstock (e.g. tomatoes) are working well in many parts of the world, especially where labour is cheap. The use of chemicals in irrigation systems is also giving promising results. 

The use of trap crops can also be helpful in controlling nematode populations, as can appropriate crop rotations. One example is Japan, where bananas are now often grown after paddy rice. However, some of these methods are not always appropriate or cost-effective in parts of the developed world such as Florida, Italy and Spain. 

Dr Sikora mentioned a German company developing a product based on Paecilomyces, which could come to market soon. He said that there were many species of bacteria present in the roots of plants between the cells and the use of signals from these might be helpful in deterring nematodes. Dr Sikora commented that in the same way that the worm has got to taste good for the fish and not the fisherman, likewise the methyl bromide alternatives must suit the farmer and not the scientist.

Award for young scientists?

Speaking later at the conference dinner, Dr Sikora acknowledged the honour of the van den Brande award, also made in the past to two other researchers from Bonn University. He also made a plea to the organisers to create a new award for young scientists to provide encouragement and support for this section of the scientific community. 

Wilt control in tomatoes

Maina Mwangi, a researcher with Richard Sikora in Bonn, discussed the use of Rhizobacteria in glasshouse experiments for the treatment of tomato plants which resulted in less wilting. The results showed that Pseudomonas fluorescens, P putida and Bacillus sphaericus induced resistance to Fusarium. In the case of Pseudomonas fluorescens T58, it has been shown that hydrogen cyanide is produced which might play a role in the biological control process.

Rice blast resistance

Thuan Nguyen (Ghent University) described some research to characterise and map a rice blast resistant gene in the Vietnamese rice cultivar Chiembac. The resistance to Pyricularia oryzae has proved to be a dominant gene that differs from those found in other resistant rice cultivars.  

Chloropicrin developments in Italy

There was a conference presentation by Lodivica Gullino (DIVAPRA, Turin, Italy) reporting promising results from the experimental use of chloropicrin since 1999 as a soil fumigant for melons, eggplant and tomatoes. These three crops account for over 65% of current methyl bromide use in Italy, over 2,500 tonnes last year. Total methyl bromide use in Italy has dropped from 7,600 tonnes to about 4,000 tonnes in 2002. The results so far show the possibility of applying chloropicrin (not as yet approved in Italy) against soil-borne fungi by drip or shank application with a level of protection often equivalent to methyl bromide. The use of virtually impermeable plastic films improved the efficacy of the chloropicrin. Dr Gullino’s work is being supported by the Italian government.

Cutting caterpillar damage with birds

Christel Mols (NIOO-CTO, the Netherlands) presented findings that showed that the introduction of great tits (Parus major) into orchards can reduce crop damage from caterpillars. The birds can be readily attracted by use of nest boxes. However, as with many other biological control agents, Mols concluded that the great tits are unlikely to prevent pest damage fully and reliably on their own. 

Controlling Asian longhorned beetle

Dr Thomas Dubois (Cornell University) discussed biocontrol of the Asian longhorned beetle, Anoplophora glabripennis, a native Chinese pest first detected in the USA in Brooklyn in 1996. It has a wide host range of hardwood trees, typically causing death in two years. The pest spread to Chicago in 1998 and has been found in Central Park, New York, where some 26,000 trees are at risk. Over 7,000 trees have been removed in the two cities. 

Last year the beetle was found in Austria and Germany and a related Asian beetle, A Chinensis, was detected in citrus trees in Italy. Dr Dubois said that the pest is difficult to detect as the larvae grow inside the tree and the insects are only seen briefly.

Where eradication fails, bio-control is one of the few ways to combat these pests. The Japanese company, Nitto Denko, has commercialised a strain of Beauvaria brongniartii, impregnated on cellulose bands that are hung around the tree stem. Dr Dubois and his researchers tested out the Nitto Denko product and an indigenous Chinese strain and found both effective at reducing the beetle populations in trials with 300 willow trees.

Prohexadione in top fruit

Dr W Evens (BASF Belgium) discussed the use of the plant growth regulator prohexadione-Ca in top-fruit. The compound, listed on Annex 1 since October 2000, inhibits late stages of gibberellin biosynthesis, resulting in reduced shoot growth. 

Prohexadione is approved in Belgium as a 10% formulation, Regalis, for two applications at 1.25 kg product per hectare. As well as reduced pruning costs, treated trees are less attractive to certain insects and less susceptible to fungal infection. 

Salicylic acid plant defence

E A Achuo (Laboratory of Phytopathology, Ghent University) discussed investigations into the role of salicylic acid (SA) in defence and induced resistance mechanisms in tomatoes and tobacco against Oidium lycopersici and Botrytis cinerea. He concluded that even in these related plants, the SA-dependent defence pathway produces different responses and that “host-pathogen relationships are unique”.
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Beijing Crop Protection Conference

The 3rd China Crop Protection, Biotechnology and Food Safety Conference was held in Beijing from 24-25 April, organised by the Centre for Management Technology, Singapore (www.cmtevents.com). Sixteen presentations addressed issues from regulatory affairs to the status of the crop protection markets and agbiotech products, as reported by Dr Andrew D Powell, ARB Consultants, Singapore (adpowell@pacific.net.sg). 

Dr Randy Hautea, global co-ordinator for the technology transfer organisation, ISAAA, initiated proceedings by describing the status of GM crops in China and globally (www.isaaa.org). The three most populous countries in Asia are now growing GM crops commercially. The Philippines has recently approved new regulations and the trend in Asia is a slow but gradual adoption of GM technology. Development is probably being hampered by pressures from Europe, despite growing official support. Significant economic benefits have accrued to farmers that use the technology, especially those in Asia managing small areas of land. Indonesian cotton farmers have seen a three-fold increase in net income from Bt crops.

Madam Fang Xiangdong, director of the Office for Biosafety Administration at China’s Ministry of Agriculture, described policy development for GMOs as being promotional with respect to research, cautious for extension and strengthening with respect to regulation. The first labelling regulations have been implemented and cover five classes of seeds and 17 different varieties. She made the pledge that the regulatory process will be more transparent and that both Chinese institutions and foreign companies will be treated equally. 

Madam Fang acknowledged that the development of a sound regulatory environment presents many challenges. These include the need to set up an administrative agency and nation-wide supervision network, training of staff, development of trust in inspection bodies and strengthened execution and supervision of policies. Her aim is to ensure that regulations allow development of GM crop businesses but ensure the safety of the Chinese people.

Farmers less willing to hand weed

Professor Chen Zhiang-Liang, President of the Chinese Agricultural University, Beijing, described work in what he described as the “second phase of GM crop development”. Priorities include further work on insect and microbial disease resistance, quality improvement and sterility systems. More attention is being paid to herbicide resistance now, as farmers are becoming less willing to weed by hand. “GM rice is ready” was the telling comment of the presentation but Chen acknowledged that “science is ahead of the regulations”. Research continues to be well supported by government, especially functional genomics and targeted sequences. Professor Chen expects that development of the GM crop industry will hinge on its acceptance or not in countries like Brazil and India.

A lively discussion saw trade related issues discussed in detail. The zero threshold level in the current system for contamination of grain shipments was particularly criticised. It was noted that dialogue was continuing between grain handlers and the Chinese authorities. 

Professor PengYu Fa, director, Centre for Biosafety Research, Chinese Academy of Agricultural Sciences, outlined the regulatory system that was being put in place to ensure biosafety. To date, he said that no detrimental effects of GM cotton have been detected and biodiversity has been enhanced. He did note, however, that GM rice would face major challenges given that China is a “centre of origin”.

Professor Ruifa Hu (Centre for Chinese Agricultural Policy) considered the economic benefits of GM cotton such as greater yields for less pesticide usage and less poisonings. He presented data that illustrated the diminishing returns of farmers who used saved seed for increasing periods, despite increased pesticide use. 

George Fuller (Asia-Pacific director of regulatory affairs, Monsanto) noted that the scientific base for a GM crop regulatory system is necessary but to reassure the public other factors need to be considered. Dr Akihiro Hino (National Food Research Institute, Japan) described the concerns of the Japanese consumer, which were broadly similar to those found worldwide.

European traceability demands

Wyn Ellis (Asia AgConsult, Bangkok) discussed the implications of the European Union (EU) regulations for residues, GMO certification and food traceability on Asia. He highlighted the fact that the EU has decided that the forthcoming European Food Safety Authority will have to ensure that all food produced within, or imported into the EU must be traceable throughout the supply chain, right back to the farm. This will have major ramifications for producers, particularly smallholders in Asia. He questioned whether these demands would be compatible with the provisions of the World Trade Organisation agreement.

AgChem Forum

Last month, CPM reported on the AgChem Forum, held in Amsterdam from 23-25 April (www.agchemforum.com). In this second report, Brian Hicks covers some more presentations.

EU approval of biologicals

Peter Annas, marketing manager of BioAgri AB, Uppsala, Sweden (www.bioagri.se), discussed his company’s experiences with the registration of its biological seed treatment, Cedemon, a formulation of the soil bacterium, Pseudomonas chlororaphis (CPM, November 1999). The European registration process was started in 1995 and Mr Annas is expecting an Annex I listing later this year. Mr Annas became the company’s first employee in 1997 and BioAgri now has some 15 staff. 

Cedemon has a complex mode of action, which is not fully elucidated. It includes antibiotic effects, ‘slow release on site’ and induction of systemic resistance. It has a shelf life of only three months, “only just enough”, as Mr Annas commented, although he hopes to extend it. Cedemon received provisional approval in Sweden in 1997 and later in Finland and Norway. This year it was used to treat about 200,000 hectares of spring barley in Sweden. The treatment rate is 7.5 litres/tonne seed and Cedemon gives very good control of net blotch. 

A registration dossier on Cedemon was submitted in Sweden just before EU entry and evaluated by the rapporteur, KEMI, in 1998. More data was published in 1998 and follow-up information was requested. Temporary restrictions were placed on the product until new studies were completed after which Cedemon was re-approved. 

Mr Annas argued that uniform principles (Annex VI) were urgently needed, particularly for the benefit of small companies like his. These would allow for mutual recognition and minimise the costs and time required for national approvals. One delegate, Terry Tooby (JSC International) suggested that the level of expertise in evaluating biopesticide approvals in the EU was inadequate and was putting smaller companies at a disadvantage.

Some key issues in registration

The AgChem Forum also included a one-day update on international developments in pesticide registration, chaired by Dr Terry Roberts (JSC International). He said there were currently “three hot issues”, namely comparative assessment, EUROPOEM (European operator exposure model) and the US EPA under the new presidency.

European review

Louis Smeets of the health and consumer protection directorate of the European Commission discussed the progress of the EU review programme. He said that it was “on track, but maybe not for 2003” and that some 150 old and new active substances had been peer reviewed so far. Confidence had been built amongst experts across Europe, whereas before 1991 they had hardly worked together at all. He commented that there was currently “an imbalance of applications amongst member states for new ais” and that companies should realise that too many to one state could delay draft assessment reports. 

Mr Smeets said that the deadline for decisions on Annex I listing for the first list of 90 ais would not be prolonged. The Commission will propose that the second list deadline (149 ais) be prolonged until 2005, and the third (402 ais) and fourth lists (193 ais) until 2008. A European Council regulation was adopted at start of this year enabling the establishment of the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA), which will be responsible for evaluation of ais. 

There has been a draft regulation to define the role of EFSA and a director should be appointed by September. Mr Smeets expects the transition to EFSA to be “an evolution not a revolution”. The new agency will not be operational until the end of 2002. There will be widespread consultations this year with all stakeholders before amendments are proposed to the pesticide directive. These will also address the issues arising from the ten new member states due to join the EU by 2004. By July 2003 about 300 ais will be withdrawn from EU markets and these will be put at the limit of detection for food residues, subject to WTO approvals (see Beijing Conference). 

Comparative risk assessment

Dr Vibeke Bernson, director of pesticides and biotechnical products at the National Chemicals Inspectorate, Sweden, discussed comparative risk assessment and the Swedish experience with it for pesticides. She said that the principle of choosing a less hazardous product where possible has also been used in the UK for many years in the public health sector. The European Council has called on the Commission to examine the advantages offered by this approach. Dr Bernson said that for product substitution to occur, the preferred product has to be significantly less risky. In most cases in Sweden this could not be done and it had been difficult to draft in legislation for consistency, as it would be for the EU. However, as 65% of farmers do not use protective clothing in Sweden, it is a very important issue.  

American News and Markets

EXPONENT ACQUIRES NOVIGEN

The engineering and scientific consulting firm, Exponent Inc, Menlo Park, California has acquired the privately-owned company, Novigen Sciences Inc, Washington, DC. Novigen provides consulting services to address safety and regulatory issues related to food and pesticides. The company also has a UK office and recorded net revenues for the 2001 financial year of US$4.3 million. 

EDEN CUTS ITS HEADCOUNT

Eden Bioscience Corporation, Bothell, Washington, is cutting its workforce by 20 in the USA and Europe, taking its total headcount down to 66 full-time employees. "US staff reductions are across most areas of the company except sales," said Brad Powell, CFO and interim company president. "In Europe, we are implementing a plan that will continue our regulatory programmes and work with key accounts, but will significantly reduce our operating expenses.”

Eden’s predicament epitomises the problems faced by innovative crop protection companies that are reliant on one or just a few novel products. Eden’s single product, Messenger (harpin), shows promise, as was recognised by the Presidential Green Chemistry Challenge Award last year (CPM, June 2001). However, the current agricultural economic climate is making sales development difficult. Eden also lacks the marketing muscle and international registration expertise that are necessary to make a rapid economic return to satisfy the investment community. In the longer term, it will be hard pressed to retain its independence.

BIONOVA CLOSING R&D

Bionova Holding Corporation, Oakland, has begun closing down its research and development operations, conducted primarily through its wholly owned subsidiary DNA Plant Technology Corporation (DNAP). The closure should be completed by the end of June. The focus of DNAP's research has been the production of transgenic fruit and vegetable plants with improved disease resistance. 

DNAP has not been able to obtain venture capital or other financing sufficient to continue its R&D efforts. DNAP will shift its focus to the licensing or sale of its intellectual property. 

Bionova Holding and its affiliates have strategic alliances and licensing agreements with many leading agricultural companies, producers, marketers and biotechnology research groups. Bionova Holding Corporation is controlled by Mexico's Savia SA de CV, whose subsidiaries include Seminis Vegetables Seeds Inc, which claims to be the world’s largest developer, producer and marketer of vegetable seeds.

BASF HIGH-SPEED INTERNET INITIATIVE 

StarBand, America's leading consumer high-speed, two-way satellite internet provider and BASF Agricultural Products North America are to offer high-speed internet access to US crop and livestock producers through agricultural retailers and distributors. The programme, part of BASF's Harvest Partners Network (www.hpnetwork.net) to agricultural retailers and distributors, is intended to extend services to include the StarBand “always-on” satellite internet service to US farmers. 

StarBand's service will also provide access to a customised producer portal providing market, weather, news and agronomy information. Current plans envisage the distribution of at least 40,000 StarBand units through Harvest Partners Network retailers over three years. StarBand delivers its two-way satellite internet service through small antennae mounted on roofs, walls or poles of homes or commercial buildings. A high-speed satellite modem is connected to a customer's computer. 

CASH CRISIS AT FARMLAND

Leading US co-operative, Farmland Industries, Kansas City, is facing serious cash problems and has replaced its CEO. It is battling to repay a $10 million loan by the end of May and some kind of restructuring of its operations looked inevitable. 

Farmland Industries was formed 73 years ago to buy and distribute petroleum products. It is controlled by some 1,700 local farmer co-operatives with 600,000 farmer members in the USA, Canada and Mexico. Farmland is one of the largest fertiliser producers in the US and it is major losses in this sector that have caused its current problems. Over the past few years, it has cut jobs, closed food and research facilities and sold its domestic grain business.

SDI AGREEMENT WITH SYNGENTA

Strategic Diagnostics Inc, Newark, Delaware, has signed an exclusive commercial license agreement with Syngenta Seeds AG. This grants SDI the worldwide rights to manufacture and sell analytical tests to detect two of Syngenta's genetic traits in plants, seeds, grain and intermediate food products. SDI has also just received US certification of its MycoCheck test kit for the detection of aflatoxin. 

Other News and Markets

CERTIS ACQUIRES ECOGEN ASSETS

Further to a letter of intent signed earlier this year (January CPM), Certis USA LLC, Columbia, Maryland, has now concluded an agreement to acquire some of the biopesticide assets of Ecogen Inc, Langhorne, Pennsylvania. Amongst these are CryMax, Lepinox, Condor and other Bt insecticide brands. Under a “business transition arrangement”, Certis USA has already begun manufacturing and selling certain Ecogen products. Dennis Banasiak, CEO of Certis USA, commented the purchase included "some of the most potent strains of Bt” and that Certis would “apply its formulation know-how to these to offer improved Bt products in the near future".

SOYBEANS IN SPACE

Pioneer Hi-Bred International has teamed up with the Wisconsin Center for Space Automation and Robotics (WCSAR) to conduct the first experiments on growing soybean plants in space during NASA's shuttle flight due for take-off on 30 May. During the 70-day period in space, soybean plants will germinate, grow and produce seeds. Scientists will monitor the process via video and data sent from the space station. The plants and harvested grain will be returned to earth in the summer by the space shuttle Atlantis. 

DPL AGREEMENT WITH SYNGENTA

The leading US cotton breeder, Delta and Pine Land Company (DPL), has concluded a product development agreement with Syngenta. Under the agreement, DPL will “introgress, test and evaluate” Syngenta's insect resistance technology in its elite cotton germplasm (www.deltaandpine.com). DPL elite varieties containing Syngenta's technology could be available for introduction to growers by 2004.

JT & SYNGENTA SEVER BIOTECH TIES

Japan Tobacco Inc is to cancel its co-operation with Syngenta AG in the rice development sector. JT's original partner was Zeneca Agrochemicals, with whom it set up a joint venture in Japan nearly three years ago to develop new rice species with improved traits. These included pest and disease resistance traits and improved characteristics for livestock feed (CPM March and June 1999).

DOW SELLS INTERFARM STAKE

Dow AgroSciences Ltd has sold its shareholding in Interfarm UK Ltd to the company’s directors. Dow originally acquired the stake from Rohm and Haas when it acquired its global crop protection business. Interfarm was first set up to be the main UK marketing arm of Rohm and Haas (CPM, November 1999). 

EUROPEAN RESIDUE MONITORING

The European Crop Protection Association (ECPA) has responded this month to the recent publication of the European Commission’s report on its 2000 residues monitoring programme. The report shows that 61% of the food samples tested had no detectable pesticide residues, 35% had residues at or below the maximum residue level (MRL), and 4.5% had residues above the MRL. It stated that “the pesticide levels found in samples that exceeded the maximum limits fall within a range that would not cause harm if eaten.”

Commenting on the findings, Dr Friedhelm Schmider, ECPA’s new director general, said: “Year on year, the results of the EU residues monitoring programme show that consumers are only exposed to a minute fraction of the residues that are permissible by the established MRLs. Whilst acknowledging that there was room for improvement, he added “we remain committed to minimising residues as far as possible” (CPM will carry a feature on ECPA next month). 

The Commission has been conducting a monitoring programme since 1996 in all member states, as well as in Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein. Each year the rolling programme samples a select number of commodities in the standard European diet. Since 1996, the results have shown that 60-65% of all commodity samples contain no residues at all. Between 32-40% of all commodity samples contain residues well below MRLs. Some 2.0-4.5% contain residues above MRLs.

ECPA has published a new leaflet, “Keeping food safe and crops protected”, looking at aspects of risk and the role of pesticides. It can be obtained through ECPA or downloaded from its website (www.ecpa.be/library/pdf/FoodSafetyLeaflet.pdf). 

PROTECTING WATER 

A new booklet has been produced to advise UK farmers on how to keep pesticide contamination of water to a minimum. Copies of Every drop counts: keeping water clean can be obtained free of charge from the Crop Protection Association (info@cropprotection.org.uk) and from the new Voluntary Initiative website (www.voluntaryinitiative.org.uk). 

The Voluntary Initiative is a programme of measures agreed by the UK government to minimise the environmental impact of pesticides. Signatories to it include eight farmer and industry associations. It was concern about water contamination that first prompted the UK government to propose a pesticide tax.

NUFARM FINALISES MONSANTO DEAL

Following a memorandum of understanding signed earlier this year (February CPM), Nufarm has concluded contracts with Monsanto to exclusively distribute Roundup herbicides and several other chemical products in Australia and New Zealand. The agreement will add some $100 million in annual sales to its Australian business, according to Nufarm. 

Nufarm and Monsanto have given an undertaking to the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) that they will not inhibit the free and fair trade of glyphosate products. ACCC had investigated Nufarm for allegedly only selling Roundup when customers gave an undertaking that they would not buy other glyphosate herbicides from competitors. 

Nufarm has agreed that it will no longer ask for this. Monsanto has also agreed not to sell Roundup as a "package" with its Roundup Ready seeds. According to ACCC, the commitments are enforceable through the courts and should ensure healthy competition in glyphosate sales. Monsanto and Nufarm will also not now be seeking a review of the Customs Ministry' decision not to impose a dumping duty on glyphosate imported into Australia from China (February CPM).

SYNGENTA RICE GENOME AGREEMENT

The National Institute of Agrobiological Sciences (NIAS), Tsukuba, Japan, and Syngenta have signed an agreement to share Syngenta’s rice genome draft sequence data with the International Rice Genome Sequencing Project (IRGSP). The Syngenta contribution is expected to accelerate completion of a finished sequence and reduce overall project costs.

The draft sequence, developed by Syngenta’s Torrey Mesa Research Institute (TMRI), was developed using the whole genome shotgun sequencing method. TMRI estimates the sequence covers more than 99% of the genome with 99.8% accuracy. A description of the draft sequence was published last month in the journal Science.

The aim of IRGSP, established in 1998, is to put the complete DNA sequence of the rice genome into the public domain. Its eight members are Japan, Korea, China, Taiwan, India, France, the US and Brazil. Once the quality of the sequence has met IRGSP standards, the data will be released to public databases (http://rgp.dna.affrc.go.jp). Last month, Syngenta announced that researchers could access the draft sequence through the Syngenta website. It also called for a global co-operative effort to expedite completion of both the japonica and indica rice varieties.

ISAGRO JV FOR SUMITOMO CHEMICAL 

Japan’s Sumitomo Chemical has signed a joint venture agreement with the Italian crop protection company Isagro, under which it will acquire a 50% stake in its subsidiary Isagro Italia. Sumitomo Chemical has been looking to establish a direct presence in Italy for many years now. It already has a French subsidiary, Philagro, and a Spanish one, KenoGard. Isagro Italia is one of the leading companies in the Italian market with some 15% share. 

CROPLIFE AFRICA MIDDLE EAST 

A new trade association, CropLife Africa Middle East, has been established to represent the plant science industry in the region. The association has developed from the former African/Middle East Crop Protection Association. CropLife Africa Middle East was officially inaugurated at offices in Amman, Jordan, during a meeting of its founding members this month. These comprise over 25 national industry associations and 11 leading companies. Rudolph Guyer of Syngenta is the association’s chairman.

EU REGISTRATION CONFERENCE

Representatives from the European Commission, member states and ECPA will be speaking at Registration of Agrochemical Products in Europe, a conference in Madrid from 25-26 June organised by IIR Ltd (www.iir-lifesciences.com or phone Paul Heigl
+44 20 7915 5052).
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