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NEW AGE OF AGRICULTURE?
Biotechnology continues at the forefront of news this month, with the creation of a new European joint venture, Du Pont's acquisition of the French company Hybrinova (see European News) and the formation of a $100 million agbiotech venture capital fund by the US merchant bank, Burrill & Company.  

The war of words between American Cyanamid and Monsanto over herbicide treatment programmes for Roundup Ready soybeans has also been continuing. AmCy has been producing some good arguments for an important role for its residual herbicides in these crops, particularly for early treatments, based on independent yield data. Monsanto has been fiercely contesting these conclusions.

Growing Investor Interest
The investment community has been taking a closer look recently at agricultural biotechnology.  In the past, crop protection financial results have been overshadowed by their more profitable pharmaceutical counterparts, but the position is changing as pharmaceuticals come under increasing pressure and opportunities are emerging in the "new age of agriculture".  Analysts have been taking a look at the underlying assets of companies such as AgrEvo and like what they see in terms of future prospects and have been upgrading their valuations.  

Chemicals analyst, Brian Wilkinson, of HSBC James Capel, organised what he dubbed an "Agro-pharma" seminar for a group of institutional investors on 27 April to familiarise them with the industry and expects it to become an annual event.  

Speaking at the seminar, Dr Axel Heinemann of the Boston Consulting Group was bullish about future prospects for crop biotechnology and predicts that it will have a major impact on the food industry within ten years.  He expects the "second wave" of "crop output traits" (such as modified oil and protein profiles) to have many times the market potential of input traits such as insect and herbicide tolerance. Dr Heinemann also confidently expects the concerns of legislators and consumers about transgenic crops to diminish. He said new entrants to crop biotechnology are finding that the best positions have already been taken.

Chris Clarke, strategy director at Rhône-Poulenc Agro (RPA), told the investors that the company intended to be in the top five crop protection companies by 2003.  RPA will be involved in crop input traits through Rhobio, in particular cereal disease resistance, with the first commercial varieties expected by 2006-2008.  However, Clarke commented that RPA was not planning to get involved in plant output traits at the present time, but intends to offer precision farming services to its clients. The company is still committed to traditional chemistry, currently screening 200,000 compounds a year and planning to increase this to two million by 2010. It is also speeding up product development cycles to get new products to market sooner.

AgrEvo's CEO, Dr Gerhard Prante, told the seminar that his company had the best crop hybridisation technology through its subsidiary, PGS.  This is a key procedure for getting value from transgenic crops and has proved very successful in oilseed rape.  

AgrEvo is developing this proprietary technology further and also for use in other crops such as rice.  AgrEvo's sales are growing rapidly in the Americas and Asia-Pacific and will continue to do so.  Operating profits have also improving significantly in 1997.  

The previous week, Dr Prante had attended the official opening of AgrEvo's new 3,000 tonne per annum glufosinate plant in Muskegon, USA.  As well as this $55 million plant, AgrEvo is investing heavily to build up its organisation in the Mid-West.  

Prospects for glufosinate sales in Liberty Link crops are good and Prante commented that it would be "priced competitively with other herbicides in these crops".  About 300,000 hectares of maize in the USA were treated with Liberty in 1997 and over four million hectares are targeted for 2000.  Dr Prante told CPM that the company is already looking ahead to make plans for another glufosinate plant.

Industry Identity Crisis?
Many crop protection businesses have been going through something of an identity crisis over the last few years, trying to decide what sort of entities they want to become as they move into the New Millennium.  Some like DuPont have recently opted to become crop production companies with interests in crop input and output traits as well as crop protection chemistry; a few such as Bayer plan to focus on synthetic chemistry for the time being; and many others are caught in between, still hedging their bets.  Maybe at Brian Wilkinson's seminar next year, the current picture and outlook will be a little clearer.

Development of Methyl Bromide Substitutes 

KEEN INTEREST IN ALTERNATIVES
Whilst California still hopes for a derogation to allow growers of high-value crops to continue using methyl bromide as a quarantine and storage fumigant (after the phase-out scheduled to start in 2001 in the USA), other states and developed countries have accepted the fact that methyl bromide must go and are busy working on alternatives (CPM, June 1997). 

What some of those alternatives might be was a principal theme for Food Protection ’98, a three-day meeting held this month under sponsorship from the US company, Insects Limited, Inc, Indianapolis and the UK government agency, the Central Science Laboratory (CSL). Over 150 delegates from 21 countries met at CSL’s new site at Sand Hutton, near York (CPM, October 1997).  The main research and development work to find substitutes for methyl bromide is being conducted by government-funded programmes, as current suppliers do not have sufficient resources for this (CPM, June 1997)   

NOVEL SYSTEMS FROM CSIRO 

Phosphine is high on the list of fumigants for stored crops which could fill some of the gaps being left by methyl bromide. The Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO), Australia, has patented a flow-through fumigation technique for grain.  By maintaining a small positive pressure and thus preventing air entering and replacing the gas, the method ensures a uniform low concentration (10ppm to 35ppm) of phosphine, even in leaky storage silos. 

By keeping up the concentration of the fumigant over 15 to 28 days, the Siroflo system overcomes the problem of phosphine-resistant insects. Used in conjunction with BOC’s Eco2fume (non-flammable liquid phosphine in carbon-dioxide), Siroflo is a breakthrough in fumigation technology for unsealed grain storage, according to Robert Ryan, Technology Manager for BOC Gases Australia Ltd. Global transfer of the technology is being undertaken by the international BOC Group.   

CSIRO’s Stored Grain Research Laboratory at Canberra, the originator of the Siroflo system, is now working on carbonyl sulphide (COS) as a fumigant for stored crops. The head of the laboratory, Dr Jane Wright, told the meeting that the first commercial trials in stored wheat had just been completed. 

The compound, which is found naturally in grain and some vegetables, ‘came through with flying colours’. The registration package is expected to take 18 months to two years to complete.

MOBILE FUMIGATION SYSTEM

The Horn Generator, a mobile system which generates hydrogen phosphide by hydrolysing magnesium phosphide granules with water and mixing it with air and carbon dioxide, was described and demonstrated at the meeting by its inventor, Dr Franziskus Horn from Degesch de Chile. 

The air which dilutes the hydrogen phosphide is taken from the space to be fumigated, thus drawing the gas in rapidly. The Horn Generator is approved in Argentina and Chile and is currently going through the regulatory process in the USA.

IPM AND OTHER ALTERNATIVES

Potential non-chemical alternatives to methyl bromide listed by Professor Nick Price, head of Pest Management Studies at CSL, included solarisation, steam, modified atmosphere, dust and biological control.  Biological control, or at least integrated pest management (IPM), was noted as the ultimate goal by several speakers. 

Even Dr Larry Zettler from USDA/ARS, Fresno, California could report on work on integrated pest management in the walnut crop. In the land of high value crops - some 250 are grown in California - walnuts are worth about $15 billion a year. 

Post-harvest treatments on walnuts are made almost exclusively with methyl bromide.  One of the research programmes which has recently been completed has produced a system for recycling methyl bromide. However, research is also underway on alternative chemical fumigants and on the long-term aim of IPM.  

In the IPM project, a combination of exposure to low levels of oxygen (4% for six days to clean up the crop), followed either by storage at 50% oxygen levels or treatment with a pest-specific granulosis virus, was very successful.  Only one solitary insect emerged in the treated sample.

CLEAN CROP STORAGE

The concept of avoiding fumigation by putting a clean crop into storage is the basis of the approach being applied by Insects Limited.  Company president, David Mueller, envisages a world without fumigants, where products go into store free from pest contaminants and are kept that way through monitoring with pheromones, then treated if necessary.  Companies such as his own will make their money by being problem solvers rather than pesticide applicators. 

Managing Pesticide Waste and Packaging

Packaging and its disposal has become an international issue in the last few years, most recently in the European Union with the introduction of directives aimed at setting targets for return, re-use and recovery in member states. As Chris Hibbert of Rhône-Poulenc Agriculture, Ongar (UK), and also chairman of the British Agrochemical Association packaging disposal task force, pointed out at a recent symposium: ‘Suddenly packaging has become a major topic for many industries’. 

While he was referring to the UK in particular, the meeting, Managing Pesticide Waste and Packaging, organised by the British Crop Protection Council, was of sufficient interest to attract 120 delegates from Italy, Denmark, Spain, France, Germany, Switzerland, the USA, Australia and Libya (as well as the UK) to the University of Kent (Canterbury) from 30 March-1 April.

PACKAGING LAWS AND REGULATIONS

As Dr Ray Smith from Zeneca Agrochemicals, Fernhurst, and a member of the Packaging Expert Group of the European Crop Protection Association (ECPA), pointed out, the packaging laws and regulations have been conceived primarily with consumer products, such as drinks packaging, in mind. As for crop protection products, packaging plays an important role in ensuring safety during transport, storage and use. ‘Lightweighting’ may save materials in the drinks industry but for pesticides could increase the risk of container leakage. 

Delegates were reminded on several occasions how crucially important pack rinsing is to ensure that agrochemical containers earn a non-hazardous classification. This is essential for both on-farm burning and for collection schemes. Burning is still accepted as a disposal option on farms in the UK and is almost the only choice in developing countries, but several speakers expect that it will ultimately be banned.

INCINERATION & DISPOSAL OPTIONS
The consultant, Peter Carter, has been involved in work on the design of simple incinerators for farm use which will ensure that cleaned agrochemical packaging burns in the presence of oxygen. 

These rely on combustion, with carbon dioxide and water as the waste products, rather than pyrolysis (thermal decomposition in the presence of limited oxygen). This is important, not only in achieving a ‘clean’ burn without residues, but also to avoid smoke and the perception that the burning of empty containers is hazardous to the general public. 

Pack collection and disposal is the preferred option in ECPA’s view, but even cleaned container waste must not be allowed to enter uncontrolled waste streams, with the ‘precautionary principle’ applying. ECPA’s container management strategy promotes the ‘closed channel principle’, using a well-organised packaging collection scheme followed by energy recovery, inclusion in municipal waste streams (provided safeguards are in place), or on-farm disposal. 

Local industry associations are playing a key role in reducing and managing waste packaging. Reports from Canada, Germany, Australia and the USA demonstrated how far crop protection manufacturers and farmers around the world are now having to follow the German example and ‘think waste’.

Peter Jones, from waste management company, Biffa, made a strong argument for the UK agrochemical industry to move faster, commenting, ‘We can organise the logistics if the industry can rationalise the number of collection points’. He suggested that clubs be formed through the British Agrochemicals Association and a regional strategy negotiated with companies like his own, adding that the waste industry could bring economies of scale and its logistical experience. UK agriculture generates some 75,000 tonnes of waste packaging in a year from fertilisers, animal feed, bale wrapping films and pesticides, the last accounting for some 4-6,000 tonnes. 

With landfill tax currently at £7 per tonne, waste collection is costing UK farming over £500,000 a year. In Denmark, the tax is some £40-£50/tonne and is setting a trend for the future. ‘Industry may not want to hear,’ Jones commented, ‘but planning alternatives at main board level is essential.’   

SPRAY WASTE DISPOSAL

This was the second theme of the BCPC symposium and presentations suggested that this aspect still leaves a lot to be desired. UK data suggest that disposal of pesticide waste and washings could be responsible for between 30% and 50% of water contamination incidents, according to Paul Fogg, from the Soil Survey and Land Research Centre, Cranfield University, UK. He reported on artificial degradation systems, so-called "biobeds", as an economical and environmentally acceptable replacement for soakaways.  These have been developed in Sweden and the USA and are being checked for use in the UK.

Conference proceedings are available from BCPC Publication Sales (Tel: +44 118 934 2727  Fax: +44 118 934 1998  E-mail: publications@bcpc.org).

European News and Markets

UK ACQUISITION FOR BAYER

Bayer has signed a conditional agreement to acquire Zeneca's UK cereal seed treatment business.  The acquisition is expected to be completed by the end of June, subject to approval by the Office of Fair Trading.  Bayer has established a leading position in the UK cereal seed treatment market, first with Baytan (fuberidazole + triadimenol) at the top end of the market and, more recently, with the introduction of Sibutol (bitertanol + fuberidazole) and Raxil S (tebuconazole + triazoxide) as standard treatments for wheat and barley respectively (CPM, April 1994).

Under the agreement, Zeneca will transfer its interests in seed treatment application machinery to Bayer, including its team of engineers.  This will be Bayer's first significant involvement in the seed treatment machinery market.  Development and marketing rights in the UK to a new seed treatment product, Evict, used to control wheat bulb fly and wire-worm in cereals, will also be assigned to Bayer. Evict is a micro-encapsulated formulation of tefluthrin.

Zeneca used to be the market leader in standard seed treatment sectors for both wheat and barley with Cerevax Extra (carboxin + imazalil + thiabendazole) and Cerevax (carboxin + imazalil), sold under licence from Uniroyal, but later dropped these and switched to co-distributing the Bayer products.  Uniroyal now sells carboxin products directly in the UK market, having acquired the seed treatment and machinery business of DowElanco (CPM, April 1994).  Rhône-Poulenc is the other main seed treatment machinery supplier in the UK market.

Supply of seed treatment machinery has been one of the key factors underpinning Zeneca's success and the company is the UK market leader in this very sophisticated equipment sector.  Until now, Bayer and its other major competitor, Novartis, with Beret Gold (fludioxinil), have not offered equipment to customers. 

Seed Treatment - A Growth Sector
Bayer views the seed treatment business as a good growth sector. It estimates the world market at some US$750 million, with the UK accounting for about $37 million.  The sector is of key strategic importance to the company.  Commenting on the Zeneca acquisition, the head of Bayer's UK agricultural division, Thomas von Stegmann, said that it would bring "operational improvements" and simplify supply relationships with UK customers. Bayer is due to launch new insecticidal seed treatments based on imidacloprid (to confer aphid control) in the UK market this autumn.  Similar products are already being sold by the company in France. Seed treatments do not form a core part of Zeneca’s international crop protection interests and outside the UK its interests in this sector are very limited.

TRANSGENIC CROP APPROVALS

The European Commission granted official approval for four new genetically modified crop strains on 22 April, clearing the way for them to be grown and marketed in the European Union. The strains had been previously cleared by three key EU scientific committees. Monsanto's Mon810 maize and Bt-11 maize from Novartis have been engineered to resist the European corn borer.  The two other new crops are AgrEvo's T25 and Liberty Link maize.

SPAIN

Zeneca has just launched Quadris (azoxystrobin) for use on vines. Distribution is being made from its centre in Galicia, used to supply both Spain and Portugal.  Dow AgroSciences is launching Arius (25% SC quinoxyfen) this season.  Numerous trials since 1992 have shown its efficacy against mildew in vines, Uncinula necator, whose spore formation Arius inhibits (CPM, December 1997).

The generics company, Industrias Afrasa SA, has just received approval for Claxon (24% quinalphos) for control of leaf miners (Phyllocnistis citrella) and other insect pests in citrus crops.

FRANCE

The Novartis sales subsidiary, Évolya, is launching a new maize herbicide, Éclat (3% prosulfuron + 60% bromoxynil phenol).  The product is used at 0.5 kg/ha, in association with a non-ionic wetter for the early post-emergence control of a very wide spectrum of broadleaf weeds. 

Dow AgroSciences has received approval for Turkoise (100 g/l fenazaquin) for control of the main mite pests on vines at 0.6-0.8 l/ha.  Fenazaquin is already widely used on top-fruit, as Magister. 

Bayer has launched Abilis (225 g/l tebuconazole + 75 g/l triadimenol) for use on vines at 0.25 l/ha, the first co-formulation of these two ais to be sold for this crop. 

The UK company Sorex has launched a new rodenticide pellet, Ratex Plus, a formulation of the anti-coagulant difenacoum with the "human taste deterrent" Bitrex for the French market.  A similar product has also just been introduced in the UK market under the brand name Neosorexa.

CREATION OF RHOBIO
Rhône-Poulenc Agro and the plant biotechnology company, Biogemma, have finalised the formation of Rhobio, their plant biotechnology joint venture, following a letter of intent signed last year (October CPM).  Rhobio, a limited company based in Lyons, will complement the biotechnology research on major crop varieties already undertaken by Biogemma and Rhône-Poulenc. It will work specifically on plant disease resistance, building up gene libraries and developing expertise in areas such as transformation, transgenic expression systems and protein targeting.

Rhobio's chairman is Claude Lescoffit and its director Georges Freyssinet, scientific advisor of the Rhône-Poulenc Group. The aim of the co-operation between Rhône-Poulenc Agro and Biogemma is to develop a competitive French and European centre for plant biotechnology. Biogemma was created in early 1997 by the French seed companies Limagrain and Pau-Euralis (bringing together their biotechnology laboratories), together with the holding companies Unigrains and Sofiprotéol.

DU PONT ACQUIRES HYBRINOVA 

Du Pont has purchased Hybrinova SA, the hybrid wheat subsidiary of the French cement and industrial group, Lafarge SA.  Hybrinova's assets include a patented chemical hybridising agent, Croisor (sintofen), a hybrid wheat seeds business, R&D facilities and a skilled staff of over 30. 

Hybrinova uses traditional wheat breeding methods, together with tissue culture and the use of sintofen, to develop hybrid wheat (CPM, January 1996).  In France, Hybrinova produces and markets several varieties of hybrid wheat that provide higher yields than traditional varieties, and a number of new hybrids are in advanced stages of development.  Du Pont plans to extend the hybrid wheat business beyond France in the near future. The acquisition should help to speed up the introduction of value-added crop output traits that Du Pont is developing.

Du Pont has been very active in acquiring assets and building collaborations as part of its efforts to become a "global agricultural enterprise".  Last year it formed an alliance and took a stake in the leading seed company, Pioneer, and acquired Protein Technologies International, the world's leading supplier of soy proteins to the food and paper processing industries (CPM, August 1997).  Earlier this year, DuPont also purchased the Cereals Innovation Centre in Cambridge (UK) and wheat-based food ingredient businesses from Dalgety (February CPM). 

BTG'S BIOTECH NURSERY
The international technology transfer company, BTG, London, is rapidly increasing its agricultural biotechnology interests. The company's involvement in this sector dates back to the early 1980s when it acquired a stake in the Agricultural Genetics Company (AGC).  BTG has just issued a publication, BTG and the Biotech Revolution, listing some of its technology which is currently available for licensing in this sector.  These include a system for plant transformation, genes for insect and virus resistance, a promoter gene (GAL4) and an "osmo-protection" gene conferring increased drought resistance.  

Richard A'Court, of BTG's Biosciences Division, told CPM that the company’s plant technology has been derived from both the private and public sectors, being "fairly evenly balanced" between the two sources.  He commented that there is also "as much again in the pipeline" to add to the company's "biotech nursery". BTG has recently moved into new city offices and has also launched its own website (www.btgplc.com).

One of BTG's key technologies for licensing is a plant transformation system which relies on gene transfer into pollen via electroporation. This offers the potential of a convenient and economical procedure for rapid production of genetically engineered plants.  Commercial rights to this technology, for all plant species (based on US Patent No 5,629,183 of 13 May 1997), were exclusively licensed to BTG by the US Department of Agriculture. It has already been sub-licensed to Sanford Scientific (now part of Scotts) for use in ornamentals and also forms part of a research project being conducted for American Cyanamid Company (March CPM).  Other evaluations are also being carried out in a variety of plant species with other potential licensees. 

Agreement with Okanagan

Earlier this month, BTG completed an option and licence agreement with the privately-owned Canadian company, Okanagan Biotechnology Inc, Summerland, British Columbia, to develop transgenic stone fruit varieties demonstrating reduced polyphenol oxidase (PPO) activity for control of enzymatic "browning" in fresh and processed stone fruits such as cherries, peaches, apricots and plums.  Okanagan will develop the use of gene transfer into pollen to inhibit PPO gene expression in commercial stone fruit varieties. Okanagan, which has already established a strong position in the development of transgenic fruit varieties, will begin transformation work this spring with Lapin cherries and hopes to have a full transformation programme ready by spring 1999. 

American News and Markets

LIBERTY LINK POSTPONEMENT

AgrEvo has postponed commercial sale of its Liberty Link genetically modified soybeans, originally scheduled to begin this spring, until next year.  The main reason is to ensure that all appropriate regulatory approvals are in place to avoid any of the problems such as those encountered with Roundup Ready soybeans and Bt maize in Europe last year.  

This year's introduction of Liberty Link soybeans was to have been very limited and containment plans to ensure domestic use were in place, but trade groups and US government officials had expressed concern about their potential impact on US soybean exports.  Some 40% of US soybean exports are to Europe, where approval is currently pending, compared with only 1% of US maize exports. The American Soybean Association has welcomed AgrEvo's decision to delay the commercial launch and concentrate on seed multiplication and farmer demonstration trials in 1998. 

NEW CONSEP APPROVALS

Consep has just received registrations from the California Department of Pesticide Regulation for CheckMate PTB-F and CheckMate OFM-F, new flowable formulations of its pheromone-based mating disruption products for application by air or ground equipment.  The former has been approved for control of peach twig borer in almonds, peaches and other stone fruits, the latter for the control of oriental fruit moth in stone fruit. Also this month, Consep has received registration in Mexico for CheckMate PBW-F for control of pink boll worm in cotton. 

Other Consep products registered over the past year in California include CheckMate TPW-F for control of tomato pinworm in California (and also by the US EPA) and CheckMate SF for control of oriental fruit moth and peach twig borer in stone fruits.  Consep has also recently received approval for CheckMate CM for control of codling moth in apples and pears in Germany and Austria.

MYCOGEN’S BRAZILIAN ACQUISITION

Mycogen has signed definitive agreements to acquire Dinamilho Carol Productos Agricolas Ltda, a leading Brazilian hybrid maize seed company. The deal, expected to be completed next month, will be financed through a line of credit provided by Dow AgroSciences, which holds a majority stake in Mycogen. Dinamilho had sales of approximately $12 million in 1997. It has 10% of the hybrid maize seed market in Brazil, which is the world's third largest maize producer, behind the USA and China.

Mycogen Seeds now ranks fourth in North American maize seed sales. Two years ago, Mycogen acquired Morgan Seeds, a leading Argentinean seed company (CPM, October 1996), and also acquired an equity stake in Verneuil Holding (France) to establish a foothold in Europe's maize and oilseeds markets.

According to Mycogen's president, Carl Eibl, Dinamilho will bring "valuable germplasm to diversify the pool of corn breeding material that Mycogen has been assembling".
ORGANIC FOOD CONTROVERSY

The US Department of Agriculture's proposed organic food labelling rules are continuing to court controversy, mainly because they would allow practices such as irradiation or genetic engineering. Over 200,000 people have so far written, faxed or E-mailed comments about them to the USDA, including singers Willie Nelson and Neil Young, more public response than on any other USDA proposal.  

The public comment period ends today. Some organic farmers see it as favouring large agribusinesses, interested in the $3.5 billion US organic industry, which is growing rapidly. 

The new rules are derived from a 1990 law intended to promote marketing of organic produce nationwide and to replace a mishmash of varying state and private certification programmes.  Monsanto is seeking a three-year delay on any USDA action on whether genetically modified plants fit the organic definition. 

OTHER US NEWS

SafeScience Inc (formerly IGG International) has signed an agreement with Dominion BioSciences Inc for exclusive global marketing rights for the retail consumer distribution of patented products developed and manufactured by Dominion for control of cockroaches and other household insect pests.  Dominion's lead product, the Nutritional Metabolism Disrupters Cockroach Bait, uses insect growth regulators for control. An application for product approval is pending with the US EPA. 

Members of Cenex Inc and Harvest States Co-operatives have approved the merger of these two Minnesota-based agricultural co-operatives to form Cenex Harvest States Co-operatives (February CPM). 

Novartis has opened up a new website this month (it is accessible at www.us.novartis.com) so as to provide coverage of its substantial US interests and complement its main web site.

Chinese News and Markets

LINXIANG AMINO ACQUISITION
The state-owned carbamate pesticide producer, Hunan Linxiang Amino Acid Chemical Factory, has been acquired by the China National Chemical Trade Corporation (Chinachem). It is the largest acquisition   by a state-owned trader in the chemical sector.  Chinachem, with total assets of US$420 million and annual sales of US$600 million, is the largest chemical trader under the system of the former Ministry of Chemical Industry (March CPM) and owns nationwide distribution channels, but, unlike Sinochem, is not engaged in foreign trade. 

Hunan Linxiang is mainly engaged in the production of carbamate pesticides, in particular isoprocarb, carbofuran, metolcarb and fenobucarb. Its working capital comes from bank loans and, until now, it has been very hard for Linxiang to achieve further significant expansion. Chinachem is now due to be restructured into a share-holding company and issue A-shares on the domestic stock exchange.  The majority of capital raised through the public listing (some US$18 million) will be injected into Linxiang to add new products and fund development of fenobucarb, carbaryl and new formulations.

NEW INSECTICIDE PRODUCTION 

A diazinon production process, which has been under development by the Zhejiang Research Institute of Chemical Industry since 1996, has recently been approved by an expert panel in Zhejiang Province. Using isobutyronitrile as feedstock, the three-stage process produces diazinon with a purity of over 97.2%. Pilot production and field tests in rice, cotton and fruit crops will start shortly.

Production of the pyrethroid insecticide, esfenvalerate, based on work by Jiangsu Research Institute of Hormones, has started at the Pesticide Factory of Xuzhou Tongshan Chemical Factory in Jiangsu Province.  Output will be used for insect control in cotton, rice, vegetables and fruit crops.

HERBICIDE DEVELOPMENTS
Fujian Sannong Chemical Co Ltd, a publicly-listed Chinese agrochemical producer, is starting production and sales of the herbicide fomesafen for control of broadleaf weeds in soybeans. The company is projecting annual sales of US$10 million once production commences.

Suzhou Jiahui Chemical Co. Ltd has launched Tai He (41% glyphosate) on to the domestic market. Suzhou Jiahui, established in 1994, is a manufacturing joint venture between a Hong Kong chemical company and Wuxian United Chemical Group.

A pilot production project for the herbicide, oxadiazon, being jointly undertaken by Anhui Research Institute of Chemical Industry and Jiangsu Jingjiang Pesticide Factory, has been approved in Jiangsu Province.  Jiangsu Jingjiang will soon start full-scale production.
GROWTH AT HPCG 
Hunan Pesticide and Chemical Group (HPCG) has grown steadily over the last year and now has annual production capacity of over 70,000 tonnes of pesticide active ingredients.  HPCG has a range of some 28 different products.  

Hunan Haili Chemical Co. Ltd, a member of HPCG, has recently increased annual production capacity of carbofuran from 180 to 1,500 tonnes ai, to make it China's leading producer.  Hunan Tianyu Pesticide and Chemical Co Ltd, another group member, has recently upgraded its production facilities for isoprothiolane and triazophos.

JIANGSU FOREIGN TRADE RIGHTS
Some 33 chemical production enterprises in Jiangsu Province have now obtained rights to conduct foreign trade and can deal directly with overseas importers and exporters. These include six agrochemical producers, namely Kunshan Chemical Factory, Jiangsu Xinyi Pesticide Factory, Nantong Dyestuff Factory, Jiangsu Pesticide Research Institute, Xinyi Limin Chemical Factory and Rudong Pesticide Factory.

OTHER CHINESE NEWS
Jiangyin Pesticide Factory, part of the Jiangsu Eternal Union Group, has received GB/T190020-ISO9002 certification from the China Product Quality Certification Committee and a Product Quality Certificate for its carbendazim technical.

China plans to improve the protection of intellectual property rights for its own chemical R&D and production, with pesticides listed amongst the key sectors.  Sixteen chemical research and production organisations are to enjoy better intellectual property protection on a trial basis, including Jiangsu Yangzhou Pesticide Factory.

A synthesis process for cis-d-chrysanthemic acid dibromide, a key intermediate for deltamethrin, has been developed by Dalian Chemistry and Physics Research Institute, Liaoning Province. Until now, the compound has been imported by Chinese producers. 

Other News and Markets

BIOTECHNOLOGY AWARD

Two Belgian plant scientists were jointly presented with the 1998 Japan Prize at a ceremony in Tokyo on 28 April and a cash prize of 50 million yen.  Dr Jozef Schell, director of the Department of Plant Breeding Genetics at the Max-Planck Institute (Germany), and Marc van Montagu, 64, professor at the University of Ghent (Belgium) received their award in the category of Biotechnology in Agricultural Sciences. 

It was made in recognition of their research into the production of transgenic plants, which has enabled advances such as insect and herbicide-resistant plants.  Professor Montagu was one of the founding fathers of the Belgian research company, Plant Genetic Systems, now part of AgrEvo. 

The Japan Prize, established by the Science and Technology Foundation of Japan in 1985, is awarded annually to those whose achievements in science and technology have ''advanced the frontiers of knowledge and served the cause of peace and prosperity for mankind.'' Emperor Akihito and Empress Michiko were among those who attended the ceremony. 

CAROTENOID TECHNOLOGY DEAL
Zeneca has signed an agreement with Japan's Kirin Brewery Company to evaluate Kirin's carotenoid gene technology in a range of crops. The technology, developed in Kirin's laboratories at Yokohama, can be used to produce food crops with an enhanced level of carotenoids, including lycopene and beta-carotene.  

Carotenoids are the main dietary source of vitamin A.  Recent studies have implied protective, anti-oxidant effects of carotenoids in cancer and heart disease.  Zeneca is planning to evaluate Kirin's technology in crops such as processing tomatoes, bananas, potatoes and lettuce.

AGREVO GARDEN CHEMICAL GROWTH

AgrEvo is aiming to increase its presence in the home and garden (H&G) chemicals market. The company  received a very positive response from its stand at the recent Ideal Home Exhibition in London, the first time it has exhibited. AgrEvo took a decision three years ago to become a key player in the H&G sector. It previously sold its products mainly via third parties.  

With a number of older active ingredients no longer being supported for H&G use, AgrEvo recognised opportunities for its own proprietary range, which is focused on glufosinate, deltamethrin, carbendazim and bendiocarb.

Target is over 20% of UK Market
Graham Mountford, AgrEvo's international marketing manager for garden chemicals, told CPM that the company was aiming to take 20-25% of the UK garden pesticide market and 15% of the French market.  AgrEvo is actively seeking new turf herbicides and introduced primary and secondary screening for this activity into its new product R&D programme last year.  

It is also evaluating some of its newer pesticide products for potential home and garden uses.

Two years ago, AgrEvo set up a garden chemical sales operation in the US, where its glufosinate products have been doing well and taking market share from glyphosate. Deltamethrin has recently been approved for turf insect control and also for termite control. AgrEvo set up garden chemical operations in South Africa and Argentina last year and is also present in the Dutch market.

NEW CHIEF AT UPL

United Phosphorus has appointed Geoffrey Jennings as the new managing director of its UK subsidiary, to spearhead its expansion plans in Europe and other international markets.  Jennings was previously senior vice-president (international) at the Israeli generics company, Luxembourg Industries, where he helped set up a chlorpyrifos joint venture with Dow (CPM, May 1997).  UPL is looking to extend its generic range (glyphosate is one target) and to acquire additional niche proprietary products from the multinationals.
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