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UNCERTAIN FUTURE FOR INDUSTRY AND GM CROPS
The trials and tribulations of the crop protection industry continue. With prices of many agricultural commodities at very low levels and reduced farm subsidies, prospects are poor and showing through in company results.  A round of industry staff cuts has been occurring and the AstraZeneca, Novartis and Cyanamid businesses look set to see some ownership changes. There has been a round of top-level industry consultations, with Dow, Bayer and BASF keen to expand their interests, but anti-trust issues are a problem. AstraZeneca is creating a "separate corporate entity" for agrochemicals, which is likely to be sold or hived off in a joint venture. 

Monsanto to Exit Pesticide Discovery

The "word on the street" in St Louis is that Monsanto has abandoned its discovery programme for new chemical crop protection products. Most of the 100 or so herbicide and fungicide R&D personnel are being transferred to genomics and pharmaceuticals, whilst others have been accepting redundancy packages. Monsanto's pesticide R&D programme has been reducing in recent years, whilst its genetically modified (GM) crop programme has increased. 

Monsanto’s latest commercial offering is the seed treatment, MON65500, which has just been launched in Ireland (June CPM).  The other main compound close to market is the herbicide, JV 485 (fluazolate), being developed in Europe by the jv with Bayer, Twinagro (CPM, December 1998). Approval for this is taking longer than expected as there still some issues to be addressed with the authorities. 

Greenpeace Dialogue with Monsanto 

The confrontation in London on 6 October between Lord Peter Melchett, executive director of Greenpeace UK, and Monsanto's CEO, Robert Shapiro, did not quite live up to expectations.  Instead of being present in the flesh, Mr Shapiro appeared by video link from Monsanto's head office. He also cut short the debate, due to company commitments. The exercise was useful and more top executives ought to engage more actively in the GM crop debate. Shapiro comes across as a very level-headed businessman, but appears to lack the depth of conviction held by Melchett. 

Melchett is a direct descendant of one of the founders of ICI and enjoyed a privileged background on a family estate in Norfolk. One of the memories that still haunts him is the sight of dead birds on the estate, attributed to misuse of pesticides. This experience has influenced his views and contributed to his belief that organic farming is the only way forward for agriculture. He has polarised the debate in the UK to a choice between GM and organically-grown crops with little consideration of the middle ground.

Mr Shapiro commented that the GM crop issue was moving from a “period of debate”, which had often been "raucous", to one of dialogue. He said that there was "little sign of common ground" for which Monsanto had to bear its "share of responsibility". The company had "too often failed to listen". Monsanto will now seek "common ground" and a change in approach, looking at new tools and new choices. 

Shapiro asserted that current technologies in the developing countries were not sustainable and that Bt cotton in India would enable 7-8 insecticide sprays to be avoided and produce 40% more yield. Mr Shapiro referred to Monsanto's decision earlier in the week not to develop the "sterile seed technology" the company will be acquiring with its purchase of Delta & Pine.

Shapiro's repentance was not enough for Melchett. He claimed there was a "public rejection of your vision" and that the change in approach was due only to "trouble on Wall Street". He said there was a failure to understand the evolution of human values and a fear of "big science and big business", which ignores social and environmental needs. Monsanto had "suppressed dissent rather than encouraged debate". 

He laid down his own challenge. If the company were to get out of GM crops and pesticides, then Greenpeace would help to build a new Monsanto based on "holistic principles". Shapiro gave a wry smile. He took issue with Melchett that all minds were made up, as this was "emphatically not the case", and that "the conversation was still continuing". Opinions will change as more becomes known about the risks and potential of this technology.

More Public Involvement Needed?

Despite Greenpeace pressure, Monsanto remains very committed to GM technology, as do governments in several developing countries, in particular the Chinese, as reported later in this edition.  However, there seems little doubt that public money and the public interest must play a greater role in helping to develop this technology if it is to have a viable future. 

Barcelona Crop Protection Conference

Some 250 delegates attended the 21st Jornadas de Productos Fitosanitarios in Barcelona at the Institut Quimíc de Sarrià (IQS) from 26-27 October. Most of the presentations are published in the November edition of Phytoma España (Tel: +34 96 382 65 11  Fax: +34 96 382 65 15  http://www.phytoma.es).

NEW BAYER FUNGICIDE 

Josep Izquierdo of Bayer Spain updated delegates on progress with the mildewicide, iprovalicarb, which is currently in the registration process in Europe and the USA. It is being developed only in mixtures with other fungicides, including copper-based derivatives and dithiocarbamates, to avoid potential future resistance problems. Iprovalicarb itself has no cross-resistance with metalaxyl, dimethomorph or cymoxanil. In Spain, a mixture of iprovalicarb with folpet is being developed for vines and will be sold as Melody Combi.

NEW DIMETHOMORPH FORMULATIONS

José Luis Collar of Cyanamid Ibérica described recent developments with dimethomorph in Spain, including a new vine fungicide, Forum Cu (6% dimethomorph + 40% copper oxychloride), which has been submitted for approval  for control of mildew in vines.  New water dispersible granule formulations of dimethomorph are also under development.

CLOMAZONE IN PEPPERS

Carlos Zaragoza told delegates of trials results with a new 36% SC formulation of clomazone that has been under development by FMC Foret in Spain over the last four years for weed control in peppers. Very few herbicides are available for this speciality crop, some 75,000 hectares of which are grown in the European Union, including 23,000 ha in Spain. FMC has been selling a 48% EC formulation of clomazone in the US and Mexico, but this is not as crop-safe as the 36% SC.  The new formulation can be used at 0.5-1.0l/ha, alone or in mixtures with napropamide or linuron. 

CLEFOXYDIM IN RICE

Oscar Terol of BASF Spain described developments with BASF’s new post-emergence rice herbicide, clefoxydim, which offers excellent control of Echinochloa spp, as well as Diplachne fascicularis and Glyceria declinata.  

He told CPM that he expects approval in Spain, which is also the European rapporteur, as a 200 g/l EC formulation (rate: 0.5-0.75 l/ha) under the trade name Aura by the end of the year. The herbicide, also being developed in Portugal and France, will be sold with an adjuvant, Dash, which has been specifically developed for use with Aura. 

PLENUM DEVELOPMENTS

Jorge Marquinez of Novartis Spain updated delegates on trials work with Plenum (25% WP pymetrozine) for control of aphids and whitefly in a wide range of crops. Its novel action stops insects feeding and its efficacy is comparable with standards such as imidacloprid. Provisional approval in Germany, which is the rapporteur for this new insect control product, is expected shortly, and in Spain by the end of this year. 

NEW GERANIUM PEST

Victor Sarto from the Catalan Ministry of Agriculture discussed the emergence of a new insect pest of geraniums in Europe, Cacyreus marshalli, which has been causing considerable concern amongst growers.  Originally from Southwest Africa, the pest first appeared in Majorca in the 1980s and has since spread into mainland Spain and more recently into the UK (1997) and the Atlantic coast of France.

NEW EURO-RETAILER STANDARDS

Kristian Moeller of the Euro Retailer Group (EUREP), Cologne, Germany, gave an overview of this new group’s activities.  It was formed towards the end of 1997 to develop a system of minimum standards for Good Agricultural Production (GAP) of horticultural produce. EUREP’s members include leading UK retailers such as Tesco, Sainsbury and Safeway, as well as Italian, Belgian and French groups. 

Moeller told CPM that the two leading German retail groups, which are very competitive, are not members as yet and are also expected to change ownership shortly. He acknowledged the difficulties amongst highly competitive groups which have developed their own individual standards. EUREP will be launching its new standards on 17 November in Paris and some further details can be viewed at the website (www.ehi.org) of the EuroHandels Institut, where EUREP is based, under the heading Arbeitskreise.

OTHER SPANISH NEWS

The Spanish crop protection market is expected to fall by 4% in value this year according to latest industry projections. Sales at R-P Agro and AgrEvo have been above the industry average. When they merge, the new Aventis operations will be based at the AgrEvo main office in Valencia, headed by Vincente Forcano. 

A new grouping of 12 regional associations of crop protection product retailers, FEDISPROVE, has been formally established in Spain, following an exploratory meeting held in October 1997. The 400 members of FEDISPROVE represent about 70% of the Spanish crop protection market.

European News and Markets

EUROPEAN GM LABELLING LIMITS

European Union governments have supported plans for compulsory labelling of foods where at least one ingredient contains more than 1% of GM material. The EU's Standing Committee for Food has also approved similar rules for additives and flavourings. The decision should become law once it has been approved by the European Commission. The level has been set to allow for traces of GM material entering the food chain during transport and processing. It will not permit retailers to label foods as “GM-free”, as this will be addressed under other proposals.

EU ministers have delayed GM approval votes for more time to consider an offer from the companies to go beyond current safety rules. The offer, which includes stricter labelling and monitoring and a limited 10-year approval period, was made to a committee of EU officials meeting to consider Monsanto's Roundup Ready fodder beet and two varieties of GM oilseed rape from AgrEvo. More stringent rules on GM crops are currently being considered up by the Commission. 

AVENTIS FORMATION ON TRACK

The creation of Aventis through the merger of Rhône-Poulenc SA and Hoechst AG is now scheduled to occur on 15 December. Rhône-Poulenc launched its exchange offer for Hoechst shares on 26 October and this will last until 26 November, unless extended. If successful, Hoechst shareholders will receive a special dividend on 10 December, the day after the company AGM. An extraordinary Rhône-Poulenc shareholders’ meeting is due to be held on 15 December to approve the capital increase for the exchange of Hoechst shares, after which the change in name to Aventis SA will occur. Aventis shares will be listed on the stock exchanges in Paris and Frankfurt, and American Depositary Shares on the New York stock exchange.

Afterwards, local operating divisions will complete their integration at the earliest practical opportunity. John Drinkwater, designated as managing director for Aventis CropScience in the UK, anticipates a launch in January 2000, before the spring sales campaign. 

UK NEWS

AgrEvo UK has won the Packaging Design Environmental Award of the Institute of Grocery Distribution for its Echo System small volume returnable pack, used for its herbicides Arelon and Cheetah Super. The award was made in recognition of the contribution made to the elimination of spillage, the use of returnable packaging and management of potential residues in packs.

A management buyout of Sentry Farming Group plc has been completed this month and it has been delisted from the London stock exchange. A new company, Sentry Farms Ltd, has been set up under an employee trust and is owned 100% by staff. The new managing director, Andrew Mason, has led the buyout and Trevor Atkinson will continue to be responsible for activities in Central Europe and the North of England. 

The Home-Grown Cereals Authority has launched a new website (www.hgca.com), which has been developed in collaboration with Farming On-Line.

According to Tom Robinson, application specialist at Novartis, UK wheat growers could improve blackgrass control from 90% to 99% by fitting the correct spray nozzles.  

ITALIAN NEWS

The market for crop protection products in Italy fell in the first half of 1999 by 5% in volume and 6% in value, according to industry sources. 

A two-year collaborative study of pesticide residues on fresh and processed food (mainly fruit and vegetables), the biggest of its kind conducted outside the USA, has recently been published. Of 16,607 samples analysed by the pesticide trade association, Agrofarma, pesticide residues above the legal limit were found in 1.7%. Of 11,152 samples taken by the Ministry of Agriculture, residue limits were exceeded in 3.4%. Of 8,498 samples from the Ministry of Health, residue limits were exceeded in 1.3%. 

NEW CEREAL HERBICIDES

Rhône-Poulenc Agro is introducing two new cereal herbicides in the French market for use on soft winter wheat and winter barley. Bizon (27 g/l diflufenican + 67 g/l flurtamone + 400 g/l isoproturon) is approved from the two-leaf stage at 3 l/ha. It is particularly effective against ryegrass and Agrostis, with a wide spectrum of broadleaf weed control, including Galium aparine. Trézor (26.7 g/l diflufenican + 150 g/l bifenox + 333.4 g/l isoproturon) is approved at 4.5 l/ha.

MONTPELLIER PEST CONFERENCE

The 5th International Conference on Pests in Agriculture (CIRA) will be held in Montpellier, from 7-9 December.    There will be sessions on GM crops, integrated plant protection, use of natural enemies and problems of resistance, as well as new compounds and formulations.  Further details are available from ANPP (Tel: +33 1 43 44 89 64 Fax: +33 1 43 44 29 19  Website: www.anpp.asso.fr).

American News and Markets

CYANAMID CUTS STAFF BY 13%

Some 700 jobs are to be axed at American Cyanamid's crop protection business, some 13% of total staff, mainly as a result of sales losses in the US herbicide market. Roundup (glyphosate) has taken appreciable market share from Pursuit (imazethapyr) in the soybean sector this year. AmCy's parent company, American Home Products, is taking $220 million in charges against third-quarter earnings for office closures, severance payments and stock returns. Crop protection sales fell 29% to $576 million in the second quarter of 1999. Regional sales offices are being closed in Denver, Des Moines, Indianapolis and Memphis. 

DUPONT ACQUIRING COMBICHEM

DuPont Company is to pay $95 million in cash to acquire CombiChem Inc, San Diego, California, a "computational discovery company" founded in 1994 with venture capital backing. CombiChem has 93 employees, of whom half are chemists, and focuses on the generation, evolution and optimisation of lead candidates for its collaborative partners. CombiChem signed a crop protection discovery agreement last year with Novartis to generate compounds for in vivo testing in whole organisms (plants, insects and fungi). CombiChem is receiving fees and royalty payments, with Novartis having exclusive global rights to develop and market any resulting products (CPM, June 1998).

Pioneer Acquisition Completed

Shareholders in Pioneer Hi-Bred International, Des Moines, Iowa, have approved the purchase by DuPont of the 80% of the company it does not already own. Pioneer shareholders have been paid in a mixture of cash (45%) and DuPont common stock (55%) in a transaction valued at $7,700 million.

RHÔNE-POULENC R&D AGREEMENT

Rhône-Poulenc Agro and ICAgen Inc, Research Triangle Park, North Carolina, have entered into an R&D agreement in which two companies will exchange focused compound libraries for screening. ICAgen will use the R-P Agro compounds exclusively for human pharmaceutical discovery, while R-P Agro will use the ICAgen compounds for crop protection applications. ICAgen is a privately-held company and a leader in pharmaceutical discovery based on ion channel modulation. 

AGREVO DISCOVERY COLLABORATION

AgrEvo and 3-Dimensional Pharmaceuticals Inc (3DP), Exton, Pennsylvania, have agreed a multi-million dollar collaboration. 3DP's DirectedDiversity technology, which combines powerful computational tools, combinatorial chemistry and high-throughput screening techniques will be used to discover and optimise new agrochemicals. 3DP will also provide libraries of diverse compounds to AgrEvo and receive payment for delivery of compounds, R&D funding, licence fees and royalties on any resulting products. AgrEvo will have the exclusive rights to commercialise agricultural products from the collaboration, with 3DP retaining rights for non-agricultural uses. 

TERMIDOR RECEIVES US APPROVAL

Termidor (fipronil), which is being developed by Rhône-Poulenc Agro's Rhodic business unit, has just received regulatory approval from the US Environmental Protection Agency for professional use in the control of termites, less than a year after label submission. It will be the only product that in US government tests that has given 100% control of termites over a five-year period. In France, more than 20,000 structures have been treated with Termidor since 1995 with no further applications required. 

ROUNDUP INTERMEDIATE CONTRACT

Air Products and Chemicals Inc, Lehigh Valley, Pennsylvania, has agreed a new long-term contract to supply monoisopropylamine (MIPA) to Monsanto for production of Roundup (glyphosate). Under the global agreement, Air Products will supply the majority of Monsanto's MIPA requirements. Air Products has been supplying MIPA to Monsanto since 1990 and has amine manufacturing sites in St Gabriel (Louisiana), Pensacola (Florida) and Camaçari (Brazil). In the past three years the company has significantly expanded its capacity and in 1998 acquired the assets of a Brazilian producer. 

PHILLIPS & DOW CO-OPERATION

Phillips Petroleum Company, Bartlesville, Oklahoma, and Dow Chemical have agreed to produce two specialty chemical intermediates, methylsulfonyl chloride (MSC) and methylsulfonic acid (MSA), at the Dow facility in Freeport, Texas. Production, which will begin early next year, will be managed by Dow, using technology from Phillips. Methyl mercaptan, the raw material for both intermediates will be supplied from the Phillips' production plant in Borger, Texas. 

Phillips will market all the output, becoming one of the top two global suppliers of MSC and MSA, for which demand is growing strongly. Annual production capacity of the intermediates will be over 6,000 tonnes. MSC is used to make pesticides, colour film and pharmaceuticals. Phillips will save two years and considerable capital expenditure through the sub-contracting arrangement. 

Financial Future for Agrobiotechnology

Top executives gathered in London on 22 October for a timely conference, Agrobiotechnology: The Financial Future for the Sector, organised by the Financial Times (for proceedings, Tel: +44 20 7873 3000 Fax: +44 20 7873 3067 Website:www.ftconferences.com). Some brief extracts from the presentations follow:

CHIEF SCIENTIST’S VIEWPOINT

The UK government’s chief scientific advisor, Sir Robert May, admitted that his own views on GM crops were “grey” and commented that there was a “complicated cacophony of voices” on the issue in Europe, where he sees “no easy resolution”. He shares the “Silent Spring” concerns, but also believes that food should be grown for people and not pests. 

He felt there were “legitimate environmental concerns” about the first GM crops, which offered only “transient benefits”. Sir Robert estimated that the benefits of these split out roughly 50% to growers, 25% to the community and 25% to Monsanto. He argued that it would be better if the technology was being driven by more public money. 

DEATH OF THE GMO?

Timothy Ramey, agribusiness analyst at Deutsche Banc Alex Brown, predicts that in 2000 price premiums for non-GMOs will develop and that seed premiums for GMOs will collapse, adding that “GMO’s will be dead by 2001”. These stark views have caused quite a stir and is a reversal of previous viewpoints in the financial world. This has been brought about by public reaction in Europe, and also the attitude of food companies like Nestlé, quoted by Ramey as saying “don’t expect us to take the bullet for GMOs”. Ramey expects that the US will soon introduce a compulsory GMO labelling scheme. This view was not shared by another speaker, David Schmidt of the Washington-based Food Safety International Food Information Council who expects a voluntary scheme.

COMPANY CASUALTY 

A recent casualty of the GM issue has been the UK company, Axis Genetics plc, based near Cambridge, which has been developing a recombinant Hepatitis B vaccine in GM potatoes for oral delivery. Formed in 1995 in a management buyout, Axis raised £11 million in 1996/97 and a further £8.5 million in a private placement this June, £1.5 million short of the target. The disappointed managing director, Dr Iain Cubitt, told delegates that the shortfall had pushed the company into administrative receivership and that new investors had been “spooked” by GM scares. The company’s technology is now being sold to a US company, but no staff will be retained. 

THE CHINESE POSITION

Professor Zhang-Liang Chen, director of the National Laboratory of Protein Engineering and Plant Genetic Engineering at Beijing University, told delegates that the Chinese have been committed to developing genetically modified crops for many years. Biotechnology is the top priority for the country amongst new industry technologies for development under the so-called "863 Planning" document. 

Sensitivity to International Concerns
Although China may see GM crops as one of the long-term answers to its future food security, the authorities do share the international concerns about the safety of the technology. The Chinese press follows news developments in other parts of the world very closely and has reported widely on the controversies over the technology in India and the uprooting of GM crops in the UK by activist groups. 

The reports are translated word for word and Professor Chen said that this had been causing some disquiet amongst the Chinese population and leading to misconceptions about the technology.  He has fielded many public questions on the subject during regular appearances on national radio, including concerns that GM crops might cause human sterility because of the Terminator gene stories! 

The Chinese were the first to introduce GM virus-resistant tobacco and tomatoes with the first releases being made in 1990 by Professor Chen's laboratory. However, under pressure from US tobacco companies, the GM tobacco area grown was cut back due to concerns about its public acceptability. The Chinese are influenced considerably by European and US opinion, which partly prompted the Ministry of Agriculture to establish the Office of Genetic Engineering Safety Administration in 1996. Four GMOs were approved for commercialisation in 1997, two in 1998 and 20 in the first half of 1999.

Rat Feeding Studies
The controversial research of Dr Pusztai, which has been published in the Lancet this month and criticised by many fellow scientists, has caused the Chinese to think carefully about GM food risks and they have initiated their own research. A programme is currently underway to look at the effects of feeding rats with the GM crops already commercialised in China. 

The work, which is being conducted at five different research centres, was started in June and will be completed by the end of the year. Preliminary results show no adverse findings.

IBC Biological Pesticides Conference
There was optimism about the future of biological pesticides at the IBC conference Development & Potential of Biological Pesticides held in London on 29 September. However, this was tempered by the difficulties of making profits from niche products.

SWEDISH SUCCESS STORY

Peter Annas, product manager at BioAgri AB, Uppsala, told delegates about the company's development of Cedemon, a biological seed treatment for cereals. Cedemon is a rapeseed oil formulation of an isolate of the soil bacterium, Pseudomonas chloraphis, which was discovered in the 1980s as part of a research programme led by Professor Berndt Gerhardson at the Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences. The isolate, MA 342, was found on the roots of the crow berry, Empetrum nigerum. It has a complex mode of action, including antibiotic effects and induction of systemic resistance.

BioAgri was founded in 1996 by the Swedish Farmers Supply and Crop Marketing Association (SLR), which is owned by 11 independent co-operatives with some 70,000 Swedish farmer members. BioAgri currently has 13 staff, most of whom are involved in application technology. SLR has ample resources to back BioAgri, with 11,000 employees (2,200 outside Sweden) and annual sales in excess of US$3,000 million.

Nordic Research Collaboration

There was a lot of research into biological control conducted in Sweden in the 1970s, but this stopped in the mid-1980s. It was resumed again at the end of the 1980s with a co-operative project involving Sweden, Denmark, Norway and Finland. Researchers in Sweden concentrated on bacteria, the others on fungi. Some 800 strains were screened, 5-10 of which looked interesting.

Cedemon has had provisional approval in Sweden for two years for use in barley and oats and some 150,000 hectares of cereals were treated last season. One of the attractions of the product is that it can be used by organic farmers. Provisional approval for Cedemon was granted in March in Finland and in Norway last year. BioAgri is hoping for an Annex I listing by the end of this year. 

There have been germination problems in wheat, but the company is developing a new formulation to overcome this. Cedemon can also be formulated with chemicals such as carboxin. BioAgri is working on microbial isolates for use as biological herbicides and has a promising candidate for use in sugar beet.

DEVELOPMENTS AT AGRAQUEST

Jennifer Ryder Fox, director of regulatory affairs at AgraQuest, Davis, California, told CPM that the company will be submitting a dossier for European approval for its biofungicide, Serenade, which contains Bacillus subtilis, in 3-6 months time. The company expects peak revenues of $50-100 million for this product. AgraQuest also has high hopes for its bio-insecticide, QST6047, and the bio-nematicide, QST5501, due for first introductions in 2001 and 2002 respectively. AgraQuest is focusing on high-value crops such as fruit and vegetables and will license out products for commodity crops. AgraQuest started operations in April 1995 and has been capitalised with US$10 million from venture capital and agribusiness. Most of its sales come from its Bt product, Laginex, for control of mosquito larvae.

NEW ECOGEN PRODUCTS IN EUROPE 

Gary Libman, regulatory director at Ecogen Inc, expects provisional approval for its fungal hyperparasitic product, AQ10 (Ampelomyces quisqualis) in Italy by next month and European approval (France is rapporteur) soon afterwards. Ecogen is conducting packing house trials in Europe on Aspire, a product for post-harvest control of moulds on fruit. Aspire contains a strain of the yeast Candida oleophila (isolated from tomato peel), which does not produce any antibiotics.

VARIATION IN REGISTRATIONS

Prior to 1993, there were 17 different biopesticides which were approved in European member states, according to Alison Hamer of the UK Pesticide Safety Directorate. Seven new biopesticides are currently under evaluation for Annex I listing in Europe.  In the UK, full cost recovery is required, with a completeness check costing £4,500 and an evaluation £13,700. There is also a levy on annual turnover, which was 1.11% in 1997/98.

The situation is different in the USA, as outlined by Fred Betz of Jellinek, Schwartz & Connolly Inc, Arlington. There are some 173 registered actives and 700 formulations, with 90 exemptions from tolerance. There are 58 microbials, 16 of which are Bt products. Last year, Bt was the subject of a Re-Registration Eligibility Decision (RED) procedure. There are 115 biochemical pesticides, the largest category being insect pheromones (31), followed by PGRs (24), repellents (18) and floral attractants/plant volatiles (18). The vast majority of these do not require a tolerance. Tolerance exemptions for biopesticides cost from $12-25,000 in the USA ($500,000 for synthetic pesticides), but these can be waived.

Registration of Agrochemicals in Europe

Progress with the European pesticide registration system continues to be a slow and expensive procedure, but there are positive signs as an audience of specialists heard at IBC’s 8th Annual Conference on Registration of Agrochemicals in Europe from a good mix of industry and government speakers. 

The original aim of having a European approval for a new product followed up by national approvals has long since been abandoned. Companies now target key provisional national approvals before gaining that elusive Annex I listing.  According to Felix Maier-Mainz of Novartis, 110 provisional approvals have been granted for 29 new active substances, with some 150 pending.

The review programme of older pesticides is well behind schedule, but the European Commission is now taking steps to accelerate this. It is under-resourced for the task, with only three pesticides staff, who have just been transferred from the agriculture directorate to “Sanco”, the new health and safety directorate. The Commission is relying on member state expertise, particularly Germany and the UK.

PROGRESS WITH REVIEWS

Since the first Annex I listings of new actives (azoxystrobin and kresoxim-methyl), two others have recently joined the exalted list, Bayer’s spiroxamine and DuPont’s azimsulfuron, but no additional review pesticide has joined imazalil as yet. For new active ingredients, some 67 dossiers have been submitted for EU approval since February 1994, with 58 so far agreed as being “complete”. Some 24 monographs for new actives have been peer reviewed with six more scheduled for consideration in the next round of ECCO peer review meetings.  Of the dossiers, 31 are herbicides, 15 fungicides, 13 insecticides or nematicides and four growth regulators.

Over 30 companies have submitted dossiers, led by Novartis (9), BASF (6), Bayer (5) and DuPont (5). France and the UK are the most popular rapporteurs (13 dossiers each), followed by Germany (10), Belgium (7), Spain (7) and Italy (6).

For existing actives, 66 monographs have been prepared by the rapporteur Member States, of which 52 have been peer reviewed with a further eleven to be considered in the next peer review. For nine others (cyhalothrin, ferbam, azinphos-ethyl, propham, dinoterb, fenvalerate, DNOC pyrazophos and monolinuron) decisions to preclude from Annex I listing have been taken, and products containing them have been withdrawn from the market. 

Towards the end of last year the European Commission produced a strategy document detailing initiatives to improve procedures, including plans for the eventual elimination of the ECCO peer review programme, and the concept of certain authorities acting as “virtual agencies” on behalf of the Commission and member states.

SECOND REVIEW LIST

Much deliberation has gone into the selection of active substances for the long-awaited second list of review compounds.  In view of current concerns in relation to anti-cholinesterase compounds and actions taken in several countries to review these, it is not surprising that they have been included in the draft second list of actives for review. Part A comprises some 70 organophosphate and 22 carbamate insecticides currently marketed in the EU and not included in the first list of reviews. 

Part B consists of 32 actives for which a “state of the art” dossier is available or about which concerns have been expressed with regard to operator or consumer safety.  Part C lists 24 actives for which it is expected that there will be no support.  For all remaining actives, companies will have nine months to register their support, with dossiers to be submitted by July 2003. This should allow more rapid progress, assisting with the report that must be made to the European Parliament and Council by July 2001.

ECCA AND ECPA NEGOTIATIONS

Santiago Kampala, president of the European Crop Care Association (ECCA), which represents generic pesticide producers and distributors, told delegates that ECCA was close to reaching an accommodation with the European Crop Protection Association to allow its members to continue with their product registrations once Annex I listings are granted to ECPA members for older products. An agreement could become a reality before the end of this year with an appropriate negotiating framework in place. There are some sticking points, in particular a system for binding arbitration. The Commission is following progress carefully and “happy that discussions are ongoing”. It does not see additional legislation (as in the US) as a practical alternative as amending the pesticide directive would take too long. 

Conference documentation for both the registration conference and the biological pesticides conference (see adjoining page) can be obtained from the Life Sciences Division of IBC Global Conferences Ltd, London (Tel: +44 20 7637 4383 Fax: +44 20 7631 3214 Website: www.ibc-uk.com)

Other News and Markets

ISRAEL CORP TO BUY KOOR STAKE

Israel Corporation is to spend US$26.8 million on a 1.8% shareholding in Koor Industries Ltd. The move follows top-level discussions between the companies last month (September CPM). The shares will be purchased from Claridge Israel Ltd, Koor's largest shareholder, with effect from 3 January. Bank Leumi Le-Israel Ltd recently sold its 5.6% stake in Koor for US$83.3 million, to comply with legislation limiting share ownership of banks. Most of the stake was bought by Claridge after Leumi's purchase of 18.4% of Israel Corporation. Closer collaboration is expected, with Makhteshim-Agan Industries and Dead Sea Bromine already discussing a pesticide joint venture. 

AUSSIE TRANSFER FOR FERNZ

Over 99% of its shareholders agreed this month for Fernz Corporation to transfer the head office and primary stock market listing from New Zealand, which accounts for 8% of company sales, to Australia, which represent 40% of sales. Retiring company chairman, Bill Wilson (who is being replaced by Kerry Hoggard), expects the shares to receive a better rating in Australia, with wider access to outside capital. The Fernz head office will be transferred to the Nufarm offices near Melbourne, giving appreciable cost savings. Nufarm's MD, Doug Rathbone, takes over from Bill Wilson as the Fernz CEO.

CHINESE NEWS

The State Economic and Trade Commission issued a new regulation last month and a list of 18 pesticide investment projects that are to be banned in China. The aim is to eliminate old production technologies and products, in particular organophosphorus insecticides such as omethoate, methamidophos, and monocrotophos. New carbofuran and methomyl projects have also been stopped. In the first half of 1999, there were a total of 1,600 applications for pesticide registrations, of which 1,418 have been approved, including 56 imported products. 

The State Administration of Petroleum and Chemical Industry (SAPCI) has accepted Zeneca’s application for administrative protection of its fungicide, azoxystrobin (Amistar 25SC), and started the evaluation work. SAPCI has also announced that the fungicide, thifluzamide (Pulsor), from Rohm & Haas (Japan) will enjoy administrative protection in China from 2 August, with a protection period of 7.5 years.

Fujian Sannong Chemical Co. Ltd. has ambitious plans to increase its annual sales revenue to US$350 million by 2010, with pesticides accounting for US$150 million. The company is focusing its R&D and production resources increasingly on herbicides and fungicides. Pesticide exports reached US$18 million last year and are expected to top US$20 million this year. Fujian Sannong has recently expanded its interests with the acquisition of Fujian Sanming Pharmaceutical Factory and Sanming Beer Factory.
INDIAN GROWTH FOR CYANAMID

Cyanamid Agro India is targeting sales growth of 10-12% during its current fiscal year compared with the previous year's figure of RPS1.08 billion (US$26 million), when sales were hit by fierce price competition and poor weather. Mr V R Kaundinya, managing director of Cyanamid India, told shareholders at the AGM last month that Cyanamid was evaluating opportunities for introducing three new crop protection products, as well as co-marketing products from other companies and repositioning its own products more aggressively. Cyanamid already has a joint marketing arrangement with Novartis for profenofos and propiconazole products in India.

Cyanamid recently launched its soybean herbicide, Pursuit (imazethapyr), in India, as well as Cascade (flufenoxuron) for the floriculture industry. Its insecticides, Ripcord (cypermethrin) and Concord (alphacypermethrin) are well-placed, with market shares of 9% and 11% respectively. Cyanamid has also been investing heavily in its insecticide brand, Thimet (phorate), a leading product for rice growers.
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