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A FOND FAREWELL TO THE BRIGHTON CONFERENCE

Delegates to opening ceremony of the 36th BCPC Brighton Conference on the morning of Tuesday 19 November were greeted by music from a lone Scottish bagpiper, a symbol of some of the changes that are happening to the biggest fixture in the international crop protection calendar. It was also like a lament for the passing of an event that has been very close to the heart of the crop protection community, particularly those nearing the end of working lives. 

Next year the Brighton Conference will move to Glasgow and is unlikely ever to return to the Sussex seaside resort. At a reception the evening before the conference, Brighton’s Lord Mayor wistfully expressed the hope that the event might come back to his city. In reality, the high costs of the major hotels in Brighton and the warm welcome from the Scottish Exhibition and Conference Centre (SECC), already one of Europe’s venues for business events, has swayed the organisers to make the momentous move. This modern integrated conference centre is located in a pleasant setting along the River Clyde and will provide an attractive setting for next year’s international congress under a brand new title, Crop Science & Technology 2003 Congress.  

Start of a new era

The forerunner of the Brighton Conference was a weed conference held in 1952 in Margate, another English seaside town. The alternating yearly format of Weeds with Pests & Diseases developed with the formation of the British Crop Protection Council (BCPC) and the first “Brighton Conference” in 1967. The move to Glasgow symbolises the start of a new era where crop protection will become increasingly allied to other elements of crop production and the food chain. In anticipation of this, BCPC is widening its remit and planning to develop a wider communication role, according to Hugh Oliver-Bellasis, its new president (October CPM). He commented that Brighton had come to be regarded as “the agrochemical industry at prayer” and that new ideas needed to be developed for this premier event. 

Bawden Lecture

The 29th Bawden Lecture, named in memory of the first chairman of BCPC, was given by Jørgen Schlundt, director of the Food Safety Department (recently upgraded from its previous status as a unit) at the World Health Organisation (WHO) in Geneva (www.who.int/fsf). He addressed the subject of Risks and benefits of biological and chemical plant protection strategies – food safety aspects. He said that the United Nations recognised the general human right of access to nutritionally adequate and safe food but that this was not being realised and global initiatives had generally failed to reduce inequity.

Mr Schlundt questioned whether 192 different national agencies were really needed to regulate crop protection products and GM crops and suggested that there was scope for much wider international co-operation in this area to avoid unnecessary duplication. He suggested that WHO could have a very constructive role to play in co-operation efforts, especially with respect to GM crops. He also commented that the UN Codex Alimentarius missed out somewhat on developing country perspectives. Mr Schlundt expects that the additive effects on individual pesticides would continue to cause concern amongst regulators, as would their endocrine disruption effects.

Bayer bullish about the future

There is still considerable optimism for the future from recently created industry leader, Bayer CropScience AG, as was evident at its press briefing at Brighton’s Royal Pavilion where more details of its new chemistry and products were revealed. The company expects to launch two to three new products a year over the coming years, contributing significantly to future company growth. In the longer term, Dr Rüdiger Scheitza, head of portfolio management, is confident that Bayer will find many new target sites for future products and novel chemistries for control of weeds, pests and diseases. This innovation will be facilitated by the use of new genomic technologies and should provide a whole new armoury of safe products with new modes of action. These will also offer wider choices for farmers to reduce growing problems of pesticide resistance. Dr Scheitza is optimistic that genetically modified crops will become more generally accepted and acceptable in the coming years.

At the close of the final Brighton Conference, as the strong gusts of wind blew the rain almost horizontally along the sea front, it was impossible not to feel nostalgic. The days of grand company receptions, with special chefs flown in from France with the Beaujolais nouveau, and the pioneering spirit of a growing industry in the 1970s and 1980s are long since gone as businesses streamline in the face of a much tougher economic climate. 

BCPC Brighton Conference

Details of several interesting new insecticides were revealed at the Brighton conference, some of which are developments of existing chemistry. There was also a special conference session on neonicotinoids, as Brian Hopper reports.

Tetronic Acids

This new chemical class, discovered by Bayer CropScience, offers an unusual combination of broad spectrum insecticidal and acaricidal activity. From the trials results presented, the tetronic acids are primarily acaricides with useful insecticidal action at higher dose rates.  Their mode of action is inhibition of lipid biosynthesis, which results in the inability of the younger insect growth stages to develop and affects the fecundity of adults.

BSN 2060 (proposed common name: spiromesifen) was described by R Nauen. It can be used as a non-systemic foliar spray at doses of 100-150 g ai/ha against Tetranychus mites and whiteflies in cotton, vegetables and ornamentals where its activity is equivalent to standard treatments. Being safe on beneficial species with no cross-resistance to known compounds, it will be a useful tool in IPM. The first market introduction is anticipated in the UK (the rapporteur) in 2004 and elsewhere in Europe and in the Americas from 2005 as Oberon. 

The second tetronic acid, spirodiclofen (Envidor), was presented by I De Maeyer. This is primarily an acaricide with useful insecticidal properties against psyllids and scale insects. Spirodiclofen is being targeted at fruit crops, in particular pears, where it gives superior control to standards such as amitraz.

Pyridalyl

This compound belongs to another novel class of insecticides being developed by Sumitomo Chemical for control of lepidopterous pests and thrips in cotton and vegetables.  Although still under investigation, the mode of action appears to be novel and causes loss of vigour and death within 2–3 hours in lepidopterous larvae at doses of 83-300 g ai/ha.  S Saito described how major cotton pests such as Heliothis virescens and troublesome vegetable caterpillars such as Plutella xylostella are well controlled with pyridalyl.

NEONICOTINOID INSECTICIDES

P Jeschke from Bayer CropScience outlined the development of this commercially successful group of insecticides which all have the nicotinic acetylcholine receptors as target sites for their activity.  Over recent years the neonicotinoids have made steady progress on the world insecticide market achieving a 10.6% share by 1999, mostly due to imidacloprid.  Future developments will concentrate on manipulating the chemical structures to optimise the uptake and translocation in crop plants.

Clothianidin

One example of recent neonicotinoid developments is clothianidin, discovered by Takeda Chemical Industries, whose crop protection interests are now part of a joint venture with Sumitomo Chemical (October CPM). Clothianidin is being jointly developed with Bayer CropScience. 

Y Ohkawara described its properties as a systemic insecticide active against aphids, whiteflies and rice hoppers. Clothianidin possesses low mammalian toxicity and is seemingly without cross-resistance to other insecticide groups. Clothianidin is versatile in application, being effective in the form of seed treatments, root drench, planting hole application as well as foliar sprays and application to paddy water.  In trials against aphids, 28 days control has been achieved and 42 days control against hoppers in rice has been demonstrated.

From Bayer CropScience’s perspective, M Schwarz described seed dressing treatments against corn root worm in the USA which provided equivalent control to terbufos, chlorpyrifos and fipronil. Bayer plans to launch the product as a global brand Poncho, firstly in 2003 in the USA and in Europe from 2003-2004.

Resistance and neonicotinoids

With any new group of insecticides there is always the vexed question of how quickly resistance or cross-resistance will occur, which Dr Ian Denholm and others at Rothamsted Research have been investigating.  To date, there has been little resistance to imidacloprid although examples in whiteflies and Colorado beetles in southern Europe and elsewhere have been reported. Intriguingly, their research suggests that prior exposure to nicotine, either naturally by feeding on tobacco plants or from nicotine extract sprays, could have predisposed some insects to neonicotinoid resistance.  

However, they also postulate that enhanced detoxification by the pest species whilst breaking down the initial molecule, merely produces metabolites that are themselves insecticidal and so pose a difficult challenge for insect metabolism to overcome.  Strategies for prolonging the life of these products include varying the type of chemical class between applications and not following a soil or seed treatment with a foliar neonicotinoid spray.

Cyanotropanes

Although not neonicotinoids, the cyanotropanes share the same target site in insects, namely the nicotinic acetylcholine receptors. Derived from the natural product stemofoline (August CPM), R J Lind of Syngenta outlined developments from their synthesis programme, which it is hoped will lead to the discovery of potential new insecticides. 

BAYER LOOKING FOR GROWTH

With the recently created Bayer CropScience AG dominating the new compound sessions for both insecticides and fungicides at the conference, it was not surprising that a team of top managers was present to brief the Brighton press contingent on the latest company developments. Prospects for Bayer CropScience, whose motto is “Your partner for growth” look very promising with a strong pipeline of potential products coming through from R&D. New products being introduced are expected to account for an increase in sales of EUR 800 million by 2006. 

Strong challenger to Syngenta

The company will prove to be a formidable new player and a very strong challenger to Syngenta, with annual proforma sales of EUR 6.5 billion in 2001. It would have had a leading global position in insecticides in 2001 (20% global share) and seed treatments (39% share) as well as being second in fungicides (22% share) and third in herbicides (15% share). It is also the number four in the vegetable seed market through its subsidiary Nunza.  One of the critical success factors that Bayer CropScience has identified is the ability to offer a complete product portfolio and “bundled solutions” to its customers.

Bayer is poised to improve its fungicide position in the near future with new product launches, as outlined by Dr Ernst von Franck, head of the fungicides business unit. JAU (prothioconazole) is a DMI fungicide from a new chemical class, the triazolinthiones, and in cereals has a spectrum of activity against practically all diseases. It also has a good fit in peanuts, oilseed rape and rice. HEC (fluoxastrobin) is a new strobilurin fungicide with “leaf systemicity”. The two fungicides will be sold by Bayer together as Fandango, a top performing foliar product for cereal growers, as well as in other mixtures. Unusually, both new fungicides also have very good activity as seed treatments. 

On the herbicide front, 2002 has also proved a good year for Bayer CropScience with the US launch of its maize herbicide Option (foramsulfuron). 

CERTIS ACQUISITION AND EXPANSION

Certis Europe BV was officially launched at Brighton last year (CPM, November 2001). Kevin Price, group marketing manager of Certis Europe, briefed CPM this month on the latest company developments. 

Bayer CropScience has recently agreed to transfer to Certis all the marketing and distribution rights to its maize herbicide Merlin (isoxaflutole) for Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg, subject to approval from the European Commission. Certis is looking for other acquisitions in Europe, should other promising opportunities arise (www.certiseurope.com). Certis has just announced the creation of three European crop managers for protected crops, fruits and potatoes to help provide and develop solutions best suited to grower and market needs.

Significant growth prospects

The Certis subsidiary in France has been growing and now has 14 staff. It is a distributor for the cereal seed treatments of Uniroyal Chemical (part of Crompton) as well as the products of Kumiai, both minority shareholders in Certis. It has also bought the French rights to pirimicarb from Syngenta. Over the next two years, Certis will be introducing a Kumiai downy mildew product (KIF230) in France, which will be sold in mixture with folpet, as well as a new acaricide and graminicide from Uniroyal.

Certis has just got registration for the Kumiai’s mepanipyrim in France for Botrytis control in strawberries and grapes. It has also launched this in the Netherlands and the UK. About a year ago, Certis set up a subsidiary in Spain in Lorca, near Almería, as a channel to sell beneficial insects. Other products will be added to its range. Certis already sells Bt products in Spain through Syngenta. 

NEW INTERNATIONAL CONSORTIUM

A leading North American regulatory consultancy, ChemReg International, based near Washington DC, and a European counterpart, EuroChemLink Ltd, Weybridge, UK, held a press briefing at Brighton to mark the creation of the BioChemAlliance. This is a consortium that they have set up to offer a more international service to clients. 

They plan to attract further partners to the alliance so that it can also cover Latin America, the Far East and Australasia with a reliable and consistent service for pesticides, biocides and other products (www.biochemalliance.com). EuroChemLink, headed by Deborah LaHoda, has recently hired a biocides specialist in the UK and also has consultants based in Spain, Italy and the Netherlands. ChemReg is actively involved in many data compensation and arbitration cases in the US, acting for data owners in some cases and for data users in the others. 

There will be a further Brighton report in next month’s CPM as well as coverage of AFPP’s annual conference in France, which is being held in Montpellier from 4-6 December (www.afpp.net).

EC Consultation on Sustainable Use

The European Commission hosted a stakeholder consultation conference on 4 November in Brussels on the theme of the sustainable use of pesticides. The Commission had published a Communication in the framework of the 6th Environment Action Programme in July, identifying the need for a “Thematic Strategy”.

The Communication proposed a number of measures to further minimise the risks associated with the use of crop protection products. The Brussels conference was part of the process towards proposing legislation that is intended to lead to the sustainable use of crop protection products in Europe. As the trade press was not invited to the event, CPM asked Kari Matalone, communications manager of the European Crop Protection Association (ECPA), to give her perspective on the proceedings: 
Around 180 people attended the conference, including representatives of the farming community (11% of participants), consumer groups (14%), crop protection and water industries (31%), as well as European and national institutions (34%). The issues raised ranged from the regulatory framework and risk reduction to water protection and integrated farming systems. 

Comments from Environment Commissioner

The conference kicked off with an opening speech from Environment Commissioner, Margot Wallström, who acknowledged that crop protection products “are necessary to maintain food safety and food security”. The morning’s plenary session featured speakers from environmental groups, farmer organisations, consumer groups, European institutions and the crop protection industry. Tentative conclusions were that the Communication was a good starting point for dialogue with stakeholders, its objectives were relevant and there was a need for immediate action.    

A poster session enabled the various stakeholders to display information about spraying equipment, best practices in water, various initiatives around EU Member States and the overall benefits of crop protection products. This session offered participants the opportunity to discuss their organisation’s perspectives on sustainable use in an informal way.

There was an afternoon session of three “breakout” groups, focusing on water resources, integrated crop management (ICM) and national pesticide use reduction plans. Each breakout session heard from a range of speakers on the topic. The session on water resources concluded with the consensus that the Thematic Strategy is a necessary complement of existing regulations (Directive 91/414 and the Water Framework Directive) and should be used as a co-ordination tool for establishing clear attribution of responsibilities. 

The ICM/IPM session agreed that common EU training standards are needed; substitution should be applied at farm level; and there is a need for more research on application techniques, precision farming and prediction methods. Other important conclusions were that the majority of participants supported national risk reduction plans; subsidiarity was considered important; the EU can provide a general framework on sustainable use but details need to be decided at member state level; broad support for training and education is important and should be part of national plans; and support for VAT harmonisation.

Active role of ECPA at conference
ECPA played a very active role throughout the conference, presenting industry perspectives and engaging wholeheartedly in the debate. Dr Friedhelm Schmider, ECPA’s director general, explained how the crop protection industry has contributed to the sustainable use of its products, emphasising the ongoing nature of this commitment. Stuart Rutherford, ECPA’s science and regulatory affairs manager, outlined how the sustainable use of crop protection products can support EU water quality goals. Around 30 industry representatives took part in the breakout groups, with Paul Leonard from BASF delivering a presentation on resistance management.

Making sustainable use a reality across the EU is a joint project, requiring the commitment and collaboration of a wide range of stakeholders. The industry has already made a contribution and will continue to do so, but sustainable use will not become a reality on a pan-European level without the political and financial support of the European institutions. 

Policy makers need to be aware of this challenge and work with industry to meet it. The Commission’s stakeholder consultation got off to a promising start, building the foundations for the considerable work that lies ahead.

Strategy adoption expected in early 2003

The public consultation process for the Thematic Strategy on Sustainable Use ended on 30 November. The Council has already started the process of drafting its conclusions, with a view to adopting the conclusions at the Environment Council meeting on 9-10 December. Furthermore, the European Parliament started its work on preparing a report on the Thematic Strategy which is expected to be adopted early 2003. 

Barcelona Crop Protection Conference

More than 300 delegates gathered in Barcelona from 22-23 October for Spain’s equivalent to the Brighton Conference, the 24th Jornadas de Productos Fitosanitarios, at the Institut Quimíc de Sarrià (IQS). As well as new product presentations, the main highlights of the conference were round tables on:

· Integrated Crop Management: a necessity or a new way of getting subsidies?

· The new Spanish Law on Plant Health 

· Legislation and rules on managing pesticide packaging waste - farmer and industry duties

Speakers from government, industry, farmer’s unions and universities debated actively and in depth on these topics. Many of the comments and points of view of the speakers have been published in the October edition of the journal Phytoma España. This journal will be hosting its own 13th International Symposium on Biological control of pests and diseases from 3-4 December in Valencia (www.phytoma.com). 

The new Spanish plant protection law (Ley de Sanidad Vegetal) is just coming into effect. Parliament has approved it and official publication will occur before the end of this year. There are provisions within it that allow for greater protection of company data. At the end of last year, a new Spanish law was implemented on handling and disposal of pesticide containers. 

Etoxazole

Josep Saltor of Sumitomo Chemical’s Spanish subsidiary, KenoGard, described the new acaricide etoxazole. This was discovered by the Japanese company Yashima Chemical and is being developed by Sumitomo Chemical. It shows high activity at low rates against spider mites such as Tetranychus urticae, Panonychus ulmi, Tetranychus cinnabarinus, and Panonychus citri. The mode of action is related to moulting inhibition and sterilisation. Etoxazole is being launched in Europe under the trade name of Borneo, an SC formulation containing 110 g ai/l. In Spain, registration has been requested for citrus, stone and pome fruits and cotton. With its favourable toxicological and ecotoxicological properties, Borneo fits very well into IPM programmes.

Regalis

Francesc Riera of BASF described Regalis, a 10% WG formulation of prohexadione-calcium, which is being developed as a growth regulator for use in pome fruit crops at rates of 1.25-1.50 kg/ha. It has recently received approvals in Poland, Belgium, the Netherlands and Spain. This product causes a reduction of young shoots, acting as a mimic of 2-oxoglutaric acid. Regalis is first sprayed when the shoots are 5 cm long. Up to three treatments can be at intervals of 3-4 weeks.

Fouce

Emilia Gonzalez of Nufarm discussed the company’s new herbicide formulation, Fouce, based on two well-known active ingredients, amitrole (200 g/l) and diuron (100 g/l), as well as the activator ammonium thiocyanate (180 g/l). Its residual and foliar activity at low rates minimises the environmental risk in the context of sustainable agriculture. Fouce will be a useful new product for olive plantations in Spain, where simazine is no longer approved for use, and is also approved for use in vines and pome fruit.

Zoxamide

Etienne Bouquet and Dominique Driant of Dow AgroSciences presented the benzamide fungicide Zoxium (zoxamide) for control of Plasmopara viticola in grapes and Phytophtora infestans in potatoes. Its unique mode of action and mode of distribution offers a new resistance management tool and excellent rainfastness (CPM November 2000 and March 2001). Zoxium is being launched in mixture with mancozeb for use on grapes and potatoes in Spain.

YieldGard maize

Jaime Costa of Monsanto spoke about Transparency and sustainability with genetically improved varieties, choosing YieldGard maize as an example. He said that progress towards sustainability had been one of Monsanto’s goals over the last ten years and that increased transparency was one of the best ways to improve public acceptance. In the case of YieldGard (Mon810) maize, the degree of knowledge, precision and control of the genetic modification that protects maize from Lepidoptera far exceeds those of previous technologies. Mr Costa commented that the safety to non-target organisms and the greater efficiency of production in areas with corn borer (Ostrinia and Sesamia) infestations had been confirmed in nine replicated trials and 90 large plot demonstrations under Spanish conditions over the period 1997-2001. 

Third Jornadas Fitosanitarias Award

Frank Barelles (IQS), the event organiser, told CPM that the 25th Jornadas will be held in Barcelona from 21-22 October 2003. The organising committee is preparing some special events to celebrate this silver jubilee. One of these will be an award for plant health, the Third Jornadas Fitosanitarias Award, worth EUR3000 to the recipient (for conditions of entry, see www.iqs.edu/fitos).

Conference on Biocidal Products Directive

There were some 120 participants at the 9th Annual IBC Conference on the Biocidal Product Directive, held in London from 29-30 October (www.ibc-lifesci.com). The conference was well organised with an interesting agenda and knowledgeable speakers, as Fred Raveney of Agrilex Ltd reports. 

The current status of European Council Directive 98/8/EC (the so-called Biocidal Products Directive) was reviewed by European Commission and member state officials as well as industry experts and consultants. The opinion of the regulators was that the directive is on target in respect of objectives and timelines, although not all industry delegates shared this view. Some pesticides such as cypermethrin are being considered under 98/8/EC and the Pesticide Directive but for mutually exclusive uses.

The essential difference between Council Directive 98/8/EC and previous legislation is that burden of proof for the safety of chemicals has been shifted from the public authorities to industry, which is now responsible for generating data and knowledge about the chemicals and submitting them to the member state authorities who are collectively responsible for data evaluation and registration. 

A central agency, the European Chemicals Bureau, at the Joint Research Centre of the EU, at Ispra, Italy, provides the technical, scientific and administrative framework for evaluations. 

The objective of this Council Directive is to provide a single coherent system for the registration of new and existing chemicals according to three concepts:

· Registration (in the case of supply quantities of >1 tonne). In this case, it is industry which provides the risk assessment based on the identity and property of the substance, and estimated human and environmental exposures. The data are submitted electronically to the central agency that conducts a completeness check and either rejects the request or requests further data. There is no formal acceptance procedure.

· Evaluation (in the case of supply quantities of >100 tonnes, or less in cases of concern). In this case, the member state authorities examine the dossiers and agree a testing programme with the Competent Authority within the Member State Authorities. Risk assessment and risk reduction measures and proposals are examined. Finally there would be mutual recognition of the conclusion among the member states.

· Authorisation (for cases of persistent or hazardous materials such as persistent organic pollutants - POPs). In this case, substances are selected by the competent authorities and deadlines for data submissions are set. Industry then submits its risk assessments and evaluations for review by the competent authority in various agency committees, and prepares its opinion for the EU Commission to decide. When a chemical is authorised, it will be included in Annex I or IA and may be placed on the market and used in all Member States.

Chemicals intended for review were divided into 23 product types, including rodenticides, human hygiene biocides, antifouling products and molluscicides. Each product type will be evaluated according to a prioritisation of an existing active substance. The first to be called in are wood preservatives (PT08) and Rodenticides (PT14). There are 82 substances in the PT08 listing and 16 in PT14.

All member states have implemented 98/8/EC into their national legislation except France and Spain, now subject to legal action from the Commission in the European Court of Justice. Regulation 1896/2000 laid down the status of the first review, identified the existing active substances, notification status and the selected two PT Priority Classes.

At the time of the conference, 896 separate existing active substances have been identified, including 372 notified substances. In all 259 substances have been accepted. The programme is running late. The authorities, however, regard the decreasing numbers or supported active substances as evidence that the policy is working, rather like Council Directive 91/414/EEC. There are some unresolved issues of which the most important is that the rapporteur member states may agree a data waiver, which may not be accepted later in the process by another rapporteur. This is one of the major concerns of industry. There are also many unclear areas, in cases where some companies are notifying by using only published data or that previously submitted on the competent authority websites (the IUCLID system). 

In other cases, the responsibilities for completing data gaps have not been clarified by the competent authority, making it impossible to set up a Task Force in the time available. Anxiety is being expressed over “free riders”, where some companies with no data benefit at the expense of others that have satisfied the requirements. There are also concerns about the required human and financial resources, and diversion of these from the development of new products for the future. 

Rothamsted International BioMarket

The Third International Rothamsted BioMarket (Bioproducts from Plants and Microbes) was held from 5-7 November, with the European Commission as main sponsor again. Over 150 delegates from 20 countries attended with one session devoted to the EC-supported Cell Factory research programme. There is now also a website (www.BioProduct.info) to encourage continuous “biopartnering”.

An MEP’s perspective

Eryl McNally, the local member of the European Parliament (MEP), gave the welcome address. She has been involved in the EU’s 5th and 6th Framework Programmes, the latter changed to include more elements on plant genomics after lobbying from Rothamsted. Mrs McNally expressed some doubts about the “closed world of networks of excellence” as she is concerned that small firms could miss out. She commented that biotechnology was not always welcomed within the European Parliament. “An educational job needs doing by you” she told delegates, adding “there is a need to see what is beneficial from your work by popularising it”. Mrs McNally expressed the hope that the Cell Factory would result in new products very quickly as politicians did not always see justification for giving money to scientists unless this could contribute directly to the economy or humanity

Research and entrepreneurial viewpoint

Professor Marc Zabeau (University of Ghent), a researcher and entrepreneur, reviewed some recent agbiotech developments. The founder of Keygene in 1989, he is currently chairman of the European Plant Science Organisation (EPSO). He commented that new initiatives had created a better environment for biotechnology in Europe but more industrial activities were needed. Europe had lost the edge in some new plant genomics initiatives. Dr Zabeau said that about 28,000 Arabidopsis genes had been annotated so far. Some 80% of rice genes have an Arabidopsis homologue. He argued that there was a need to new organisational structures for national research. EU-funded projects had helped, as had more spontaneous initiatives such as CATMA, the complete Arabidopsis trascriptome microarray programme (www.catma.org). He said that Europe was in the lead for transcription profiling and was “back on track to be a main player in genomics”.

Cell Factory projects 

One of the Cell Factory projects presented by Dr Jacques Rouster (Biogemma) has been focusing on amino acids which animals must obtain from their diets. There are nine partners involved and three new ones have recently joined from Eastern Europe. There has been success in increasing the lysine content of potatoes, but not in maize where there is more catabolism. Increased methionine production has been achieved in plants with anti-sense constructs.

Professor Peter Bramley (University of London) presented the ProVitA project. This has focused on the isolation of plant genes for synthesis of carotenoids and using the tomato and potato as cell factories. Nine partners are in this consortium, including Syngenta (www.provitaaproject.org).

Dr Andreas Renz of BASF Plant Science discussed the CONFAB project, “Controlling fatty acid breakdown in order to produce viable oilseed with increased yields of novel oils”, which is examining plants as substitutes for production of unusual fatty acids. A number of double transgenics have been produced with oilseed rape (www.confab.eu.com).

Exploiting microbes

William Baum, Diversa Corporation, San Diego (www.diversa.com) gave a view of his company’s pioneering work in accessing genomic diversity. Diversa, whose mantra is “evolving the best from nature”, seeks homologues of specific genes in the microbial world for industrial application. In one case, some 5000 micro-organisms were collected from the Californian desert and the gene of interest cloned in E coli. The aim was to find esterases to make a chiral pesticide for DuPont. Diversa is also developing “evolution tools” to improve enzyme performance and in one case has produced a 30,000-fold increase in thermal stability by amino acid substitution. The company is actively involved in all aspects of crop protection, including transgenic output traits, and has a joint venture with Syngenta.

Global biotechnology status

Glen Crocker (Ernst & Young) commented that biotechnology would become a top industry in 10-20 years time. There are now more biotech companies in Europe than the US. Germany is the European leader followed by the UK and France. Most products are in development in UK, whereas German companies are more service orientated. Biotech investment has fallen sharply, 40-50% so far this year compared with 2001, which was itself a poor year. Many company market capitalisations have collapsed and some are less than the cash held in the company. Plant biotechnology is receiving less than 3% of total biotech investment. Mr Crocker questioned whether there might be “too many companies at the smaller end of the range” and that many could be forced to “get together”. 

International News and Markets

BASF CUTS RESEARCH JOBS

Some 300 crop protection research jobs (out of a total of just over 1,400) are to be axed at BASF over the next three years. About 100 of the job cuts will be at Ludwigshafen and Limburgerhof. BASF also plans to sell its research operations in Gosport (UK) and Nelspruit (South Africa). Most of the jobs being cut are involved with insecticide research.

GRIFFIN SELLS IPU BUSINESS

The US company, Griffin LLC, has sold its isoproturon (IPU) business to CGNS Ltd, a newly formed joint venture company between Calliope, Gharda, Nufarm and Stähler Agrochemie. The sale covers the IPU registration data package, registrations in the fifteen EU member states and the Arelon trademarks associated with straight IPU formulations. Griffin originally acquired its IPU business from Hoechst when Aventis CropScience was first established.  The Arelon brand will be marketed by Calliope in France, Stähler in Germany and Nufarm in the UK and Eire. Once regulatory issues have been finalised, Gharda will assume the supply of technical IPU to the marketing companies. IPU has been listed for inclusion in Annex I from January 2003. CGNS will work with Bayer CropScience in the task force to maintain EU registrations.

NUFARM ACQUISITIONS IN EUROPE

Nufarm Ltd is acquiring the marketing rights to the fenoxaprop-based herbicides, Ralon Super (for the German market) and Puma S EW (for the Belgian market). Nufarm will pay Bayer CropScience AG some EUR 12.3 million for the herbicides. It will use these acquisitions to increase its sales and marketing activities in Germany and Belgium where it has a relatively small presence at present. Annual sales of the two products total EUR 11 million. The deal is subject to approval from the European Commission.  

PRODUCTS BOOST FOR STÄHLER 

Also benefiting from Bayer’s round of divestitures is the German company, Stähler Agrochemie, Stade. It has been gained an exclusive licence for the sales and distribution in Germany of the fungicides Matador 300 (tebuconazole + triadimenol) and Bayfidan (triadimenol). Stähler was already a co-distributor of Matador 300. The agreement also includes the use of Bayer’s registration data. Stähler is also to add Bayfidan to its new range for market gardening, Profi-Line. Stähler is also taking over the sales in Germany of Nihon Nohyaku’s acaricide Kiron (fenpyroximate) with effect from the 2003 season. Kiron was previously distributed by Aventis CropScience.

CHEMINOVA BUYS INSECTICIDE RIGHTS 

Cheminova has reached agreement with Bayer CropScience for an exclusive European licence for the insecticide acrinathrin, marketed as Rufast and Orytis. Its main sales are in Spain, Italy and France. Cheminova is also acquiring the rights to phosalone, primarily used for control of codling moths in pome fruit as Zolone. The acquisitions should add EUR 20 million to Cheminova's annual sales. 

US GRANT FOR CAMBRIA

The US research company Cambria Biosciences (www.cambriabio.com) has received a US$2.7 million co-operative agreement grant from the US National Institutes of Health to develop novel strategies to control mosquitoes. Cambria will use the money to develop new screening assays. The company will co-operate on the project with academic laboratories and Dow AgroSciences. It recently announced a three-year collaboration agreement to identify the mode of action and potential molecular target site of early-stage insecticidal compounds identified by Dow.

ECPA’S 10TH ANNIVERSARY

The European Crop Protection Association (ECPA) celebrated the first ten years of its existence earlier this month with a one-day conference and dinner in Brussels focusing on the revision of the European Pesticide Directive and sustainable pesticide use. There will be a report in the next edition of CPM.
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