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BAYER CROPSCIENCE GETS EU GO-AHEAD

The European Commission has given its blessing to Bayer's acquisition of Aventis CropScience, although there will have to be some significant divestitures as was widely expected. According to the Commission’s own analysis, the take-over would have resulted in the creation or consolidation of dominant positions in about 130 markets for products in crop protection, professional pest control and animal health. 

Bayer has agreed to a complicated list of demands and disposals to meet the Commission's concerns about “market concentrations”. However, the Commission has pointed out that Bayer CropScience will become the second biggest crop protection company behind Syngenta, demonstrating that European rules do not prevent the creation of new “European champions”.

Divestments total 9% of combined sales

The divestments required to facilitate the formation of Bayer CropScience account for about EUR 600 million in annual sales. This represents some 9% of the combined sales of the crop protection interests of Bayer and Aventis. Bayer has agreed to sell these interests off within six months. A ruling from the US Federal Trade Commission on the US market position is awaited very shortly. 

One of the main conditions of the European ruling is that the Aventis seed treatment interests are sold off in their entirety to a single purchaser. This is to enable another company to have a strong presence in this niche sector where there are few big players. The seed treatment products concerned are based on ethiprole, fipronil, fluquinconazole, iprodione, prochloraz, pyrimethanil and triticonazole.

Bayer has also undertaken to divest interests in the insecticide, acetamiprid, which is currently being developed by Aventis in co-operation with Nippon Soda. Bayer will sell off its European insecticide business interests based on cypermethrin cyfluthrin, beta-cyfluthrin, fenamiphos, oxydemeton-methyl, and phosalone. It will also grant European exclusive licences for acrinathrin and the molluscicide product Skipper (thiodicarb). 

Bayer will divest its European business interests in the sugar beet herbicide metamitron, sold under the Goltix brand name, and the potato and vegetable herbicide linuron. Bayer will also have to grant a number of exclusive licences for various products in some member states as well as discontinue certain third party distribution agreements.

First AGM for Syngenta

Bayer CropScience’s main competitor, Syngenta AG, held its first annual general meeting (AGM) in Basel, Switzerland, this month when its shareholders approved all the motions proposed by the board of directors. Heinz Imhof, chairman of the board, commented that those companies that focused wholly on agribusiness would be well positioned for long-term success in the future. 

Whether Bayer will take these words to heart and spin off Bayer CropScience at some stage remains to be seen. BASF looks likely to continue with its wide-ranging chemical interests in the Verbund and is expected to pick up some of Bayer’s cast-offs to meet the wishes of the European Commission. 

There are undoubtedly a few brighter prospects on horizon, as discussed at the AgChem Forum (see later coverage) and with the announcement that the first GM crops have been approved in India. However, until commodity prices improve, the general economic climate will be difficult for crop protection companies.

Syngenta’s total first quarter sales fell by 3.2% to US$1,844 million. Crop protection sales dropped 3.0% to US$1,472 million. This was mainly attributed to low crop prices adversely affecting product demand. Rationalisation of Syngenta's product line should reduce sales by around $100 million in 2002, offset by sales of new products such as Acanto (picoxystrobin) and Callisto (mesotrione). A strong performance in Germany and some recovery in the UK have helped sales in Europe this year. Syngenta is still eyeing up potential acquisitions in the seed sector.

New opportunities and routes to market
Syngenta’s product rationalisation will give companies such as Israel’s MA Industries new opportunities (see European Markets), as will the formation of Bayer CropScience. With the top crop protection companies unlikely to have much room in their portfolios for third party products in the future, the smaller innovators will have to pay more attention to finding new alliances and routes to market if they are to survive. 

AgChem Forum

The AgChem Forum, organised by IBC Global Conferences, was held at the Hotel Okura, Amsterdam this month (www.agchemforum.com). The programme had a greater focus on regulatory aspects than last year’s event (CPM, March & April 2001), with a one-day seminar on the industry’s future, as Brian Hicks reports. There will be further coverage in next month’s CPM.

Tough times but a brighter outlook?

Alistair Stalker (Battelle AgriFood, UK) chaired the seminar on The Crop Protection Business – Future Prospects and said that he personally thought that the industry had a bright future. 

Dr Matthew Phillips (Phillips McDougall, UK) estimated that the global pesticide market was worth some US$25,760 million in 2001 at distributor level, down 7.8% on the 2000 total of $27,830 million. The global agricultural biotechnology market was worth $3, 010 million, up 12.9% on the 2000 figure of $2,665 million (using average exchange rates). 

In “real terms” in 2001, Dr Phillips estimated that the total crop protection industry had declined in 2001 by 6.8%, the worst result in 20 years. He commented that GM crops were taking value out of the chemical side and that e-commerce developments had led to price cuts in the US market.

Good profitability and product pipeline

He commented that although the “life sciences model” had not worked, profitability in crop protection was good when compared with the specialty chemicals sector. Dr Phillips saw the emergence of dedicated agribusinesses as a positive development and expects more mergers to occur in Japan. 

He is optimistic about industry’s ability to innovate, with 13 new active substances coming on to the market in 2001 and 70 new ones in the development pipeline. Of pesticide sales in 2000, some 35% were derived from proprietary products, 35% from “proprietary off-patent products” and 30% from generic products. 

Dr Phillips does not expect these proportions to change much in the next few years but reckons that over the last five years generic products have lost some 2% share. He considers that how US glyphosate prices change in the future will be a very critical market factor. Crop protection markets in Poland, Hungary and the Czech Republic have been growing at over 10% per annum due to EU support before accession.

Slow growth prospects

Fred Mathisen (Wood Mackenzie UK) looked forward to when the agrochemical industry downturn would be reversed. He estimated that the real compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of the agrochemical market from 1971-1981 had been 6.7%, from 1981-1991, 2.4%, and from 1991-2001 minus 0.5%. 

Mr Mathisen sees some improvement in chemical sales as growth in the adoption of genetically modified crops slows. He estimated the value of the global agrochemical market at US$27.1 million in 2001 and expects this to decline by 0.7% to $26,920 million this year. He predicts a CAGR of 0.9% for the market, reaching a value of $28,292 million by 2006.  

Mr Mathisen expects herbicide sales to fall by 1.0% in 2002 to $12,760 million, insecticides to fall by 1.7% to $7,611 million and fungicide sales to grow by 1.7% to $5,927 million. From 2002 to 2006 he expects the CAGR of herbicide sales to be 0.8%, insecticides 0.1% and fungicides 2.2%. He expects the oilseed rape and cereal crops sectors to have a CAGR of 3.1% from 2002-2006, with the cotton sector declining by a CAGR of 3.7% over the same period. 

Mr Mathisen is predicting an 8.5% fall in the Latin American market this year and a CAGR of minus 0.8% from 2002-2006. He expects the markets in Western and Eastern Europe to show the highest CAGR to 2006 at 2.7% and 2.4% respectively, with the Far East and the US somewhat behind at 0.9% and 0.7%. 

Roundup Ready and other predictions

Mr Mathisen expects Roundup Ready soybeans to be officially approved in Brazil in 2003, resulting in a decline of $200 million in the herbicide market there. In practice, he said that some 30% of soybeans grown in Northern Brazil were already Roundup Ready and 50% in the South, even though illegal. Mr Mathisen said that agrochemical sales in Argentina had risen by 6% in the first half of 2001 but fallen by 5% in the second half. However, the fallout from the recent economic crisis there had resulted in a 50% drop in agrochemical sales in the first quarter of 2002.

Mr Mathisen expects Roundup Ready maize to be approved in Europe by 2003/2004. He commented that Monsanto is expecting a 4% annual decline in glyphosate product pricing compensated by a comparable rise in volume sales. Looking beyond 2006, Mr Mathisen anticipates a decline in the global agrochemical market as the first sales of GM wheat and rice commence. 

Contract research market

Andrew Hill (Covance UK) discussed outsourcing to contract research organisations (CROs). He said that estimates in a 1997 Agrow report had valued the market at US$100-$136 million. Huntingdon Life Sciences, which had a stand at the forum, predicted annual growth of 3-5% per annum in its annual report in 1996. Dr Hill estimated that the crop protection industry had spent 7% of overall sales in 2001 on R&D and that if some 8% were outsourced, the market would be about $156 million. If estimates were based on CRO headcount and sales per head, the market would be about $130 million. He thought the real figure lay between the two, probably at the lower end.

He commented that the implementation of the pesticide directive 91/414/EEC had led to a big increase in work for CROs. It typically costs EUR 3.7 million per ai for review and some large companies were contracting out 70-80% of their registration work. The new Japanese Ministry of Agriculture guidelines last year will provide further work for CROs, as will biocides over next 4-5 years.

From 1993-2002, the crop protection industry has lost seven R&D sites in the UK and three in continental Europe. Battelle itself has recently bought part of the Aventis site at Ongar. This has caused staff to move from industry to CROs, a positive development in his opinion. The Bayer Aventis deal would also be a major factor affecting business for CROs.

CRO business booming

Dr Hill commented that the CRO business is “currently booming”, helped by the Phase 2 and 3 reviews in Europe which are “swamping capacity”. However, he expects that from 2003, CROs in Europe will become increasingly reliant on new compound work. Many new CROs are starting up, from one-man bands to bigger organisations, especially in areas such as residues and terrestrial ecology where start-up costs are low. Several R&D-based companies are also looking to set up their own CRO operations over next year. There is also growing competition from the Far East, India and Japan. 

His own feeling is the work for CROs in the US has reduced over last five years, with staff redeployed to other industries. The FIFRA reregistration period from 1998-1997 was “boom time” for these companies. However, the FQPA legislation has not provided much new business. Dr Hill said that the big companies were looking at new outsourcing models. Strategic alliances will become more important as would risk sharing arrangements, although difficult to manage.

Prospects for biotechnology

Barry Thomas, recently retired from Aventis CropScience, gave a business perspective of Whither Biotechnology?  He made a “Freudian slip” with his presentation title of Wither Biotechnology? However, he is optimistic and expects big future areas of GM soybeans and maize in China. Dr Thomas also sees good opportunities for GM oilseed rape in the UK, France and Poland and GM maize in Mexico, Indonesia, Philippines and Thailand. He stressed the political importance of ensuring appropriate GM technology transfer to the developing world, especially for crops such as sorghum and cassava. 

Scientist’s perspective

Dr John Pickett (IACR-Rothamsted) gave a scientist’s view of the same proposition as Dr Thomas and said: “There is no potential for sustained pest control based solely on the novelty of the pest control agent.” This reflects one of his main concerns, China, where use of a “very narrow Bt gene” could give rise to major resistance in the future. He commented that more research was being done into the environmental effects of GM crops than basic R&D. For some GM crops, there could be opportunities to improve the role of beneficials, e.g. Roundup Ready sugar beet.

Dr Pickett is optimistic about future prospects from plant signalling chemicals, both form his own research interests (March CPM) and other work such as that on volicitin at USDA Gainesvile.  The Stanford array for Arabidopsis was useful for monitoring metabolic changes and genes turning on and off. He expects a lot more plant signal to be found which could also be helpful in marker assisted breeding. Dr Pickett said there was a groundswell of feeling that there was a need to get plants to do more. 

Biological pesticides

Dr Steve Lisansky (CPL Scientific) gave a presentation on Biological pesticides – a success story? Having been involved in this sector since 1977, he saw “an inverse correlation between success and a strong CEO” at biopesticide companies. Sales of biopesticide had grown from US$20 million to $300 million in 23 years, a CAGR of 11%, a good sign of success. The approach is popular with consumers but there is a “paradigm problem” – farmers expect insects to die visibly and quickly after spraying. Dr Lysansky said that biopesticides had been a failure for big companies and heavily financed venture capital firms. The best prospects lay with small companies closely controlling costs, although some of these are woefully underfunded. 

European News and Markets

MAI ACQUIRES SYNGENTA HERBICIDE

The Israeli company, Makhteshim-Agan Industries Ltd, has acquired the sunflower herbicide flurochloridone from Syngenta AG for $10 million. The main market for flurochloridone is Western Europe, in particular France, where it is sold as Racer. Sales of flurochloridone in 2001 were over $12 million and the forecast for 2003 is $12-$15 million. 

HYBRID WHEAT BUSINESS CLOSURE

DuPont is to stop sales of its hybrid wheat seed in the UK and France. The company is to dispose of its wheat seed business or close it down if a suitable buyer or joint venture partner is not found. DuPont has been disappointed by the poor financial returns and the slow acceptance of GM crops in Europe. The company is committed to its existing hybrid wheat customers for the rest of this season.

BIOCODE CO-OPERATION WITH SGS

The UK company, Biocode Ltd, York, has formalised its business relationship with SGS (Société Générale de Surveillance SA) by signing a co-operation agreement to deliver fully integrated solutions to combat brand and product fraud in a number of sectors, including “brand protection” in crop protection and seeds. SGS is the world's largest verification and testing organisation and its global coverage will be a big benefit to Biocode, which also has a US operation. 

SGS will provide a strong local presence to complement Biocode's proprietary marking and product tracking technologies in order to be able to offer a completely outsourced and integrated anti-counterfeiting service. Biocode's many patented technologies enable companies to insert proprietary fingerprints into their products and packaging, making it possible to track, trace and authenticate those products (CPM, May 1998). 

Crop protection activities
Biocode’s crop protection interests include detecting counterfeit products and monitoring the supply of technical pesticides to licensed formulators to prevent the unauthorised substitution of the registration holder’s ai by generic material. It is also active in the area of high value seeds, where counterfeiting is becoming a growing issue with GM crops.

Biocode recently demonstrated in field plot trials that one of its marking and authentication technologies can readily distinguish between counterfeit and genuine seed for up to six weeks after planting, as well as before planting.

NEW UK BETANAL BRANDS

Thirty-three years after the launch of the sugar beet herbicide, Betanal (phenmedipham), in the UK, Aventis CropScience is introducing three new Betanal brands this spring. Betanal Expert (phenmedipham + desmedipham + ethofumesate), Betanal Carrera (phenmedipham + desmedipham) and Betanal Flow (phenmedipham) have been specifically developed using new formulation technology to replace Betanal Progress OF, Betanal Compact and Betanal Flo respectively. They offer new levels of post-emergence weed control and crop safety.

The desmedipham component in Betanal Expert and Betanal Carrera gives additional activity against cleavers, volunteer rape, potatoes, Amaranthus spp and annual grass weeds, with greater flexibility in use against weeds slightly past the cotyledon stage. 

UK BEEKEEPERS OK DELTAMETHRIN 

The British Beekeepers Association (BBKA) has endorsed the use of the insecticide Decis (deltamethrin) as safe to bees when used in flowering crops in accordance with the manufacturer’s instructions. Selectivity research data for deltamethrin submitted to the BBKA by Aventis demonstrated that once the treatment is dry there is no worker bee mortality at field dose rates. Additional data also showed that whilst the treatment repels bees for several hours, foraging behaviour returns to normal with pollination of the crop and honey yield unaffected. The data submitted to the BBKA also revealed that no residue was found in the pollen or honey stores. Decis is approved and endorsed by the BBKA, including use during flowering on peas, beans, oilseed rape and cereals, and growers should apply as directed, according to Dr Bill Lankford of Aventis.

LEATHERJACKET LOSSES 

Following warnings of a high risk of yield loss from leatherjackets this season, particularly in the south of England, Scottish Agricultural College (SAC) trial results show that untreated leatherjackets can cause yield losses in pastures of up to 0.5 tonnes grass per hectare. The trials have demonstrated a consistent reduction of leatherjackets in leys treated with the new solvent-free Dursban WG (February CPM) compared with untreated ones with an average infestation of some 1.6 million leatherjackets/ha. According to James Knight (Dow AgroSciences UK), this is well below the mean population of 2.06 million/ha recorded in the south in March. The mean count last year was 390,000/ha, with a long-term mean of 620,000/ha over the period 1989-2001.

NEW ECPA DIRECTOR GENERAL

Dr Friedhelm Schmider, 49, takes over as director general of the European Crop Protection Association (ECPA), Brussels, with effect from 1 May. He replaces Dr Pierre Urech, whose retirement was announced at the end of last year. Dr Schmider holds a doctorate in agriculture and is currently director of global regulatory affairs for BASF. His 17-year career with BASF has included a range of technical and commercial management positions in Europe and Asia. Dr Schmider also has considerable expertise in environmental matters, having worked as an advisor for Nature Conservation in Germany for the past eighteen years.
INDUSTRIAL CROP OPPORTUNITIES 

The Green-Tech European Industrial Crops and Products symposium and trade show held at the Floriade exhibition in the Netherlands this month gave some positive pointers towards a significant expansion in the use of new products derived from crops (as Bruce Knight reports).

Vegetable oil products

Ian Bartle, Chairman of ERRMA (European Renewable Resources and Materials Association) opened the conference with a summary of the current status of the industry in the EU.  The most significant application is based on vegetable oils, in particular the polymer market based on high erucic rapeseed. However lubricants, solvents and surfactants are showing most growth potential, as emphasised by H Käb (Narocon Innovation Consulting, Germany). High oleic sunflower production rose to 9,000 hectares in Germany in 2001. A big opportunity is expected to come from industrial feedstock and food applications with 90+% oleic oil varieties now reaching the market. 

Käb predicts that Europe could and should be gaining a major share of the oleic acid markets by a combination of crop and product development. The global market today is 300,000 tonnes with Europe supplying 100,000 tonnes, mainly from tallow, palm or rapeseed oils. With high quality sunflower oils a European market of up to 800,000 tonnes could develop within ten years. 

Growth in bioplastics

The current European market for bioplastics, primarily starch based, is estimated at around 300,000 tonnes, very small in comparison with the market of 30 million tonnes for synthetic plastics. However, Mr Käb expects it to reach 550,000 tonnes by 2005 and possibly one million tonnes by 2010. 

Both multinational companies and smaller enterprises are committed to the sector. Globally the Cargill Dow programme with PLA is a major breakthrough (see American Markets). DuPont is developing Sorona polymer, based on 1-3-propanediol derived from maize starch, in collaboration with Tate and Lyle, initially in the USA.  DuPont is also collaborating with the French starch company Roquette in the development of isosorbide, made from sorbitol derived from maize glucose. Dennis Magyar (DuPont Bio-Based Materials, Wilmington) described its value in the production of PEIT (polyethylene isosorbide terephthalate) which offers better thermal stability in hot filling compared with PET bottles. A big opportunity may be for beer bottles where PET does not give sufficient barrier to gas escape.

Waste potato products

The Dutch company, Rodenburg Biopolymers, is marketing Solanyl, an extruded bioplastic derived from potato peelings. Rene Jongbloom outlined how Rodenburg, whose main activity is processing waste potato products for animal feed, recognised the need for new outlets with the decline of the Dutch livestock sector. Solanyl, launched in 2001, is biodegradable and relatively cheap. 

The company has also introduced other added value functional properties to ensure competitive benefits compared with synthetic plastic plastics. Initial markets identified are for uses such as plant pots. With annual production capacity of 50,000 tonnes, Rodenburg has quickly become a significant European producer.

CEQUISA DEFENDS TRICHLORFON 

The Spanish company, Cequisa, Barcelona, is the only company that is defending the insecticide trichlorfon in the European Union’s review of older pesticides. Triclorfon is included on the second EU list of active substances and is synthesized by Cequisa at its plant in Sudanell (Lleida). The non-systemic insecticide is currently authorised in Spain for application in stone fruit, pome fruit, citrus, olives, grapes, cereals, maize, rice, vegetables, sugar beet and cotton as well as for garden use.

Triclorfon offers good control of dipteran and lepidopteran pests and is used mainly in Spain, France and Italy. In Spanish IPM programmes, it is recommended for use in fruit trees, citrus, grapes, olives and some vegetables. Cequisa, founded in 1957, is a Spanish-owned family company. Its annual sales are about US$17 million, with exports accounting for about 30% of the total. 

American News and Markets

NEW GM QUICKSTIX TEST KITS

A speedy method for testing trucks, barges and bulk containers containing maize grain has been launched by EnviroLogix Inc, Portland, Maine. The Grain Inspection, Packers and Stockyards Administration (GIPSA) of the US Department of Agriculture has certified the new kits as capable of detecting one NK603 Roundup Ready maize kernel in 200 kernels and one Roundup Ready soybean in a 1000 soybean sample within 2-5 minutes.

The QuickStix test kits for NK603 detect the presence of CP4 EPSPS protein expressed by the NK603 maize plants. The same kit can also be used to detect Roundup Ready soybeans. Each QuickStix kit is packaged for 100 tests and costs $350.  With the new kits, only one extract is needed to run three different tests. The testing protocols for the QuickStix Cry9C, Cry1Ab and Roundup Ready kits are now the same, speeding throughput times for multiple testing. 

HELIOTHIS GENOME SEQUENCED

An economically important pest species of cotton and tobacco, Heliothis virescens, has had its genome sequenced for the first time by Genoptera LLC, the crop protection joint venture between Bayer AG and Exelixis Inc.  Although genome sequencing had previously been achieved for the fruit fly, Drosophila melanogaster, an insect “model system” this is the first time a species of Lepidoptera has been sequenced. As such, it is far more significant for the development of new products and strategies in crop protection. Genoptera has already begun delivering Heliothis targets and assays to Bayer.

The Heliothis sequencing project, which took about one year to complete, was performed at Exelixis by a combination of techniques such as expressed sequence tags, "shot-gun" sequencing and proprietary bioinformatics. The analysis has also yielded new insights into the size and organisation of the moth genome. 

MONSANTO COLLABORATES WITH CERES  

Monsanto Company and the privately owned biotechnology company, Ceres Inc, Los Angeles, have announced collaboration to apply genomics technologies to provide improvements in agricultural crops. "Our new alliance with Ceres provides us access to a proprietary knowledge base that will accelerate Monsanto's product pipeline.  By marrying the complementary genomics capabilities of Ceres with the product development capabilities of Monsanto, we will be in a position to deliver additional value to farmers worldwide," said Hendrik Verfaillie, CEO of Monsanto. 

Under the collaboration, Monsanto will acquire rights to technologies in certain crops and applications in exchange. Expected payments to Ceres through the deal will be $137 million over several years as well as possible royalties. Monsanto and Ceres have also agreed to make some technologies accessible to farmers in developing countries, including non-profit humanitarian applications.

MONSANTO AND DUPONT MAKE UP

DuPont and its subsidiary, Pioneer Hi-Bred International Inc, and Monsanto Company and its affiliates have reached agreement to dismiss all pending business and patent related lawsuits between the parties. The agreement gives both companies cross-licences to enabling technologies that improve the performance of maize, oilseed rape and soybean.

The deal includes a royalty-bearing licence for Pioneer to access Monsanto's latest Roundup Ready maize and soybean technology as well as renewal of its existing licence to oilseed rape technology. 

More favourable terms for operating the licence for Monsanto’s MON810 YieldGard Corn Borer trait and future corn rootworm-protected products and second-generation insect-protected maize products have been negotiated.

Monsanto and DuPont have also entered a plant breeding agreement affirming intellectual property and other rights that protect proprietary germplasm and have resolved all issues related to previously contested germplasm.  Monsanto receives freedom to operate certain maize transformation technology and some terms of DuPont's glyphosate supply agreement have also been revised. 

PIONEER IN MYRIAD ALLIANCE

Myriad Genetics Inc, Salt Lake City, and DuPont have formed a research collaboration to better understand the genetics that drive the proprietary products of Pioneer Hi-Bred International Inc. During the two-year $24 million collaboration, Myriad will apply its high-speed genomic sequencing expertise to deliver molecular genetic information to Pioneer to improve its seed products. "Matched with the best crop scientists in the world, Myriad's expertise will help us better understand the basis of our elite products," commented Rick McConnell, Pioneer President. 

ACGA DEMANDS BETTER GM POLICING

The American Corn Growers Association (ACGA) has expressed concerns that US federal agencies are not being effective enough in preventing the release of genetically modified commodities that are not approved for human consumption. "Given the fact that the US government is spending many millions of dollars to protect the American food supply, there is no excuse for allowing unapproved GMO varieties on the market and the biotech companies responsible for such contamination of the food supply should be held liable," commented Dan McGuire, program director of the ACGA Farmer Choice-Customer First programme. 

Larry Mitchell, CEO of the ACGA said: "The news that Monsanto allowed an unapproved canola variety (GT200) to get into commercial market channels in North America and now wants USDA to look the other way and allow its presence in the food supply indicates that either no lessons were learned from the StarLink corn debacle or that regulators are simply indifferent to consumer demands.  Neither scenario is acceptable." 

NEW PRODUCTION OF BIOPLASTICS 

The Minneapolis-based joint venture, Cargill Dow LLC, has announced the opening of the first global-scale manufacturing facility capable of making commercial-grade polylactide plastic resins from renewable resources such as maize. NatureWorks PLA and NatureWorks fibres represent a shift to a future where the raw material, the carbon source, is derived from annually renewable resources rather than the limited fossil resources used to make most conventional plastics today. 

The NatureWorks products will be available for international sales for use in items such as clothing, food packaging and bedding. It is claimed they will be competing with traditional petroleum-based plastics “head-to-head” on performance and price. 

The new facility covers over six hectares in Blair, Nebraska, on a site that was once a corn field. It is capable of producing over 140,000 tonnes of NatureWorks PLA per year and uses up to 40,000 bushels of maize per day as raw material. 

POAST FINES AND PLUS

A US judge has added US$7 million to a US $45 million judgement made against BASF Corporation, relating to its marketing and pricing for the sethoxydim herbicides Poast and Poast Plus from 1992-96. The jury's initial award of $15 million in compensatory damages to farmers was tripled under provisions of the New Jersey consumer fraud statute. The additional $7 million will go to pay lawyers' fees, taxes and other court costs. According to one attorney, the plaintiffs can expect to receive $2,000-$10,000 each from the Norman County jury's award at the end of last year. BASF is to appeal against the judgement. 

In the class action, farmers had claimed that BASF had engaged in fraud by marketing the same herbicide as two different products, selling one at a premium price and leading farmers to believe the less expensive product was not registered with the EPA for use on certain crops. 

Differential product pricing by crop type

BASF labelled the more expensive Poast for crops including sugar beet, sunflowers, potatoes, field beans, vegetables and fruits. It also sold the cheaper Poast Plus for crops such as soybeans and cotton. The cost difference was about $10/hectare. BASF asserts that it sold “a good product at a fair price'' and that farmers made money using it. 

The practice of differential pricing of active ingredients by crops is fairly widespread in the crop protection industry, especially in Europe, although admittedly with different formulations being marketed for different end uses. The advantage to producers is that it can maximise profit opportunities by relating product pricing to product value for the end-user. Whether this approach can be sustained in the future remains open to doubt in view of this judgement. An important principle is at stake, although the position will no doubt vary from country to country.

REGISTRATION BOOST FOR EDEN 

Eden Bioscience Corporation, Bothell, Washington, has been granted an unconditional registration by the US EPA for the use of its plant growth promoter and defence activator, Messenger (harpin), on all food commodities, fibre-producing crops, trees, turf, and ornamentals (CPM, January and June 2001).

Two year ago, EPA granted Messenger a two-year registration, provided Eden submitted additional data to confirm product safety. EPA has reviewed this information and concluded that all conditions for registration have been satisfied. This unconditional approval has no expiry date. The approval is a welcome boost for Eden whose sales in the first quarter of 2002 were $555,000, down from $2.5 million in the first quarter of 2001. Its revenues are derived solely from sales of Messenger to distributors. Net loss in the first quarter was $5.5 million, compared to a net loss of $2.5 million in the first quarter of 2001. 
Other News and Markets

BT COTTON APPROVED IN INDIA

Maharashtra Hybrid Seeds Company Limited (Mahyco), Mumbai, received commercial approval for three Bollgard Bt hybrid cotton seed varieties (containing the Cry1Ac gene) from the Indian Genetic Engineering Approval Committee (GEAC) at the end of March. This is India’s first GM crop approval. 

Monsanto has a 26% stake in Mahyco, its seed partner in India. Sales of the seed are scheduled to begin in the second quarter. Established in 1964, Mahyco is India’s largest private sector seed company, selling some 38 crop seeds through a network of 5,000 sales outlets (www.mahyco.com).

GEAC's decision completes an extensive six-year assessment process, including numerous safety studies conducted on the product, examination of environmental effects and an assessment of technology stewardship. Monsanto's Bollgard cotton is already sold in the US, China, Mexico, Australia, Argentina, South Africa and Indonesia. 

The GEAC has stipulated that fields where the Bt cotton is planted will be surrounded by a refuge of at least five rows of non-Bt cotton or 20% of total sown area, whichever is greater. Mahyco will monitor the susceptibility of bollworm to the Bt gene and submit data on it annually to GEAC. 

CHINESE OFFICE FOR NEOGEN

Neogen Corporation, Lansing, Michigan, opened a sales and distribution centre in Shanghai this month. It will enable the company to service the expanding food safety market more effectively. Trained Chinese sales and technical service personnel with a broad understanding of food safety will assist Neogen distributors and customers throughout China. Neogen’s food safety products of most interest in China include rapid tests for the detection of natural toxins in grains, foodborne bacteria and pesticides, as well as dehydrated culture media. 

PARAQUAT PHASE-OUT URGED

Five public interest groups are urging Syngenta to phase out production and sales of paraquat over concerns about its safety for workers and farmers regularly exposed to the herbicide, especially in developing countries. The Berne Declaration, Foro Emaus, Pesticide Action Network (PAN) Asia Pacific, PAN UK and the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation (SSNC) have drawn up a report on the herbicide showing alternative ways of controlling weeds. 

2,4-D ANTI-DUMPING CLAIM

Nufarm Ltd has filed an anti-dumping lawsuit against cheap imports of 2,4-D. The Australian Customs Service is to investigate claims that the herbicide has been dumped on the Australian market by British, Indian and Chinese manufacturers over the past four years, cutting its own market share by some 16%, losing the company over US$5 million in sales. Customs will look at last year's sales and imports of 2,4-D as part of its investigation. Imports of 2,4-D attract a five per cent tariff. If the customs department finds in favour of Nufarm, it can recommend increasing the tariff for a set period of time.

CHINESE PATENT FOR FLUMORPH

The fungicide flumorph, developed by Liu Changling of China’s Shenyang Research Institute of Chemical Industry in 1994, has been granted patents in China and the US. Production of the fungicide started in 1999 using catechol as an intermediate. Flumorph is mainly used to control Peronospora and Phytophthora at a dose rate of 150g ai/ha.

IUPAC INTERNATIONAL CONGRESS

The 10th IUPAC International Congress will be held at the Convention Centre in Basel from 4-9 August. For further details, consult the congress website at www.syngenta.com/iupac. The previous IUPAC congress was held in London four years ago (CPM, August 1998).
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