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GLASGOW GETS OFF TO A FLYING START

The First BCPC International Congress - Crop Science & Technology 2003 had a positive start this month in Glasgow, despite many of those present still referring to it as “Brighton”. A “flying start” is apt, as many delegates got cheap flights on budget airlines to the event. The facilities at the Scottish Exhibition and Conference Centre were modern and well equipped, with a warm welcome from the Glaswegians. The Deputy Lord Provost of Glasgow, Bailie Flanagan, opened the event and commented that his city prided itself on its cosmopolitan mix and had recently won the title UK Curry Capital for the second successive year. The drinks flowed freely at the Congress’s Civic Reception held at the splendid Glasgow Science Centre beside the River Clyde. So freely that the guests were unable to consume many of them, in spite of delegate numbers being over 10% up on the figure at the final Brighton Conference! 

The congress had a good mix of sessions and for those brave souls tackling the whole proceedings, there are some 1,236 pages to plough through, 18.6% up on the 2002 total. The move to Glasgow was bold and necessary. However, it was very disappointing to note that the “six godfathers” dominating global crop protection markets today were almost invisible at the event. Those six are the three American companies, Dow, DuPont and Monsanto, and the trio of European companies, Bayer, Syngenta and BASF. Dealing with other pressing issues may be deterred them, with rumours rife about more industry consolidation. The large presence of generic pesticide producers may have also put them off somewhat, but they should have been more resilient to these minor irritations. 

It should be noted also, however, that only one of the six godfathers, Dow AgroSciences, had something new to unveil in the session on new compounds, concepts and uses, dominated by presentations from Asian companies and public research institutes. This particular session, the main highlight of former Brighton Conferences, will now only be held once every two years. Next year BCPC will change the format of this new Glasgow event, holding a series of six “interlinked seminars”, before returning to the congress format in 2005. Next year’s event will also be held at the earlier date of 1-3 November 2004 (www.bcpc.org). 

The exhibition area was enlivened by the Herbiseed stand (www.herbiseed.com) with its colourful display of weeds of the world and its range of new seed mixes of wildflower and “habitat species”. Over 43% of exhibitors at Glasgow (48 out of 111) were Chinese organisations, many sharing stands. Quite how these can all justify coming is a mystery, but presumably they have lucrative contracts or the expectation of them with some godfathers and other companies. 

The BCPC President, Hugh Oliver-Bellasis, told delegates that BCPC was more than just the congress, a public misconception that needed addressing, but an “umbrella group of the best in the science and practice of crop protection”. He suggested that scientists must improve their ability to communicate messages and their excitement about new technology and its applications, as their enthusiasm is not widely shared by the general public. He added that there was a danger that the UK could lose ground in agricultural science and he expected that the European Union would be very introverted for the next few years dealing with the accession of all the new member states. He also said that there was a serious skills shortage in land management and that the public needed to reconnect to agriculture.

It is noteworthy that Bayer CropScience held its first Science Forum, entitled The molecular future of crop quality, the week following “Glasgow” at its headquarters in Monheim, Germany, on 20 November. This showcase event, for invited scientists and science journalists, featured eminent speakers from Bayer and other organisations. 

The presentations can be viewed on a video recording at the Bayer website (www.bayercropscience.com), together with numerous press releases about it. It is a great shame that Bayer could not have held or replicated this event at Glasgow, where it would have had a very positive impact and helped stimulate more discussion and debate. However, Bayer’s idea of making the event accessible to all on the internet is a very creditable one and will doubtless inspire other conference organisers to copy.

If the industry godfathers are to convince everyone that their innovations are what will drive crop protection and production forward, they really need to showcase their skills and resources more often at the leading conferences. Otherwise the role and purpose of these events could become very uncertain, as would their viability.

BCPC Congress - Crop Science & Technology 2003

NEW VISION FOR CROP PROTECTION

Professor Ian Crute (Director, Rothamsted Research) gave the first of the four plenary lectures at Glasgow on Increased crop productivity from renewable inputs. He commented that we live in “curious and perverse times”, where there is a “clamour for more weeds in Europe”, an oblique reference to the results and reception of the UK GM farm-scale evaluations. 

In the 1880s, there were about a billion people in the world and an insecure food supply, whereas today, six generations later, some 80% of the population of six billion have a secure food supply. This has been largely due to the successful application of science and scientific principles. 

Need to focus on renewables

Dr Crute contended that it was vital to recapture commitment to the sciences for increasing crop productivity. He also argued that there was a need to focus on the use of renewable inputs, from which priorities for research should be set. Dr Crute said that when Dr Paul Müller discovered DDT he knew what attributes he was looking for, but these were not clear for scientists working today. 

Conventional inputs are not available or affordable for most of those in the poorest countries, so other solutions have to be found. Exploitation of inter-organism interactions might offer some solutions. About 10% of genes in the model plant, Arabidopsis thaliana, are for sensing and signalling. Hundreds of these act as “surveillance machinery for pests and pathogens”. There has been a “co-evolution of specificity of access” in inter-organism chemical communication, detection and signalling. The uncovering of plant immune processes has shown that “recognition is the default, and when it fails, susceptibility occurs”. 

Dr Crute said there was a need to unite in efforts with bold, practical goals. Cis-jasmone, an important signalling molecule, discovered by researchers at Rothamsted (CPM, March 2002), provides a new technology that could be exploited. All crops are inhabited by bacteria, continually delivering signals, and there might be scope for modified microbial inoculants. He argued that there was a real need for new paradigms and technologies, but did not give many clues as to how industry could contribute to this.

GENOMICS & THE FOOD CHAIN

Professor Peter Lillford (University of York) gave the second plenary lecture, with some perspectives, as an ex-Unilever executive, from the “other side of the farm gate, making the profits”. He commented that food enterprises today are desperately concerned about making profits and that money drives them, although there is only so much money to be made, adding “the last thing you do is tell competitors or suppliers what you are doing next”. He said “it is a very secretive world and there is a need to get out of this mentality”.

The food industry has become all about the economies of scale and skills in logistics. At the downstream end, there is a reluctance to pay for added value in improved varieties. However, there is still a lot of waste in the food chain and “food miles should probably be shorter”. He said that starch modification was a very important area and important developments would occur, especially with the use of genomic techniques.

Launch of NNFCC

Professor Lillford is also chairman of the National Non-Food Crops Centre (www.nnfcc.co.uk), York (July CPM), which was officially launched this month by the UK’s Food and Farming Minister Lord Whitty. It is likely to play a role in delivering the UK government's strategy for non-food crops, due to be published next year. NNFCC’s CEO is Jeremy Tomkinson, formerly head of the Biocomposites Centre at the University of Wales.

Commenting on the launch, Clifford Spencer, MD of Springdale Crop Synergies, Driffield, Yorkshire, one of the leading UK companies developing non-food crops, said: "This is an important landmark; it will mean people working full time to help this development of the rural economy. We are looking forward to working closely with the centre."

Crambe comes of age

Speaking at the Glasgow Congress, Mr Spencer also outlined progress with the oilseed crop crambe (Abyssinian mustard), which is a source of erucic acid. This is used for making erucamide, a slip agent for coating polyethylene sheets. Springdale is now in its 3rd year of commercial production of crambe and is looking for farm contracts for 20,000 hectares of the crop for 2004. 

Crambe performs best when grown on light chalk land. Harvesting is similar to oilseed rape, through direct cut, swathing or following desiccation. Breeding programmes are underway, in particular to improve disease resistance. Crambe can be grown on set-aside areas under existing rules and on main regime land from 2005 onwards.

FOCUS ON FOOD

In parallel with the main Glasgow Congress was the Focus on Food Forum, which examined some of the issues relating to food chain supply. On the first morning the emphasis was on consumer perceptions and trends, as Bruce Knight reports. 

Consumer perceptions

Professor Richard Shepherd (director of the Food, Consumer Behaviour and Health Research Centre, University of Surrey) gave some insights into the perception of risk associated with food, based on consumer survey data. It is the fear of the unknown, which most concerns consumers. When ranking the factors on the basis of degree of unknown risk on one scale and severity of risk on the other, GM is high in terms of the unknown and median in severity. Pesticides are still high in terms of the unknown and extreme in terms of severity. GM animals score highest on both counts. Dietary risks such as sugar and fat are well understood. Food-borne pathogens, such as Salmonella and Listeria, score low in terms of the unknown but high for severity.

The fear of GM food is based on a wide range of issues: environmental, safety, ethical and the unknown. Acceptance is best when GM is associated with medicines and is poor for food. Rejection is highest for animal or human applications. Dr Shepherd stressed that food choice is a complex decision and that trust is the key.  It is significant that, despite their dominance in the UK, trust in tabloid newspapers is low, at about the same level as for government ministers. Trust in industry, because of vested interests, is also poor, whilst supermarkets hold quite a good position.

Graeme Millar (Chairman, Scottish Consumer Council) put the consumer’s viewpoint and set the agriculture and food industries the important challenge of communicating the risk issues as production methods change and new technologies are adopted.

Assured produce

Doug Henderson (CEO, Fresh Produce Consortium) demonstrated the progress that has been made in the UK. Since assured crop schemes were introduced in 1998, an average of 74% of UK fresh produce is now assured. This is seen as a critical step in a market where 53% of fruit and vegetables are imported.

Organic food perspectives

The status and prospects for UK organic production were discussed by Christine Watson, SAC, Aberdeen.  In June a new Advisory Committee on Organic Standards (ACOS) was established to oversee no less than 14 organisations. Organic food in the UK accounts for 3.5-4.0% of consumption, 7.5% in Austria and 9% in Sweden. Some 75% of babies in the UK are regularly fed organic food. The UK organic movement has a target to reach 70% self-sufficiency, up from 30% currently. In Britain, government responsibility for  organic production is devolved to the regions.

Low yields are the main limitation to competitive production, for wheat some 50% lower than with conventional methods. Published data on taste preference is limited. Anecdotal reports from Copenhagen Zoo suggested that apes ate organic bananas, peel included. With treated fruit, they peeled them first. Dry matter, mineral and vitamin C content have been shown to be invariably higher in organic produce.  An American report in 2002 showed that at least one pesticide residue was detected in 73% of conventional crops sampled. With organic produce, the detection rate was 23%, but 13% contained prohibited residues. Data from Germany indicated that the occurrence of mycotoxins was marginally more common in organic grain.

More research, particularly on the health issues, was called for by Dr Watson. The session ended with some controversy as it was conceded that copper-based blight sprays are permitted as part of the organic protocol, at least until the end of 2005. Members of the audience challenged the organic movement to be more honest with the consumer. It was stressed that copper applications were exceptional and not routine.

CORN ROOTWORM VIA PLANE TO UK

Dubbed “the billion dollar pest” in the USA, Diabrotica virgifera (Western corn rootworm) was identified in maize fields in Britain for the first time in August, near Heathrow and Gatwick airports.  Ray Cannon (Central Science Laboratory, York) presented one of several papers on the impact of climate change at Glasgow. 

His findings, made before the UK rootworms were discovered, came from a climate change computer model, CLIMEX. These suggested that, with further global warming, large areas of Southern England would suit corn rootworm by 2050. The American pest was first found in Yugoslavia in 1992, from where it has spread widely and was first identified in France last year (CPM, December 2002). Although the cases are limited, maize crops are now being monitored closely. Preventive insecticide treatments cannot be justified economically and aerial eradication is also costly. 

Further reports on the Glasgow Congress will follow in next month’s CPM, as well as coverage of Spain’s Jornadas and the AFPP Conference in Tours, France.
Is Europe losing the agricultural technology race?

Bruce Knight (Innovation Management, Cambridge, UK), has wide experience of crop-related innovations in both North America and Europe (see CPM website) Here he gives a personal view of developments in agricultural technology, some of which were also discussed at this month’s Glasgow Congress.  

The wide gap in crop biotechnology that has emerged between the European Union and North America makes one wonder whether this is symptomatic of a more fundamental challenge now facing R&D-based companies. With over ten years experience as an independent marketing consultant trying to help bring new technologies to the market, I see the gap between Europe and North America widening. 

Sceptical European consumers

Gone are the days when a new product or invention with competitive benefits was eagerly taken up by the farmer. In Europe there are other ingredients in the mix that now have to be considered. Consumers have become increasingly hostile towards agricultural science and agribusiness, and food companies increasingly influence decisions on pesticide programmes. Diminishing land, fossil fuel and water availability, greenhouse gases, climate change and biodiversity are real issues, which spawn both pressure group activity and international policy instruments. All make the farmer’s and supplier’s role both complex and risky. Over the last twenty years more environmentally benign chemistry has made a big impact, but the indications are that reliance on new chemical molecules alone will no longer sustain a profitable crop protection industry. 

Common goals needed

Better targeting in the application of agrochemicals has been the call for decades. Novel application systems have so far only niche uses. Direct injection of concentrated chemical into the spray tank is complicated in Europe by the preference for tank mixes. Perhaps it is time for the agrochemical companies to take a fundamental approach towards adding value to their products through novel application systems.

Much the same problem applies to Precision Agriculture. Applying chemicals to part of the field offers both environmental benefits and the opportunity to use high cost molecules sparingly. In Europe it is not the technology that is lagging but lack of co-ordination along a complex supply chain. Bringing together and applying such disparate skills as agronomy, GPS technology and imagery is difficult enough, particularly when the farmer’s time is limited. 

In the USA the concept is well accepted, as custom applicators were quick to realise that they could add value to their services by offering variable application, initially for fertilisers. In Europe it may take a new breed of service provider to emerge before anything significant happens.

Crops grown for energy or industry get “discovered” by politicians at regular intervals. It is back on the agenda in the EU now that targets for renewable energy and transport fuels have been set following the Kyoto agreement. The real breakthrough, however, still depends on reducing the cost gap between fossil fuels and ethanol. Biotechnology and enzyme research is close to achieving this. We could then see dramatic changes in cropping and land use.  

I have been a supporter of GM crops since 1996 when I first saw some perfect Bt corn plants in Illinois alongside others defaced by the effects of corn borers. The agbiotech companies have put together resources, both individually and pooled, into presenting their case for GM but it has tended to be reactive. Most arguments, as with those of government and prominent independents, are based on science. If science were the only issue, the activist groups would have thrown in the towel long ago. 

Forge new relationships

What seems to be lacking in Europe is effective strategic thinking at the highest level of management capable of countering the impact of the powerful opponents, each of which has its own business agenda.  The environmental lobby groups and the organic movement rely on membership income for their power base. Targeting the multinationals is a means to an end. The dominant and powerful supermarket chains appear to go to any lengths to maintain advantage over their competitors. If rejecting GM food meets these interests, so be it. 

The multinational agbiotech and agrochemical companies are small unwelcome guests in the massive food industry. Their success has so far depended on patentable discoveries. However, in this changed market place it may be that other innovation and marketing skills will have to be given greater priority. The first step is perhaps to apply more resource to understanding both their opponents and potential collaborators along the agriculture and food chain. Then new alliances can be forged based on common goals. 

It is not necessarily a hostile market place in Europe. It is just different!

Fourth International Rothamsted BioMarket

The Fourth Rothamsted International BioMarket, Bioproducts from Plants and Microbes, was held from 5-6 November, attracting delegates from 17 countries, as Brian Hicks reports. 
The organisers, Rothamsted Research, have now received sponsorship from the European Commission to secure the future of this event and its associated website (www.BioProduct.info) for three years. Next year’s event will be held from 9-11 November 2004, with a new sub-title, BioProducts for Food.

New era of personalised nutrition?

Dr Sharon Shoemaker (University of California, Davis and formerly with Cetus Corporation) discussed Functional Foods in a Post-Genomics Era. Foods that provide “a health benefit over and above nutrition” were first promoted in Japan in the 1980s and are gaining in popularity. The Chinese, who have a saying “food is the God of the people” are becoming increasingly interested. Last year the US company General Food reformulated its Honey Nut Cheerios to make them eligible for cholesterol-lowering claims on the label. High lycopene intakes are also associated with lower risks of prostate cancer, giving scope for claims with tomatoes. Dr Shoemaker anticipates a new era of “nutragenomics” or “personalised nutrition”.

Cataloguing Costa Rican biodiversity

Dr Roman Macaya of the Costa Rican National Biodiversity Institute, INBio (www.inbio.ac.cr), updated delegates on its activities. Costa Rica, a small country with four million people, holds 4% of the world’s biodiversity. INBio has 240 employees and is compiling a biodiversity inventory to catalogue all living organisms in Costa Rica. It has discovered 1.5 new species per day on average over the last decade, all catalogued on its website. 

INBio is currently seeking commercial partners for DMDP, the naturally occurring nematicide it has been developing with BTG collaboration (CPM, April 2001). INBio can supply DMDP by making plantations of the source tree. INBio has also amassed a collection of over 1500 bacterial strains, 52 with nematicidal activity and has entered into a number of recent “gene prospecting agreements”. 

Towards a European patent

Dr Nigel Clark of the European Patent Office (EPO) in Vienna, updated delegates on progress with developing the European Community patent. The first Community patent should be granted in 2007 with first filings made in 2005 in French, English or German. There are some 45 million documents in the EPO database, dating back to 1836, which has been opened up to free access on the internet this month (www.espacenet.com). This has been done in response to a US initiative.  

EPO recently conducted a survey in 30 countries, which showed that over 60% of industry do not use the resource of previous patents even if they are patenting themselves. They often do not appreciate or tie up past patents to their own applications. Large companies are also often unaware of all the patent rights they hold and their potential applications.

Bioscience company showcase

A number of budding new bioscience companies made presentations at the BioMarket. Dr Simon Turner described the development of Biotica Technology Ltd, Saffron Walden, UK, including its collaboration agreement with Pfizer in 1996 and with Dow AgroSciences from 1999. Biotica prepared libraries of novel spinosyn analogues for Dow by “engineered biosynthesis” using acyl transferases. 

However, the company found that its research services business model was not sustainable and has moved on to drug development. Dr Turner commented on the difficult business environment for bioscience start-up companies and said that their failure rate would escalate, a legacy of deals in 1999 and 2000. He said that the current fashion was against platform technologies and was much more product orientated. 

Carefully controlled biomass production

Dr André Gerth of BioPlanta GmbH, Leipzig, Germany described how his company started in 1992 as a plant breeder, with its “cash cow” being plants for phytoremediation. In 1999, BioPlanta started to improve its technology and diversified into the use of plants for healthcare. It now has substantial greenhouse and cell culture facilities to produce plant metabolites for a wide range of purposes. 

It can produce up to 50 tonnes of biomass per year, with the concentration of selected compounds at levels 2-3 times higher than that from soil-grown plants. BioPlanta is looking to grow GM plants under carefully controlled greenhouse conditions and is hoping to start production next year. It is applying for a licence from the German authorities, which have not dealt with any application of this type as yet. Some 24% of the world market for oncology drugs are plant-derived and more efficient production is needed. BioPlanta can produce 14 tonnes of biomass such as tobacco in one year in a 100 square-metre facility, 14 times more than possible in the field. 

Management of Weed Resistance in Europe

Weed resistance is a growing problem and companies are taking increasing account of this as they launch new products in the market, as Martin Redbond reports. According to the latest findings of the International Survey of Herbicide Resistant Weeds,    (www.weedscience.org), resistance has now been confirmed in 171 weed species globally (102 dicots and 69 monocots) and a total of 284 biotypes. 

Resistant weeds have been identified in 21 European countries, with the highest number of resistant biotypes found in France (30), Spain (27), UK (24), Belgium (20) and Germany (18). Resistance has evolved in 55 species in Europe, with grass weeds accounting for 33% of the total and some 40% of all the resistant biotypes. The major resistance problems currently challenging European farmers and researchers are blackgrass (Alopecurus myosuroides) and rye-grass (Lolium spp). 

A recent UK survey of farmers has shown that 52% suspect they have resistant blackgrass, 21% ryegrass and 14% wild oats. These figures reflect the national importance of resistance in these weeds, according to Rothamsted Research’s Dr Stephen Moss: “Ryegrass is one that needs watching; growers need to start addressing the rye-grass resistance problem before it reaches the same status as blackgrass.”

Herbicide Resistance Working Groups

At the BCPC Glasgow Congress, Ann Thompson (Dow AgroSciences) gave a paper on the issues facing industry in the management of resistance in Europe. She reminded participants of the EPPO guideline PP1/213 (1) that gives guidance on how to implement the current EU requirements regarding resistance risk analysis. She spoke of the role of the Herbicide Resistance Action Committee (HRAC), an international industry committee set up in 1989 (http://plantprotection.org/HRAC) with three working groups for acetolactate synthase inhibitors, triazines and grass herbicides (CPM, September 2001). 

Since that time, the groups have amalgamated and have also created a strong regional presence. HRAC has given financial support to research on a range of subjects including the technical and financial impact of herbicide resistant blackgrass on individual farm businesses in the UK, the publication of resistance monographs on specific areas and collaborative testing programmes and monitoring. The European Herbicide Resistance Working Group is also supporting and participating in research, conferences and seminars that serve to increase the understanding of herbicide resistance. 

Ann Thompson is currently chair of the herbicide resistance working group (founded earlier this year) of the European Weed Research Society (EWRS). The EWRS is financed by its membership subscriptions and has broader funding than HRAC. The group encourages collaboration between private and public researchers and supports both workshops and research (www.ewrs.org/ewrs-hr.htm). 

New Chairman for WRAG

Another body, the Weed Resistance Action Group (WRAG), was formed in the UK in 1989 as an informal group of representatives from the UK crop protection industry and other organisations involved in resistance research. WRAG is independent, but maintains a good liaison with HRAC. It is supported by the UK government’s Pesticides Safety Directorate (PSD), as are other fungicide (FRAG) and insecticide groups (IRAG). 

Earlier this year, WRAG produced a revised version of its guidelines Managing and preventing herbicide resistance in weeds. This replaced the 1997 version and gives specific advice for each grass weed and includes broadleaf weeds for the first time. It can be downloaded from the WRAG website:  www.pesticides.gov.uk/committees/Resistance/WRAG/WRAG.htm. WRAG held an open meeting at the Glasgow Congress and now has a new chairman, James Clarke (ADAS Boxworth) who has taken over from Jim Orson of Morley Research Station (www.morley.org.uk), which has recently become part of The Arable Group (TAG). 

Resistance management & registration

According to a PSD paper presented at Glasgow, The role and impact of the regulator in resistance management, resistance risk analysis and the implementation of management strategies are now an integral part of European registration. The European pesticide registration process recognises the importance of resistance and requires all dossiers to address this issue. It notes that the withdrawal of active substances as a result of re-registration requirements is reducing product diversity.

Whilst the development of ALS inhibitors, in particular sulfonyl ureas, provided farmers with new effective herbicides, there are now many resistant weed species, mainly broadleafs such as chickweed and poppy. In the UK, enhanced metabolism resistance in blackgrass is widespread. PSD states that, as most new herbicides seeking registration in the UK are ALS inhibitors, the risk of rapid resistance development to these will be high. It is also unclear to what extent broadleaf herbicides might be exerting an additional selection pressure on grass weeds. 

Regulatory authorities such as PSD have a key role to play along with industry in the prevention and management of resistance. For many years a standard warning phrase has been placed on the labels of all products with grass-weed control recommendations and this initiative could be expanded to include broad-leaved weeds. There has been a great deal of activity in trying to get key messages across to growers. This has included the revised set of WRAG guidelines on managing and preventing herbicide resistance in both grass and broad-leaved weeds.

An important aspect of any anti-resistance strategy is to monitor its success. According to PSD, approval holders must accept responsibility to monitor and review resistance management strategies after product registration. Better product stewardship, including regular and pro-active monitoring to provide feedback as soon as possible on resistance development and the impact of resistance management strategies in the field, are likely to be increasingly required.

UK first for Atlantis 

Bayer’s new product, Atlantis WG, has become the first sulfonylurea herbicide to be registered in the UK for autumn usage. It contains 0.6% iodosulfuron-methyl-sodium and 3% mesosulfuron-methyl, both ALS inhibitors, and provides high levels of blackgrass and ryegrass control in cereals. Atlantis also contains 9% of the safener mefenpyr-diethyl. 
Bayer says that, if Atlantis is used as the sole means of weed control, it will impose a high selection pressure on grass weed populations that could lead to the rapid selection of resistant individuals. 

Two major forms of herbicide resistance occur in the UK. The most common "Enhanced Metabolism Resistance" (EMR) results in plants being able to break down a range of herbicides with different modes of action. This form of resistance is partial, leading to poor weed control. The other major type of resistance is "Target Site Resistance" (TSR), where the site of action of the herbicide is effectively blocked in the resistant plant. As such, the herbicide is totally ineffective and the plant is completely unaffected by it. 

Currently no TSR with ALS inhibitors has been identified in the UK, but it does occur in grass weeds in other countries. Stephen Moss (Rothamsted Research) has predicted that ALS TSR could appear within two years and Bayer considers its development in grass weeds in the UK to be a real threat to the long-term field performance of Atlantis.

Minimising weed resistance problems

Launching a grass weed herbicide in today’s market requires new approaches, and, according to Bayer, effective product stewardship will be the key to success. Every precaution is being taken to minimise risk and considerable guidance being offered to agronomists and farmers through a special product website (www.atlantiswg.co.uk). 

Mixture and sequence recommendations

Atlantis is recommended at a rate of 400g/ha, ideally at the 2-3 leaf stage of grass weeds. Bayer recommends a mixture with the adjuvant Biopower to increase reliability, uptake and rainfastness. Atlantis should be mixed with a residual herbicide, such as pendimethalin or trifluralin in the case of blackgrass, or flurtamone or pendimethalin for rye-grass to control later germinating weeds and to assist with resistance management. Where there are high populations of grass weeds, or where there is resistance to one or more commonly used grass weed herbicides, Atlantis should also be applied in sequence with an effective pre-emergence herbicide. 

Bayer reckons that farmers need to achieve at least 90% blackgrass control to just “stand still”. A major concern is that current levels of blackgrass control are frequently in the range 85-90%. In 27 trials carried out to evaluate Atlantis, 26 gave 95+% control of which 14 gave 100% control. Resistant blackgrass has become a very serious threat to the viability of cereal growing in the UK, but a combination of prudent herbicide use and cultural methods will help contain it, according to Bayer. Atlantis controls all current resistant strains. 

More attention needed to cultural control

Stephen Moss has responded to the latest mixture advice given by Bayer in conjunction with BASF and Syngenta. He believes that recommendations for applying herbicide sequences are good and constitute a sound anti-resistance policy. However, he argues that mixing “high resistance-risk herbicides” such as fops, dims and sulfonylureas is not good practice and that, ideally, these products should not be used more than once every two or three years otherwise resistance is bound to increase. 

Dr Moss believes that the key issues facing growers are whether EMR increases to a level where performance declines or TSR, so far confined to fops and dims, develops. He says both are inevitable if farmers overuse any sulfonylurea grass herbicide.  In the absence of new chemistry, he is urging growers to pay more attention to cultural control.

Agrochemical Registration in an Enlarged Europe

IIR Ltd held a conference on the theme Registration of Agrochemicals in an Enlarged Europe in Brussels at the end of September, as Martin Redbond and Fred Raveney report (www.iir-lifesciences.com/agchem).
The conference opened with a discussion by Canice Nolan (Head of Sector for Plant Protection Products, European Commission) on the progress of the Pesticide Directive (91/414/EEC). The data requirements for chemicals of Annex II and Annex III are under revision to reflect scientific advances. Work is ongoing in the sections concerned with chemistry, ecotoxicology, toxicology, and residues. 

Updating the sections on environmental fate and behaviour is planned for 2004. No further changes are foreseen for microbials. Annex IV and Annex V, which relate to risk and safety phrases, were finally established in September 2003, but no further changes are foreseen. Annex VI (the Uniform Principles), introduced in 1996, will be updated as necessary. Other points to be addressed relate to 


Operator safety


Borderline cases


Fees


Parallel imports


Low-risk active substances


Comparative assessment


Data protection


Data access


GMOs


Mutual recognition


Monitoring studies


Minor uses


European Food Standards Agency (EFSA) involvement.

Mr Nolan explained that a clear role had to be developed for EFSA and that any revision of 91/414 will also need to consider the impact of EU enlargement to 25 Member States in 2004 and possibly 28 in 2007. 

There was also a requirement to consider the implications of the Commission’s draft REACH (Registration, Evaluation & Authorisation of Chemicals) legislation. He said that there was an increasing need to harmonise procedures at OECD level and to improve the effectiveness of the Joint FAO/WHO Meeting on Pesticide Residues (JMPR). Mr Nolan also stated that one evaluation of a substance should be enough and that other Member States should be spending less time “evaluating the evaluation”. 

The responses from regulatory agencies and industry representatives showed that there were several inconsistencies in the various directives, and in the way in which member states tackle the problems arising from a number of issues, including compliance checking and evaluation of the dossiers, implementation of deadlines for submission of Annex III dossiers, operator risk assessment, groundwater contamination models and assessments, mutual recognition, and sell-out periods. 

Many of these could be solved by more imaginative and co-operative harmonisation. The financial burden of data compliance with requirements for small and medium-sized companies should also be addressed, as the current situation is unfair. 

Status of EC Pesticide Notifications

	Notification
	Total
	Notified
	Pending
	Annex I Listing
	Withdrawn/

Non-inclusion

	Stage 1
	  90
	  90
	  33
	32
	25

	Stage 2
	148
	  52
	  52
	-
	96

	Stage 3
	399
	151
	138
	-
	261

	Stage 4 
	270
	143
	183
	-
	87

	New ais
	  
	100
	  51
	42
	7


Revisions to 91/414EEC

An amendment proposal is currently in preparation, including a review of the six existing annexes. This will not be finalised until the middle of next year and implemented in late 2004. Consideration is being given to the impact of 91/414 so far, including the loss of active ingredients. Already nearly 500 negative decisions have been taken. These substances are not necessarily toxic and have often not been supported on economic grounds. Mr Nolan said that resources for “post-Annex I tasks” will soon become very critical. There was a strong case for centralised compliance checking, product evaluations and decisions, with the Commission or member states working in zones.  He proposed that the EU zones might be Nordic, Central and Mediterrranean, but there was bound to be debate as to where particular countries had the best fit. Whatever happens, Mr Nolan said that the main priority for 2004 was the accession of ten new members. It is unlikely that the revised directive and new residue legislation will be applied before 2005. 

Industry perspectives

Diane Castle (Syngenta) called for any revision of 91/414EEC to retain the original core principles. In what is now a mature market, she said that it takes nine years from discovery of a new active to first commercial authorisation at a cost of around EUR 180 million. The cost to industry of the review programme alone was EUR 800 million, EUR 3-4 million per active substance, and the EU regulatory review fees currently range from EUR100,000-500,000. For companies to continue to invest in R&D, she argued that the process of registration must be credible as well as timely and predictable. There must be a clear procedure for the introduction of new guidelines and decisions should be based on a scientific standardised risk assessment approach. National provisional approvals needed to be retained as long as the ECCO Peer Reviews take years to complete.

There was also considerable scope for better use of resources such as EFSA, mutual recognition and work sharing. Centralised co-ordination and management of all regulatory activities would also bring significant benefits. The revised Pesticide Directive should reflect the local market as well as consumer and environmental needs. There should be respect of the single market but an acknowledgement of the different farming practices too. Ms Castle said that industry would not welcome cut-off criteria, parochial attitudes and unjustified repetition. In short, a regulatory ‘”nanny state” approach would not be acceptable. It was also pointed out that Council Directive 91/414/EEC has had a negative effect on new product generation. In 1995, there were 8.3 years between discovery and sale of a new product, compared with 9.1 years in 2000. Some 52,500 molecules were needed to be screened for a successful product launch in 1995, compared with 139,429 in 2000.

Comparative assessment controversy

Vibeke Bernson of the Swedish National Chemicals Inspectorate again argued the case for the controversial issue of “comparative assessment and substitution. Regulatory substitution by the use of “safer” products is not seen as an effective tool by the crop protection industry. Jean-Pierre Busnardo (DuPont Crop Protection) claimed that comparative assessment and substitution was “a daily life reality practised by all”. However, when mandated by law it became “regulatory substitution”. He said that growers were the best people to assess local conditions and select the most appropriate solutions. 

Progress in accession states

The accession of the ten new Member States was discussed in papers by Dr. Wolfgang Reinhert (European Commission) and Dr Zoltán Ocsko (director of registration, CSPPSC, Hungary). Some states are ready and the legislation has been transposed, but others are woefully behind. The Baltic States found it easier to start from scratch with new legislation from the European Union. Hungary has made a valiant attempt to absorb the legislation and much is now incorporated, but the cost to Hungarian agriculture in terms of lost active substances and formulated products will be considerable. 

Accession state survey findings 

Deborah LaHoda (EuroChemLink Ltd, UK) reported on a survey that she had conducted on progress by the accession states. She said that they were all enthusiastic and cautiously optimistic.  Seven had been ‘twinned’ with existing member states who were acting as “pre-accession advisors”. These had provided valuable training that will continue after accession. All the new member states have transposed 91/414/EEC to some extent, even though most have limited resources. Malta and Estonia anticipate no increases in numbers of staff, while others hope for small increases in the future. In many cases there will be some reliance on other ministry departments. 

For a new product, most will require a submission of an Annex II and Annex III dossier and all will accept English language dossiers. Applications can also be made in English with the exception of Poland and Slovakia. The registration time varies and is currently one month in Malta and 2-3 years in the Czech Republic, which is to employ 15 additional staff. 

Previously, all with the exception of Poland have required the registration holder to be in the country where the application is made. After May 2004, registration holders can be located anywhere in the EU. Most report that after May 2004 data from EU countries with similar conditions will be accepted from GEP facilities. The exceptions are Latvia, where efficacy data must be generated locally, and Slovenia, which may ask for additional environmental data.

Cyprus, Estonia and Slovenia are already implementing EU decisions on review compounds that have been refused Annex I inclusion as well as new ais that are included. Minor use ais that have not been included in Annex I are currently causing problems.

European News and Markets

BASF EXITS SOIL TREATMENT 

BASF AG, Ludwigshafen, Germany, has sold its soil treatment business to Kanesho Soil Treatment BVBA (KST), Brussels, Belgium, a subsidiary of Agro-Kanesho Co Ltd, Japan for EUR 65 million plus inventories at valuation. The business, which had sales of EUR 47 million in 2002, consists of dazomet, 1,3-dichloropropene and metam-sodium, as well as registration rights and intellectual property. BASF will continue to produce dazomet for KST. 

“This is an important strategic step forward in developing our soil treatment business on a global basis”, commented Hironori Kushibiki, president of Agro-Kanesho, a medium-sized agrochemical manufacturer and distributor in Japan. The company has been a distributor of Basamid, the BASF brand for dazomet products, for 23 years. 

Certis appointed as European distributor 

Following an agreement signed on 31 October, Certis Europe has been appointed as the future distributor for KST in European territories for the products it has acquired from BASF. Certis, a distributor for Agro-Kanesho, has also been granted the rights to develop the new soil fumigant dimethyl disulphide (DMDS) in Europe. It already distributes Basamid in the UK. 

ISAGRO’S INITIAL PUBLIC OFFERING

The Italian crop protection company, Isagro SpA (www.isagro.com), has made an initial public offering of 25% of its shares this month. The four million shares, priced at EUR 4, gave the company an initial market capitalisation of EUR 64 million. Trading in Isagro shares began on the Italian Stock Exchange on 5 November. Isagro, which employs some 800 staff, expects to launch three new products over the next five years. The company claims to have a share of 13% in the Italian crop protection market through its joint venture with Sumitomo Chemical (CPM, May 2002) Isagro was originally established in 1992, and sold off the following year to a management buy-out team (CPM, July 1993), with financial backing from Sipcam. Two years ago, Isagro acquired the crop protection interests of Caffaro (CPM June 2001).

GM DEBATE SHORTCOMINGS

A report by the UK Parliament’s Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee, which examined the government's handling of this year’s six-week GM Nation debate, has criticised it as badly organised, under-funded and too short. It described the public debate as “imaginative and innovative” and “modestly successful in some areas”, but overall deemed it as “an opportunity missed". It also regretted the fact that the debate was not informed by the outcomes of the economic and scientific reviews or the results of the GM farm-scale evaluations.

ZOXAMIDE for ANNEX I  

The potato blight fungicide from Dow AgroSciences, zoxamide, has recently been voted for inclusion in Annex 1 of the EU pesticide registration directive (91/414) by the EU Standing Committee on the Food Chain and Animal Health.  A full Annex 1 listing is expected within two to three months. 

BOXER’S UK AUTUMN EXTENSION 

Dow AgroSciences has received approval for the autumn application of its herbicide Boxer (florasulam) in wheat, barley and oats. The product can now be used in the autumn from growth stage 13.  This will allow growers to extend the application timing for the control of a range of competitive autumn broadleaf weeds such as Galium aparine and Stellaria media. The new recommendations also widen the range of following crops and tank mixtures.

FORTRESS MONITORING PROGRAMME

Results from a European-wide airborne spore-monitoring programme suggest that field performance of the fungicide Fortress (quinoxyfen) remains secure for next spring. The research indicates that the sub-populations of wheat powdery mildew spores insensitive to quinoxyfen have stabilised compared to 2002. "These results are very encouraging," said Dow AgroSciences cereal fungicides marketing specialist, John Sellars.  "The frequency values of the insensitive populations are confined to wheat only and have remained stable.”  Interestingly the European survey isolated insensitive spores from Sweden and Denmark, despite quinoxyfen not being approved in either of these countries.

UK FINDS POTATO RING ROT

The first UK finding of the bacterium, Clavibacter michiganensis sepedonicus, which causes potato ring rot, has been confirmed by the Central Science Laboratory in a sample of potatoes produced from Dutch seed potatoes at a farm in mid-Wales. The potatoes came from a consignment produced as seed potatoes for export to the Canary Isles. They were checked out as part of the UK annual survey for ring rot, as required under an EC Directive. Last year over 2500 samples were tested without any positive findings. Action is being taken to prevent any spread of the disease and to trace any related potato stocks (www.defra.gov.uk/planth/pestnote/rot.htm).

American News and Markets

PARADIGM AGREEMENTS WITH BAYER

Paradigm Genetics Inc, Research Triangle Park, North Carolina, has signed a fungicide evaluation agreement with Bayer CropScience. Under the deal, Bayer will test selected chemical compounds, validated in Paradigm's screening programme, at its R&D centre in Monheim, Germany. Bayer has the option to enter into an exclusive licensing agreement with Paradigm to develop the lead chemicals into commercial fungicides. "While our partnered programmes in herbicide discovery and crop traits occupy centre stage in our agricultural business, we have had a successful internal fungicide discovery program in which we've analysed more than 250 targets and validated more than 50,” commented Dr Keith Davis, Paradigm’s VP of Agricultural Research. “This programme has been supported by a carefully crafted patent strategy." 

Two US patents

Earlier this year, Paradigm received two US patents related to fungicides. The first covered a fungicide target found in the lysine biosynthetic pathway as well as methods enabling the discovery of chemicals that inhibit enzymatic steps within the lysine pathway. The second covers the company's proprietary Transposon-Arrayed Gene Knock-Out (TAG-KO) technology, which covers methods for the rapid and systematic mutation of pathogenic fungi. 

Herbicide agreement extension

Paradigm Genetics has also signed a two-year extension of its herbicide discovery collaboration with Bayer, extending this partnership to September 2006. The co-operation began five years ago (CPM, October 1998) as a three-year agreement which was later extended under an option for a further two years (CPM, September 2001). Paradigm has analysed thousands of plant genes, identified hundreds of novel herbicide targets and delivered many assays for use in Bayer CropScience's high-throughput chemical screening facility. 

ACETO JV WITH NUFARM

Aceto Agricultural Chemicals Company, a subsidiary of Aceto Corporation (www.aceto.com), has formed a joint venture, SRFA LLC, with Nufarm Americas Inc, a subsidiary of Nufarm Limited. The two parties have acquired the EPA labels for Butoxone (2,4-DB), a herbicide used on peanuts, soybeans and alfalfa from Makhteshim-Agan North America Inc, The terms of the deal, which included all Butoxone labels, has not been not disclosed. Aceto previously marketed 2,4DB under its own label. Now Aceto and Nufarm both intend to market it solely as Butoxone, which has greater market share than their own-label products. Nufarm will continue to formulate the product.

The formation of SRFA LLC reflects Aceto's strategy for expanding its agrochemical business, which is to partner with large agrochemical manufacturers and distributors to capitalise on the rapid consolidation of the industry. Aceto, best known for its interests in the potato sprout suppressant chlorpropham (September CPM), believes that a reorganisation of the traditional supply channels for crop protection products is impending. The large distributors will have little option but to find alternative sources, which Aceto will supply from Asian producers.

CONAGRA SELLING OFF UAP

ConAgra Foods Inc, Omaha, Nebraska, has reached agreement to sell the main assets of United Agri Products (UAP) to Apollo Management LP. The management buyout is expected to be completed before December 31, 2003. This divestiture by ConAgra is the sixth it has made since September 2002. The sale price is expected to be approximately $600 million, $540 million in cash and the remainder in preferred securities. Apollo Management is purchasing all of UAP's US and Canadian businesses, which accounts for approximately $2.55 billion of UAP's $2.8 billion annual sales.

MONSANTO ANNUAL WHEAT AUDITS

Monsanto has agreed to allow annual audits of its facilities to assure the US government that it is not selling any genetically engineered wheat. The company has applied for approval from the US and Canadian for Roundup Ready wheat (January CPM), which could be commercially available within two years. Monsanto has pledged not to sell it until the USA, Canada and Japan have accepted it. Some US wheat groups are concerned that they might lose some of their export markets if Monsanto starts selling GM wheat before there is more consumer acceptance. If Monsanto gets approval in the USA before Canada and Japan, it will allow independent auditors to review its farms and facilities to show that no biotech wheat has leaked into the market. 

The audit reports would then be reviewed by the US Department of Agriculture (USDA). David Shipman, deputy administrator for the USDA's Federal Grain Inspection Service, has commented that the agreement allows his organisation to continue to state that no GM wheat was grown for commercial use in the USA. This statement is currently found on all US wheat exports.

Other News and Markets

BAYER SLIMS DOWN

German giant Bayer AG will lose one of its “four pillars” as it plans to float off most of its chemicals and part of its polymers businesses. Bayer will now focus on healthcare products, crop protection and new materials science.

Big biotech licensing deal

Germany’s Max Planck Society (www.mpg.de) and its technology transfer agency, Garching Innovation GmbH, has appointed Bayer CropScience AG as the exclusive licensee of its Agrobacterium transformation technology, invented more than 20 years ago, the subject of a new European Patent this month. The decision of the European Patent Office (EPO) to issue the patent follows the unanimous decision of the Board of Patent Appeals and Interferences for the US Patent and Trademark Office (USPTO), which awarded the patent application priority of invention in the US. The USPTO decision also extends to related claims concerning plant transformation processes and transgenic products made using such processes. 


Bernward Garthoff, Chief Technology Officer for Bayer CropScience AG, commented: “Although the USPTO decision is contested, these decisions nevertheless constitute an important milestone in the longest running patent battle in the history of plant biotechnology. We’re glad that the EPO and the USPTO have recognised the contribution of Patricia Zambryski, Josef Schell, Jean-Pierre Hernalsteens, Marc Van Montagu, Luis Herrera-Estrella and Jan Leemans, the inventors on the MPS patent application, to the development of the agrobiotech industry.”

DOW CHANGES AT THE TOP 

Charlie Fischer, President and CEO of Dow AgroSciences LLC, is to retire with effect from 1 February, 2004. He will be succeeded by Jérôme Péribère, currently VP, Agricultural Chemicals (CPM, July 2001). Mr Fischer has been in his current role for four years, having worked for Dow for 37 years. 

DUPONT BUYS GRIFFIN OUT

DuPont disclosed this month that it has acquired Griffin Corporation's interest in Griffin LLC, the pesticides joint venture between the two companies, thereby becoming the sole owner. Griffin LLC, which first started operations in January 1998 (CPM, November 1997), has five manufacturing sites in North and South America. "Purchasing Griffin Corporation's equity interest in Griffin LLC will provide opportunities for profitable top line growth," commented James C Borel, president, DuPont Crop Protection. "This action is consistent with our objective to grow our specialty markets business globally." Griffin was already using DuPont subsidiaries to distribute its products in many parts of the world.

NEW TOUCHDOWNS FOR SYNGENTA 

Syngenta is to launch two new Touchdown (glyphosate) formulations in the US market for the 2004 season to complement its existing Touchdown IQ and Touchdown CF brands. Syngenta has also filed a lawsuit in a US federal court to seek a ruling that the two new products do not violate patents held by Monsanto. Syngenta has held Touchdown patents since September 2002 and the lawsuit should help the company confirm that there are no impediments to the launch of the two new brands.

Touchdown Total is a formulation containing IQ Technology (CPM January and March 2001). It is targeted for glyphosate-tolerant soybeans, cotton and maize, in addition to pre-emergence treatments in conservation tillage. Touchdown HiTech is a highly concentrated glyphosate formulation, designed mainly for markets where applicators use their own additives and where there is dense foliage. Touchdown Total received approval from the US Environmental Protection Agency this month and registration of Touchdown HiTech is expected during the first quarter of 2004. 
MARKET RESEARCH SERVICES

CPM’s publisher, Market Scope Europe Ltd, also offers other services, including market research and assistance with European business development and marketing. If you are interested in more details about these services or in discussing specific requirements, please contact Martin Redbond (Tel: 01473 831645  Fax: 01473 832943  E-mail: MRedbond@aol.com).  

CROP PROTECTION
____________________________Monthly__________
Publisher: Market Scope Europe Ltd      ISSN 1366-5634

Website: http://www.crop-protection-monthly.co.uk

Editor: Brian R. Hicks   E-mail: brianralphhicks@aol.com

Deputy Editor & Marketing Manager: Martin Redbond

Contributors: Judy Hicks, Brian Hopper, Bruce Knight and Elaine Warrell 

Editorial and Subscription Enquiries to:-
Crop Protection Monthly

6   Torcross Grove  Calcot

Reading   Berkshire   RG31 7AT   England   

Tel: +44 (0) 118 941 7539  Fax: +44 (0) 118 942 0014

E-mail: CPMsubscriptions@aol.com

Published 12 times a year.  All  rights reserved.  No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without the prior written permission of the copyright owner.  Any prices indicated in this publication represent only an approximate evaluation based upon such dealings (if any) in those materials as may have been disclosed to CPM prior to publication. Whilst every effort is made to ensure that prices are representative, and that the analysis, comment and opinion in the text is accurate, Market Scope Europe Ltd (MSEL) cannot accept any liability whatsoever to any person choosing to rely upon the prices evaluated or views expressed by MSEL, including liability for negligence.

30 November 2003                     
© Market Scope Europe Ltd                  www.crop-protection-monthly.co.uk

