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BIOFUELS AND FOOD

Biofuels hit the headlines on many fronts during April. With echoes of the GM controversy, Greenpeace activists, some dressed in orang-utan outfits, protested at Unilever premises in the UK, the Netherlands and Italy. Their target was the excessive consumption of palm oil for soap, food and biodiesel markets. The concern is that new oil palm plantations are taking land away from rain forests in Indonesia and elsewhere.

Professor Friedrich Berschauer, chairman of the Board of Management of Bayer CropScience, also added his weight to the continuing debate about the increasing price of food products and animal feedstuffs and future policy on biofuels. In an interview which appeared in the German daily newspaper Die Welt, he said that the sharp global increase in the demand for agricultural products presents agriculture with enormous challenges. He expressed his concerns about the conflicts which are arising in connection with the supply of basic foods in developing and emerging countries. He said: “It is absolutely essential that the long-term supply of agricultural raw materials is increased, and this means more investment in agricultural research and targeted structural policies.”


Professor Berschauer referred to the strong demand for agricultural raw materials, the changing dietary habits in Asia, specially the increased demand for meat products in China and India. He also spoke of high energy costs, weather-related harvest losses and speculation in the capital markets. But he also pointed to the additional demand for biofuels and the impact that this has had. “Biofuels certainly make a contribution to covering the increasing global demand for energy while simultaneously lowering greenhouse gas emissions. However, we would be well advised to also promote research into approaches that do not lead to competition in food growing”. He believes that the second generation of biofuels based on biomass and biomass residue will play an increasingly important role in future. Professor Berschauer said that Bayer CropScience was conducting research into the Jatropha, a plant with oil content of approximately 30% which grows even on marginal land unsuitable for food production. He summarised Bayer CropScience’s guiding principle as ‘Food production takes priority’. 
Professor Berschauer is expecting food prices to remain high for the next few years. Because emerging and developing countries are affected particularly badly by this, he believes that the international community needs to react. “Rising food prices, for example, or rice, should be cushioned by direct payments to those who need them. Export restrictions, on the other hand, are counter-productive. The developing countries should make sustainable agriculture their political priority once again and invest more in research, technology and agricultural infrastructure.

He said that agricuture in the West has for a long time been treated by politicians and society as the ‘poor cousin’. For too long, it was believed that ‘food falls from above’. In addition, organic farming has also been promoted which makes considerably less efficient use of the available land than conventional agriculture.

In the interview the Bayer CropScience CEO stressed that without modern crop protection, the ‘global harvest would be 30 to 40% lower’. Expenditure on crop protection products accounts for only a small proportion of total production costs; in the case of wheat grown in Europe, it is about 8%. Compared to this, farmers have to struggle above all with the costs of energy, machinery and wages, which, according to Professor Berschauer, together account for about 75% of production costs.

To be able to meet increased demand for agricultural products, it is essential that agricultural production is made more efficient, and in a sustainable manner, explained Professor Berschauer. “We need a holistic approach which includes both improving crop rotation and watering techniques and developing new crop protection solutions and high-yield seeds because we are all responsible for ensuring that sufficient food is available for the population 50 years from now,” he stressed. 

One thing that could also contribute considerably to increasing productivity, if used responsibly, is plant biotechnology. Professor Berschauer mentioned canola cultivation in Canada as an example, with yield increases of up to 30% as a result of plant breeding supported by genetic engineering. 
Research at Bayer CropScience is also concerned with plant biotechnology to immunise plants against environmental and climate stress. The exclusion of this technology for ideological reasons is not ethically justifiable, either. “We in Europe must not persist in closing our eyes to the opportunities inherent in genetic engineering,” concluded Professor Berschauer. 
Concerns about hunger
Martin Taylor, chairman of Syngenta, addressing shareholders at the company’s recent AGM, said that the increased global demand for food had greatly improved the company’s business results last year. However at the same time, it had caused a serious deterioration in basic living conditions for many people in the world, especially in the least developed countries. Poor infrastructure, lack of education and adverse weather conditions means that these countries are unable to produce sufficient food for themselves and have to import. These developments, he said, caused him deep concern. “When food prices increase in the industrial world it marks a departure from the low prices to which we have long been accustomed but for millions of people in developing countries, even a small price increase means hunger.” 

At the same time, he commented, there is a fundamental animosity towards new technology particularly in Europe. In light of the need for increased productivity Syngenta believes that this rejection is fundamentally wrong. Europe is a climatically favourable zone with sufficient water, well trained farmers and the world’s best infrastructure. Europe should be making a substantial contribution to covering the increased international demand for food and feed. Instead short-sighted interest groups and politicians were limiting this potential. Mr Taylor said that there is no alternative to research and the use of modern technologies.
He referred to the  critics who say that it is irresponsible to destroy the rain forests to produce fuel while millions go hungry for want of food. It is farmers who decide whether to sell their harvests for food, feed or the production of biofuels. They are guided by the prices they obtain and those prices are frequently affected by the political framework. Governments have pushed the production of biofuels in recent years by granting subsidies and targets. First because plants are renewable sources and are thought to have less ecological impact than fossil fuels. Second to reduce economic and political dependence on fossil fuels and the countries that produce them. 
He went on to say that the environmental criticism being leveled at biofuel production is justified if unique habitats are destroyed forever. This, he said, can be avoided if people focus on the biological potential of plants and the possibilities opened up by modern technologies. Syngenta, he said, is convinced that the growing demand for food, feed and biofuels can be covered with the land already in cultivation.
Controversy in UK over biofuels 

The UK Parliament’s Environmental Audit Committee (EAC) has called for a moratorium on biofuel targets. However, according to the NFU (National Farmers’ Union) the EAC report has ignored both the EU, the UK Government and the NFU’s own views of the Renewable Transport Fuel Obligation (RTFO) which was brought into force last month, with an initial 2.5% target, as a ‘cautious and responsible approach to reducing emissions from transport.’ It says that EU Agricultural Commissioner Mariann Fischer Boel recently stated: “Biofuels must be part of the future of sustainable energy production because biofuels are an important weapon in the fight against climate change.” She also called the EU policy on biofuels a ‘policy for the real world’.
 NFU President Peter Kendall said: “Biofuels represent the only practical renewable alternative for replacing fossil fuels in transport. Of course they must be produced sustainably, both at home and abroad, and of course we should be developing more efficient biofuel technologies. But biofuels have never been presented as the only solution to climate change. They are part of a package of solutions needed to address a very serious problem. As the Stern report warned us action needs to be urgently taken to tackle climate change. Doing nothing is not an option.”  Land availability in the UK means farmers and growers can produce enough crops for the fuel targets without affecting traditional production needs such as food and feed. 
The UK government has, however, started a review of the environmental and economic impacts of its biofuel development policy. According to British Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, "We need to look closely at the impact on food prices and the environment of different production methods and to ensure we are more selective in our support for biofuels". If the results of the review call for change in approach in the management of biofuels development, it is believed that the UK would also push for a change in the EU.

Germans stop planned increase in ethanol blend

The German Minister of Environment, Sigmar Gabriel, announced that he has stopped the planned increase in the mandatory ethanol blend in gasoline (from the present 5% to 10%). Some industry and political groups have criticised the planned increase, saying that the higher ethanol blends could damage older cars. More than three million cars in Germany are reportedly ‘not ready’ for the higher fuel blend; they ‘could be forced to switch to the more expensive unblended gasoline, because of possible damage’. The German Biofuel Association welcomed the Environment Minister’s move, arguing that ‘bioethanol used for blending in Germany was imported largely from third world countries where deforestation may have taken place to expand farmland’. Consequently, importation would not guarantee ‘sustainable production methods’. The present level of 5% ethanol blend in gasoline, together with the present level of 7% biodiesel blend in regular diesel fuel, will be maintained.
EUROPEAN NEWS AND MARKETS
SYNGENTA INSECTICIDE TO CONTROL FRUIT PESTS
A new insecticide for fruit growers has been approved for the control of all common aphid pests of apples and pears, along with the increasing problem of pear sucker. Centric is the first UK foliar application of the neonicotinoid insecticide thiamethoxam in fruit. Syngenta says that the highly systemic activity of Centric means it is rapidly taken up into the leaf and moved within the plant. Syngenta insecticides technical manager, Michael Tait said: “This creates a valuable reservoir of activity within the crop and helps to target pests within orchard crops that are hard to reach with conventional insecticide applications.A further advantage of Centric is its fast acting contact activity, which rapidly stops pests feeding and causing crop damage,” he added. “It also remains active in the leaf, giving persistent control and preventing re-invasion of these pests through key periods.” 

In UK trials last year, Centric gave over 95% control of rosy apple aphid when applied either at the end of petal fall or four weeks after end of petal fall, with complete control from an application at both timings. Conventional chlorpyrifos treatment, however, had little or no effect when applied at the end of petal fall, and only limited success at the later timing. Fruit growers are permitted to make two applications of Centric per season. Mr Tait says that for rosy apple aphid one spray at the end of flowering could give the required level of control, but for woolly aphid a second spray is likely to be required where new colonies are identified. For pear sucker a two spray strategy would frequently be required, with best results achieved with applications targeted at larvae soon after hatching, typically in mid to late-May, and repeated in early to mid-June.” 
NEW SUGAR BEET FUNGICIDE

A new sugar beet fungicide, Escolta, from Bayer CropScience has been approved in the UK by the Pesticide Safety Directorate (PSD). The company says that the product is a coformulation containing cyproconazole and trifloxystrobin combining triazole and strobilurin disease activity and yield enhancement. Escolta gives good control of powdery mildew, rust, ramularia and cercospora. In field trials carried out in 2007 it outperformed standard products and gave good persistence against powdery mildew and a yield improvement due to its physiological effects. Up to two applications per crop are permitted according to the product label. Bayer recommends using Escolta at full rate from mid-July to early August. A second spray may be needed a month later depending on disease severity.

SYNGENTA EXPANDS ITS SWISS RESEARCH CENTRE

Syngenta has expanded its research campus located in Stein, Switzerland. The company has invested some CHF 85 million ($81 million) which will allow the biological and chemical research activities to be consolidated at one site. Gerardo Ramos, head of Crop Protection Research at Syngenta, said: “Biology and chemistry are crucial to the research and development of new crop protection products. Our development at Stein sees us bringing the two together, fostering close cooperation between interdisciplinary research teams and exploiting synergies. It will allow us to accelerate the pipeline of innovative products.”

The expansion comprises a laboratory building devoted to chemical research, a global development and test facility for seed treatment technologies – the Seed Care Institute – and a building containing offices and meeting facilities. The move represents a long-term strengthening of Stein’s status as one of Syngenta’s five global research and development centres. “The expansion of the strategic Stein research centre is a reaffirmation of our commitment to Switzerland as our home base,” commented Martin Taylor, chairman of Syngenta’s board of directors. Activities at Stein focus on the research and development of fungicides and insecticides. 

BASF ARGUES FOR GM POTATO

BASF is putting pressure on the European Commission to give approval to its GM potato, Amflora. The company says it has become increasingly irritated with the Commission and has taken advertising space in several German daily newspapers. BASF argues that the potato uses less energy and water than conventional starch potatoes and that European farmers will be left behind if the EU continues to dither. “Leading starch producers confirm that amylopectin potatoes, such as Amflora, can create added value of at least €100 million per year for the European starch industry and farmers, who now want to see it cultivated,” said BASF's research executive director Stefan Marcinowski, in an open  letter to European  Commissioner Stavros Dimas (the open letter can be downloaded from www.basf.com/plantscience).

Amflora has already been backed by the European Commission’s scientific advisors and the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA). However, despite support from the UK, Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden, 11 member states blocked the potato’s approval last July. “EU experts at EFSA have repeatedly stated that Amflora is as safe as conventional potatoes. Their conclusion is based on extensive scientific studies,” added Mr Marcinowski. The decision remains in the hands of the European Commission, who seem in no hurry to end the process that began with BASF’s application for cultivation over five years ago.
GREECE RENEWS BAN ON GM MAIZE
Greece has recently renewed its ban on genetically modified maize. Agriculture Minister Alexandros Kontos said the three year old ban on the sale and culivation of Monsanto’s MON810 corn seeds has been extended for two more years. “The new decision is based on the same scientific and legal basis as previously, but includes new scientific data and findings,” said Mr Kontos. Experts fear pollen from biotech crops, carried by bees, could adversely affect swarms. Greece has some 27,000 beekeepers and accounts for an estimated 16% of EU honey production. Despite pressure from the EU, Greece has implemented and extended bans on MON810 since April 2005. Mr Kontos said the EU should allow member states enough time to assess the threat from the cultivation of genetically modified seeds. “Internationally, there is no study showing that biotech products do not harm humans and the environment,” he added. The environmental group Greenpeace applauded Greece’s decision to renew the ban in defiance of an EU ultimatum ordering Greece to lift the ban by 10 January.

EUROPEAN COMMISSION TO REJECT GM MAIZE 
The European Commission is likely to refuse permission for two companies to grow GM maize in Europe when it holds a long-awaited debate on biotech policy on 7 May. The EU's 27 commissioners will hold a debate on GM products in an attempt to chart a course on the controversial crops that have split the EU. At the meeting, the commissioners are expected to support Stavros Dimas, the environment commissioner, in his bid to reject approval for two GM maize varities, Syngenta's Bt11 and Pioneer Hi-Bred International's 1507. The Commission is also expected to refer a GM potato developed by BASF back to the EFSA for further study and to ease restrictions imposed by Austria on using GM crops for animal feed. Sources familiar with the Commission's discussions think that Mr Dimas will agree to ease the Austrian ban in exchange for a Commission rejection of the maize applications. 

The two maize varieties have been stuck in the EU's approval queue for years. In 2005 EFSA concluded that the crops were unlikely to have adverse effects on human health, animal health or the environment. But the Commission's environment officials are concerned that EFSA has been overtaken by new scientific evidence. Their draft opinion cites evidence from scientific papers that claim that both maize crops can have adverse effects on some non-target insects, such as the Monarch butterfly. The EU is split on biotech policy and the routine failure of the 27 members to reach the necessary qualified majority on importing and cultivating GM crops means that decisions are regularly referred back to the Commission for approval. 

SCIENTISTS EXPRESS CONCERNS ABOUT REDUCTION IN PESTICIDES

Leading European agricultural experts gathered in Ljubljana on 22 April 2008 to present the Slovenian EU presidency with a declaration on the potential risks of proposed EU legislation that will reduce the number of authorised pesticides. In the “Declaration of Ljubljana”, the participating scientists expressed their fear that such legislation would endanger the sustainability of European farming. They conclude that the increased risk of developing resistance to fewer remaining substances could make the cultivation of many crops, including grapes, wheat, barley, cotton, fresh fruit, potatoes and vegetables, problematic and uncompetitive. 
The Declaration was agreed on during a workshop hosted by Dr Andrej Simončič, Director of the Agricultural Institute of Slovenia, and subsequently presented to the Slovenian Agricultural Minister, Iztok Jarc. The scientists’ spokesperson, Dr Ian Denholm, head, Plant and Invertebrate Ecology Division, Rothamsted Research, UK said: “To safeguard the production of food at affordable prices, it is essential to provide farmers with access to sufficient diversity of crop protection solutions. This is essential to prevent or delay the development of resistant pests, and to maintain the efficacy of the remaining crop protection products”. EU legislation has already resulted in a reduction of the available portfolio of pesticides by more than 55% over the last decade. In the opinion of the experts, the policy makers appear to have overlooked the ever-present threat of pest resistance, which could lead to significantly lower European farm yields and increased food and feed prices. 
EU EXPERTS ARGUE AGAINST CUT-OFF CRITERIA

More than 100 experts participated in a recent industry workshop in Brussels, when farmers’ unions and co-operatives represented by COPA-COGECA, the European Crop Protection Association (ECPA) and the European Seed Association (ESA) came together for the first time to analyse the impact of the new proposed legislation on crop protection products. The new regulation could include cut-off criteria, which would result in a ban on the use of many active substances based on hazard measurements of the ingredients instead of risk assessment. Luc Peeters of COPA-COGECA, warned against the “cut-off approach”. “Maintaining a risk based approach is essential to ensure that safe products remain on the market”, said Mr Peeters. “The loss of up to 80% of crop protection products would make EU agriculture unsustainable, leading to an increased dependency on food imports. But do believe that the new proposal provides an opportunity for further harmonisation. The zonal concept has certain advantages and for minor uses in particular we believe that further harmonisation will be essential”. 
COPA-COGECA’s concerns were echoed by both the ECPA and ESA. “A range of safe crop protection products will be essential in the future to allow the production of adequate high quality food,” said Euros Jones, regulatory affairs director of ECPA. “There is a need to look carefully at the impact of the cut-off criteria to make sure that the final legislation allows safe and essential products to be kept on the market”. “To fully resolve current intra-community barriers to trade and use of treated seeds, an EU-wide authorisation for seed treatment is also needed”, said Garlich von Essen, secretary general of ESA. “Such a concept would encourage the further development of these specific, often quite small-scale, applications”.

SAVE OUR TRIAZOLES

According to the UK’s NFU (National Farmers’ Union) the main group of fungicides used to protect UK and European wheat crops, the triazoles, could be outlawed if the EU review of crop protection products legislation results in a hazard-based system instead of the current risk-based system. NFU vice president Paul Temple said: “These proposals could have a huge effect on wheat crops not just in the UK but across Europe. These products are safe to use and changing the rules in the way Commission is proposing, at a time when food production has never been more important, makes no sense. The NFU is working to lobby the decision makers in Europe and make sure triazoles are not abandoned. We believe the UK government is aware of the fundamental importance of this family of crop protection products and of how safe they are in practice. We are concerned that a number of other member states are increasingly supportive of the changes to the legislation.”
RESEARCHER CONDEMNS EUROPEAN DECISION ON BIOPESTICIDES

The European Commission has rejected two amendments from the European Parliament
designed to help the wider use of biologically based pesticides on European crops. One of the amendments would have allowed a specific regulation to cover these products which have very different characteristics from chemical pesticides. A second amendment would have applied different criteria to them, which would be sensible.  “This is a very disappointing decision,” said Professor Wyn Grant who headed up a Rural Economy and Land Use (RELU) project on biopesticides at the University of Warwick, UK. “These natural substances could make a major contribution to sustainability. Some of the older chemical pesticides are being withdrawn and we could soon be in a situation where we have no remedy for some crop pests. Eventually one might find that it was no longer economically possible to grow key crops in Europe. This would be a blow to attempts to promote a healthier diet. We urgently need the substitutes for chemical pesticides that biological control can provide. The proposals will have to go back to the European Parliament for further discussion and MEPs will have an opportunity to debate the matter again. We should be trying to boost the emerging biocontrol industry, not putting new obstacles in its way.” 
AMERICAN NEWS AND MARKETS
CHEMTURA EXPANDS MITICIDE PORTFOLIO

Chemtura has expanded its miticide portfolio with the introduction of Temprano, an abamectin based acaricide/insecticide. The company says that the product gives quick knockdown and has long residual properties. It is recommended on more than 40 crops including fruit trees, vine and vegetable crops and  is most effective when used as an early preventative spray. Temprano will control crop pest mites and other destructive insects, including two-spotted spider mites, European red mites, thrips and leafminers. “The preventative positioning of Temprano is complementary to our other miticide products,” said J R Abele, a regional sales manager for Chemtura. “With the addition of Temprano, we now have the early season solution to control building mite populations. Easily integrated into insect control programmes, Temprano can be used alone or as part of a programme with other miticides,” he added. The new miticide is formulated as an emulsifiable concentrate formulation and is compatible with many commonly used pesticides, crop oils, and nutritional sprays.
MONSANTO TO INVEST IN WATER UTILISATION RESEARCH

Monsanto is investing $6 million in a new research centre in Gothenburg, Nebraska that will focus on technologies, corn breeding and agronomic practices to address water management in crop production. The new centre is to be known as the Monsanto Water Utilisation Learning Centre. It will expand the size and focus of the company's existing research facility in Gothenburg. Monsanto plans to begin construction this summer, pending acquisition of the land. The project is expected to be completed  sometime in 2009.

The centre will enable farmers and other stakeholders to view water-use efficiency technologies such as drought-tolerant crops and other approaches, including seeds and agronomic practices, that can aid in water management. “Research in drought tolerance and improved water management could offer farmers a way to reduce agriculture’s impact on the environment,” said Robb Fraley, chief technology officer at Monsanto.  “Our vision is to create products that would allow farmers to achieve more consistent yields even during times of water stress. The centre will help us advance this research to improve farmers' productivity, helping them meet the growing demands for feed, food and fuel.” Monsanto reported earlier this year that it had advanced its first-generation drought-tolerant corn technology, which would enhance yield stability when there is limited water, to phase three of the company's four-phase research and development pipeline.

SYNGENTA AND PIONEER TO OFFER TREATED SOYBEAN SEED

In 2008, the newly released soybean varieties introduced by Pioneer Hi-Bred will be treated with Syngenta’s CruiserMaxx Beans (thiamethoxam + mefenoxam + fludioxnil) seed treatment. “We are launching the most exciting class of new soybean products in our history,” said Don Schafer, senior marketing manager, Pioneer Hi-Bred. “To maximise the high yield potential of these new varieties we are treating all of them with CruiserMaxx Beans to give early-season disease protection and to protect the varieties from pests.” Pioneer says that the new varieties will offer performance a step above current market-leading varieties along with resistance and tolerance to many key pests. CruiserMaxx Beans is an insecticide/fungicide seed treatment combination that offers growers protection against a broad-spectrum of early-season insects including soybean aphid, bean leaf beetle, seedcorn maggot and wireworm. In addition, Pioneer says it will provide protection against all major seed- and soil-borne disease pathogens, including Pythium, early-season Phytophthora, Rhizoctonia, Fusarium, seed-borne Sclerotinia, seed-borne Phomopsis and general seed rots.
ONTARIO, CANADA BANS COSMETIC USE OF PESTICIDES

The government of Ontario, Canada is introducing legislation to implement a province wide ban on the cosmetic use of pesticides. After intensive lobbying from environmental activists and health professionals Premier Dalton McGuinty promised the pesticide ban during elections that took place last year. Environment minister John Gerretsen said that the ban would take effect next spring. It will not impact on pesticides used for farming or forestry. Golf courses will still be able to use pesticides, but must meet 

certain conditions to minimise the environmental effects. The legislation will make Ontario's pesticide rules among the toughest in North America. It would also replace a variety of municipal by-laws in place across the province.

CropLife Canada, the trade association representing Canada's plant science industry has expressed support, in principle, to the proposal but urged that new legislation be founded on the weight of scientific evidence available globally. “We support a focus on eliminating the improper or unnecessary use of pesticides,” said Dr Lorne Hepworth, president, CropLife Canada. “However, new legislation should be founded strictly on science. It is important to remember that the products available to consumers have been approved as safe for use through a rigorous regulatory process by Health Canada and other regulators around the world. Let us focus on eliminating improper or unnecessary use, not the products themselves,” he added. “Our goal is to help the Ontario government develop measures to ensure these products are only used when necessary and then, safely and responsibly by homeowners.”
SCIENTISTS CALL FOR ACCESS TO GM CROP DATA

US biologists have called for more detailed maps of the locations of biotech crops to be made available. They say that access to maps of biotech crops on a county and town basis will give researchers greater ability to analyse the effects of genetically modified crops on wildlife, water quality, and on pest and beneficial insects. “Since 1996 more than a billion acres have been planted with biotech crops in the US,” said Michelle Marvier of Santa Clara University in California. “We do not really know what the pros and cons of this important new agricultural technology are.” The scientists’ call was be published as a Policy Forum in the April, 2008 issue of the American Journal of Science. The article, Harvesting Data from Genetically Engineered Crops, has a map showing the distribution of crop fields in Arizona. One of the co-authors, Bruce Tabashnik, University of Arizona’s professor of entomology, said, “Putting Arizona's biotech cotton on the map will allow us to lead the way in assessing the environmental impacts of biotech crops.” The US Department of Agriculture’s National Agricultural Statistical Service (NASS) annually collects data documenting acreage planted to various crops in all 50 US states. In addition, the NASS annually interviews more than 125,000 farmers about their land use and the acreage planted to various GM crops. 

BIOFUELS
THE BIOFUELS CONFERENCE , LONDON

The purpose of this conference organised by Biofuels Media (www.biofuelsmedia.com) and held in London on 29th April was to outline the challenges of biofuel production and to highlight possible future solutions. Leading biofuel producers were joined by farming groups and other organisations including Greenpeace to discuss issues surrounding  the production and use of biofuels, whether they represent any carbon saving, their impact on the food supply chain, on  food prices, and the land needed to grow them.The conference attracted some 170 delegates and speakers. Bruce Knight reports.

Impact on biodiversity

Doug Parr, Greenpeace, said that according to EU sources it is estimated that 80% of vegetable oil will have to be imported to meet EU biodiesel targets by 2020, unless second generation biofuels have arrived. Palm oil which yields some 3.4 tonnes of oil per hectare, compared with oilseed rape at around 0.8 tonnes per hectare, is therefore an attractive source economically. In the four years up to 2006 the quantity of palm oil imported into the EU has already doubled, mainly for food and cosmetic markets as indigenously produced rapeseed oil was switched to biodiesel.  He said deforestation has an impact on biodiversity but also pointed out that much of the land used for palm plantations is deep peat soil. Any opportunity to retain the carbon in the soil will also be lost. A second NGO representative, Andrew Boswell, Biofuelwatch, called for a complete moratorium on the use of biofuels until the evidence on their benefits and impact on food was proven.

Food versus fuel

The food versus biofuel issue came up in several presentations. Andrew Barnard, Grainfarmers plc, UK explained that the EU was the main producer of biodiesel, accounting for 58% of global production. However globally, only 6.5% of vegetable oils go for biodiesel. Wheat for bioethanol is even less significant with less than 0.5% of the crop directed for bioethanol use. So bioethanol demand is not a key reason for the high price of wheat. Neither can some media reports linking the high price of rice with biofuels be justified, as rice is not used as a biofuel source at all. In the US, the main driver for bioethanol production is energy security, and there the supply demand balance is more critical. Demand for corn ethanol has increased by nearly 20% since 2003/4 and demand will continue to increase for 2008/9. Consequently, the corn price is now on the increase.

But Alastair Dickie, Home Grown Cereals Authority, emphasised that it is price that ultimately determines crop areas planted. The current high global price of wheat has encouraged increased planted areas, particularly in the EU. Depending on yields over the next two years, moderation in prices can be expected. So far, the biofuel offtake has had only a marginal effect on global prices. Mr Dickie stated that, at least in the US and Brazil, biofuels will not go away. Given time, agriculture will be able to deliver. He also predicted that UK agriculture could produce enough grain to meet its 5% Renewable Transport Fuel Obligation (RTFO) requirements.  An important need, however, is for Europe to define what it means by sustainable production, so that the negative reaction towards biofuels amongst the public and NGOs is contained.

 Longer term solutions

One technical option for the production of biofuels is to adapt new crops. Graham Prince, D1 Oils, a UK-based global producer of biodiesel, described the work his company is carrying out with the tree crop Jatropha. Similar in size to an olive tree, Jatropha originated in Central America. In the 19th century the oil was used as a source of lamp oil, and was introduced by the Portuguese into West Africa. The crop grows in the tropical regions within the 30 degrees latitude zone. Jatropha has the potential to yield as much as 7 tonnes of oil per hectare per year. A more realistic target is 2 to 3 tonnes, but even at 1.7 tonnes this far exceeds that of oilseed rape yielding 1.5 tonnes of seed, 0.8 tonnes of oil, per hectare.  The problem with 

Jatropha is that it has not yet been domesticated, so yields are unpredictable. The seed and oil is also mildly toxic, therefore the use of meal for livestock feed is currently not an option.  D1 Oils are looking to overcome this disadvantage through germplasm exchange. 

Their first significant project is based in North East India where 60,000 hectares are planted alongside tea crops. A joint action programme with BP is looking into the agronomy, economics and removal of the anti-nutritional toxins. In principle the crop has potential in drought areas and could be inter-cropped with crops such as coconut or grown in livestock grazing areas. Mr Prince estimates that it will take another three to five years to bring the crop to a reliable commercial stage.

Second generation biofuels

Professor Keith Waldron, Institute of Food Research, Norwich, UK described the potential importance of developing enzymatic processes for second generation biofuel production from agricultural waste matter, such as straw and corn stover. This will require enzymes capable of producing alcohols from sugars other than glucose such as xylose and arabinose. However the presence of lignin acts as an inhibitor. The US and other European countries are further ahead than the UK in this field of research. However, in 2007 a multidisciplinary group at Norwich, called the British Bioalcohols, commenced work on wheat and oilseed rape straw.

WHEAT FOR BIOFUELS, BIOENERGY AND HIGH VALUE BIOPRODUCTS 

The Wheat for Biofuels, Bioenergy and High Value Bioproducts seminar was organised by the Society of Chemical Industry (SCI) BioResources Group and the Royal Society of Chemistry (RSC). Supported by Syngenta and held at Jealotts Hill Research Station on 29 April it was attended by about 75 delegates. The main emphasis of this seminar was on technical issues relating to biofuel production from wheat as well as the potential for wheat as a source of specialty chemicals - waxes, pharmaceuticals and miscellaneous chemicals. 
Wheat as a feedstock for biofuels in the EU

A wide ranging paper was presented by Rob Margetts and John Pinkney, Ensus (www.ensusgroup.com), who covered the market development of bioethanol and their own plans for production in the UK. They said that  EU biofuel production is currently under 2 billion litres compared to the US 23 billion, and Brazil 15 billion. The market is therefore set for a very strong upswing in demand. Ensus plans a 400 million litre bioethanol plant at Wilton, Teesside, based on over one million tonnes of wheat, due on stream in 2009. The paper outlined the many advantages in the process, cost and supply factors, and indirect environmental benefits, in contrast to the current media coverage highlighting the environmental disadvantages of biofuel development.

EU wheat output is predicted to rise from 132 million tonnes currently to 187 million tonnes in 2020, to meet market demand. One third of the increase is expected to come from extended land areas, including set-aside. Two thirds of the growth is projected to be achieved from increased yields. Eastern Europe, with low average yields at present, offers the biggest potential for increasing productivity, from an average of under 4 tonnes to a realistic 5.5 or 6 tonnes per hectare. This compares with the current western European yield range of 5 - 8 tonnes.  These figures which were confirmed by other speakers, clearly have implications for crop protection inputs and variety developments.

Wheat genomics

Professor Andy Greenland, NIAB, Cambridge, UK explained that on-going research is planned on wheat genomics as the UK liberates itself from the anti-genetic engineering straitjacket. He quoted data from the US where, as a result of genetic engineering, maize yields have increased by the order of 1 to 2 tonnes per hectare since 2000. NIAB’s own trials will look, for instance, at controlling the time of flowering as a variable to be matched with long or short days, hot/dry or cool/wet climate, etc. The scale of transgenic wheat development in the US was emphasised by the fact that 438 field trials are underway this year.

Pharma products 

Prof Jim Dunwell, University of Reading, in a paper on plant sources for pharma products, indicated that tobacco, safflower (for insulin) are the leading sources. Wheat is not likely to be a strong candidate because the utilisation of crops for pharma products requires growth in complete isolation from cross-contamination. While this is possible for tobacco, it is not for wheat. The same paper highlighted a new development for pesticide use, the introduction of susceptibility to another herbicide (e.g. bentazon) into crops such as rice which are glyphosate resistant, thus allowing glyphosate resistant crops to be killed  when necessary.
Syngenta’s commitment to biofuel technology

Dr Bruce Link, Syngenta Biotechnology, US discussed second generation biofuels and the enzymes required for breaking down cellulose. He said that work is maturing on corn amylase and tropical sugar beet, both now in industrial scale trials. Further down the line will be ethanol production from biomass cellulose, such as wheat straw. Current costs of $1.80 – $3.00 per US gallon of bioethanol need to drop to $1.00 to compete with oil at $40 per barrel. Syngenta predicts $1.25 - $1.50 per gallon. Syngenta’s interest is the very large market for low cost large scale enzyme production into which the company has diversified.

3RD GLOBAL INITIATIVE ON LATE BLIGHT (GILB) 
The 3rd Global Initiative on Late Blight (GILB) was held in Beijing, China on 3-5 April in cooperation with the International Potato Centre (CIP), Lima, Peru, and the Chinese Academy of Agricultural Sciences (CAAS). It formed part of the initiative on the International Year of the Potato, initiated by the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations (FAO). More than 40 countries were represented by 150 participants. The meeting discussed the implementation of effective integrated control strategies that combined modern plant breeding technologies and new fungicides with modern agricultural practices.

Phytophthora infestans is still the main cause of considerable harvest losses in many regions of the world. Late blight can cause yield losses of between 20 and 80% depending on varietal susceptibility and environmental conditions. In addition infected tubers are lost during storage as a consequence of rot. Recent findings on late blight control were presented at the conference. Breeders and research institutes introduced the results of breeding programmes with new resistance genes to control late blight. Many researchers contributed to the genomic characterisation of the disease based on nuclear and mitochondrial DNA analysis. Plant pathologists reported the rapid spread of the A2 mating type of Phytophthora infestans and increased levels of resistance versus the fungicide metalaxyl. The Phytophthora population in the US has meanwhile completely changed to mating type A2. A few years ago, only mating type A1 was present in Europe.
A new A2 isolate, called blue 13 with metalaxyl resistance was recently confirmed has having taken a dominant position in the Phytophthora population in the UK, the Netherlands, Germany and France. These new isolates are more aggressive compared to the old A1 population. They have a shorter latent period, are growing quicker and produce more spores. Researchers have also found out, that the late blight fungus has been able to adapt by developing virulence against all major resistance genes present in the commercial potato cultivars.

Delegates were told that the potato is the fourth most important staple crop in the world after wheat, rice and corn. Global potato production increased from about 260 million tons in 1991 to some 320 million tons in 2007. China is now the biggest potato producer and almost one third of the crop potatoes is harvested in two countries, China and India. The increased productivity is mainly attributed to the successful implementation of new production techniques in the developing countries. In 2005 developing countries produced more than half the total global potato production.
Bayer CropScience, a sponsor of the conference, presented its novel fungicide Infinito (fluopicolide). The company said that it is  committed to the potato crop and has promoted scientific research into innovative products and new control technologies that will provide the basis for the successful control of Phytophthora infestans in the future. Infinito was successfully launched 2006 in China and the company is obtaining key registrations in all major potato growing areas around the world. Bayer says the product stands out for its consistency and provides a particularly high-level of protection against downy mildew diseases with long-lasting action.
OTHER NEWS AND MARKETS
BAYER TAKES LEGAL ACTION OVER MEFENPYR PATENT

Bayer CropScience recently filed a lawsuit against the Chinese company Jiangsu Tian Rong in an intermediate court in Jiang Su to enforce rights under its Chinese mefenpyr patent. Mefenpyr is a proprietary safener added to herbicides to protect crops by ensuring the rapid degradation of the herbicidal substance in crop plants. It is marketed in mixtures with the herbicidal active ingredient fenoxaprop-P-ethyl under the brand name Puma and has patent protection in many countries including China. Bayer claims that the defendant unlawfully produced mefenpyr in mixture with fenoxaprop-P-ethyl and sold the product to local farmers as well as to customers in other Asian countries.

Dr Ralf-Rüdiger Jesse, head of Patents & Licensing at Bayer CropScience, said: “We are confident of success in this case because according to Chinese law both manufacturing and export is prohibited for active ingredients still under the protection of valid patents.” Bayer CropScience says it is systematically expanding its involvement in China, one of the fastest-growing markets in the world, and is determined to maintain its high level of investment in research and development to offer Chinese farmers modern crop protection solutions that meet local needs. Without the protection of patents, the company says, innovation is all but impossible. 

BAYER AND MONSANTO COLLABORATE ON SEED TREATMENT

Bayer CropScience and Monsanto have entered into an exclusive agreement on a fungicide seed treatment for corn. The treatment is expected to be commercialised in conjunction with the planned launch of Monsanto’s SmartStax seed offering in 2010. It  will provide corn farmers with a significant improvement in early-season protection against seedling diseases and insects. “We are pleased to be working with  Bayer to deliver new seed-based technology to corn farmers”, said Carl Casale, executive vice president for Monsanto. “We feel the product will be the best seed treatment package available to match our corn trait offerings such as SmartStax.” The new seed treatment will be based on the Bayer’s product Vortex, a new fungicide providing enhanced broad spectrum disease control and seed safety for corn seed. 
 Under the agreement, Monsanto will have exclusive rights to commercialise the new seed treatment offering under its industry-leading corn brands, DEKALB and the regional brands of American Seeds , as well as to license the product through its licensing business which serves more than 180 corn seed companies throughout the US and Canada. 
INCOTEC INVESTS IN SEED DISINFECTION

The international seed technology compay, Incotec (www.incotec.com) is to acquire a 49% stake of  SeedGard (www.thermoseed.com) in Uppsala, Sweden from Lantmännen with an option to buy the remaining 51% within two years. SeedGard has developed a very sophisticated patented seed disinfection method using hot air that is successfully being used by Lantmännen on a large scale on cereal seeds in Sweden. In 2005, Lantmännen invested in the world’s first full-scale ThermoSeed processing line for cereal seed, which replaced a conventional chemical seed dressing line. The process equipment has been in commercial operation since spring 2006, and is capable of treating over 200 tons per day of cereal seed. The companies say that the treatment is effective and an economically competitive alternative to chemical seed treatment that makes pathogens harmless without affecting seed germination. 
Incotec has received the exclusive worldwide rights to further develop and market the technology for vegetable and flower seeds. In the mean time Incotec will start promoting the technology to the agronomic market worldwide except the Scandinavian and Baltic countries, which will be handled by Lantmännen. JanWillem Breukink, CEO and president of the Incotec Group, said: “We are impressed with the technology developed by SeedGard. It is a technology that is 100% environmentally friendly and very suitable for sustainable agriculture. Seed disinfection is one of our main targets in research and this technology fits in with our existing product portfolio very well”.
MONSANTO AND MENDEL TO RESEARCH PERENNIAL GRASS SEED

Monsanto and Mendel Biotechnology are to collaborate to enhance the development of Mendel's BioEnergy Seeds & Feedstocks business. Under the terms of the agreement, Mendel will benefit from Monsanto's industry-leading expertise in the testing, breeding, and development of crops. Mendel and Monsanto have worked together on the development of biotechnology traits for more than a decade in many crops, including corn, soy, cotton and canola. In this new collaboration, the two companies will apply Monsanto's expertise in crop testing, breeding and seed production to perennial grass seed varieties that Mendel is developing for use in biofuels and other commercial applications.

“Mendel sees a good future for second generation biofuels. We recognise the need to be able to continue growing our capabilities and expertise to enable us to best serve farmers and refiners with proprietary seed products,” said Neal Gutterson, president and chief executive officer of Mendel. Steve Padgette, vice president of biotechnology at Monsanto, said: “This collaboration presents both companies with an opportunity to broaden our understanding of cellulosic biofuels and the strengths and potential applications of biomass grasses to biofuels production.” Cellulosic biofuels are made from leaves, stems, stalks or other typically non-edible parts of plants. Use of these renewable energy sources has the potential to greatly expand biofuel supply and also deliver environmental benefits such as reduced greenhouse gas emissions.

AUSTRALIAN FARMERS TO GROW GM CANOLA

After a four-year moratorium on genetically modified (GM) canola ended in February, some farmers in the Western District of Victoria, Australia plan to plant GM canola this season. Both Bayer and Monsanto have approval to develop and market GM canola. However, there is only a limited supply of seed available this year. Monsanto is working through three seed companies, Nuseed, Pacific Seeds and Pioneer Hi-Bred and have enough seed to supply 190 growers. Roundup Ready canola growers will be expected to sign a Technology User Agreement and must successfully complete an accreditation course. Although, farmers in Victoria are not obliged to declare where GM canola will be planted Monsanto must disclose sales in its annual report to the national Gene Technology Regulator. Bayer does not expect to be ready for a commercial launch before 2010. 
The state of New South Wales (NSW) has also lifted its ban on GM canola and will allow commercial production under strict conditions. “This move brings us in line with Victoria and overseas countries such as Canada, which is the dominant exporter of canola, where GM canola is approved”, said Primary Industries Minister of NSW Ian Mcdonald. The moratorium in New South Wales has only been lifted for GM canola and remains in place for the commercial production of all other GM food crops. 
SYNGENTA TO BUILD NEW BIOTECH CENTRE IN CHINA

Syngenta is to build a new biotech research & technology centre in Beijing, China. Its focus will be on early-stage evaluation of GM and native traits for key crops such as corn and soybean, in the areas of yield improvement, drought resistance, disease control and biomass conversion for biofuels. The new facility will complement Syngenta’s biotech research activities in the US. The investment will be approximately $65 million in the first five years. “China is increasingly recognised for the scale and calibre of its biotech expertise in agriculture,” said David Lawrence, head of R&D and a member of Syngenta’s Executive Committee. “Having our own research base in Beijing will accelerate innovation and offer powerful opportunities to work more closely with Chinese research institutes, which is all the more relevant now in a world that sees higher global demand for crops.”

The new centre, Syngenta Biotechnology (China), will be built at Zhongguancun Life Science Park in Beijing. Until the new facilities are completed in 2010, adjacent temporary facilities will enable operations to commence from summer 2008. The biotech centre will initially employ some 100 researchers and staff, increasing to around 200 after the new building is opened. Syngenta is also expanding its partnerships to contribute to further growth in Chinese agriculture. The company  recently completed a share transaction with leading Chinese corn seeds company Sanbei Seed Co Ltd in Hebei province, in which it has taken a 49% stake. Last year, Syngenta entered into a five-year research collaboration with the Institute of 
Genetics and Developmental Biology (IGDB) in Beijing on the development of novel agronomic traits for key crops such as  corn, soybean, wheat, sugar beet and sugar cane.
DUPONT TO HELP IMPROVE PRODUCTIVITY IN CHINA

Bill Niebur, vice president DuPont Crop Genetics Research and Development, told delegates at the recent Biotechnology and Agriculture Summit, Globalisation of the Seed Industry: “We need to increase the productivity of each acre of land for China to achieve food security. Biotechnology will be a key technology in doing so. He went on to say at the summit, organised by the Science and Technology Commission of the Beijing Municipal Government, that China had experienced productivity gains in rice and corn production through hybridisation, but growth has reached a plateau.  “New technologies are needed to achieve the step-change increase in corn and rice production that is required to meet China’s growing demand for grain. China currently is feeding 20% of the global population with only 9% of the world’s arable land,” he added. 

As part of its growth in China, DuPont’s subsidiary Pioneer Hi-Bred  is committing resources to help improve the productivity of Chinese farmers.  It established a business representative office in Beijing in 1997.  A year later, Pioneer began breeding and testing corn hybrids for China’s summer and spring corn areas.  Pioneer then established a corn joint venture in China with Shandong Denghai Pioneer Seeds in 2002.  In 2006, Pioneer announced its second joint venture with one of China’s largest seed production companies, Dunhuang Seed Co. Ltd. DuPont says its partnerships with China’s public and private sectors will help increase farm productivity in the country and increase total global supply of key agricultural products. 

Pioneer has been developing and promoting the concept of single cross hybrid corn planting among Chinese farmers and invested over $300,000 to subsidise the purchase of over 2,000 advanced single kernel vacuum planters during the 2007 season. Pioneer also established a partnership with the China National Hybrid Rice Research and Development Centre in 2007 to advance hybrid rice in Asia. The company also has 19 corn hybrids commercially available in China and is working to introduce new biotech traits for corn, soybeans and rice. 

MONSANTO MAKES INTERESTING APPOINTMENT

Monsanto has appointed Janice L Fields as independent director to its Board of Directors. Ms Fields is executive vice president and chief operating officer for McDonalds in the US, overseeing restaurant operations in more than 13,700 locations worldwide. She has spent 29 years with McDonalds, and her career has spanned a variety of disciplines. Prior to her current role, Ms Fields served as president of McDonald's Central Division, where she was responsible for McDonald's restaurants covering seven geographic regions and 24 states across the central United States. Hugh Grant, chairman of the Board said: “Ms Fields has extensive experience in sales, marketing and operations in the food industry. We believe her experience and insight will serve Monsanto shareowners well and bring another valuable perspective to our business and the agriculture industry.”
ARCADIA TO MAKE NEW TECHNOLOGY AVAILABLE IN INDIA

The agricultural technology company Arcadia Biosciences and the Maharashtra Hybrid Seed Company (MAHYCO), India have concluded a multi-crop, multi-technology research and commercial agreement focused on India and other South Asian countries. The agreement will bring Arcadia’s Nitrogen Use Efficiency (NUE) and Salt Tolerance technologies to several key crops in the region. MAHYCO, one of the largest seed companies in India, is developing new crop varieties and marketing new seed technologies to enable small farmers to play a role in the region’s ability to feed the growing population. The company says that with India expected to overtake China in 2030 as the world’s most populated country there is very significant pressure on Indian farmers to increase agricultural productivity. Eric Rey, CEO and president, of Arcadia said: “Nitrogen use efficiency will bring great benefits to Indian farmers by providing better yields under existing conditions or lowering nitrogen fertiliser rates in some areas whilst still maintaining yields.” 

CHEMINOVA BENEFITS FROM IMPROVED MARKET CONDITIONS

Better market conditions, the acquisition of Stähler and a good start to the year in most regions of the world have led to better than expected results for Cheminova in the first quarter of 2008. Revenue increased by 33% to DKK 1,427 million ($295 million) while the EBIT margin improved to 9%, corresponding to an operating profit of DKK 125 million for the quarter. Cheminova says that the favourable economic conditions for the agricultural sector with record low stocks of the most important crops and high prices are leading to a growing market for plant protection products. For some products, including glyphosate, this has resulted in shortages in most markets and significantly increasing prices, while the distribution channel has reacted by ordering products earlier than usual. As the season also has started early in several countries, there was stronger than normal growth in demand in the first quarter. The introduction of new generic products and growth in products launched earlier, including the pyrethroids gamma-cyhalothrin and acrinathrin, also contributed to growth. In recent months, glyphosate has been sold at considerably higher prices leading to improved margins. 
Revenue was up in all regions. Australia has seen strong growth as the first quarter was not, unlike last year, affected by drought, while North America saw strong growth in local currency. Latin America saw satisfactory growth in sales, but margins remain low. Cheminova says that Europe saw very strong growth thanks to Stähler, but growth was also seen in all markets. The planned introduction of new generic products this season is going according to plan, e.g.  fluazinam has been introduced in the UK market. The first registration for the fungicide, epoxiconazole, has been obtained in Denmark, which means that the product can be introduced during the coming season. 

SYNGENTA OFF TO A GOOD START

Syngenta has confirmed that sales in the first quarter of 2008 increased by 20% at constant exchange rates (CER). It says that the sales benefited from the weakness of the dollar and were 28% higher at $3.8 billion. The drivers were substantial volume growth and a 3% increase in pricing. 
In Crop Protection sales were 22% (CER) up with a strong start to the Northern hemisphere season and continued momentum in Latin America. Western and Eastern Europe both achieved high growth rates as growers prepared to step up usage and increase plantings of corn as well as cereals. In NAFTA, performance was driven by demand for wheat and corn fungicides and by strong growth in non-selective herbicides and professional products. In Asia Pacific, emerging markets continued to expand rapidly and Australia saw more favourable weather conditions. Syngenta says that all product lines contributed to growth with the most notable performances coming from non-selective herbicides such as Touchdown and Gramoxone and fungicides, in particular Amistar for cereals and corn. In selective herbicides, insecticides and professional products, recent launches played a key role with strong growth in Axial, Actara and Cruiser. Overall new product sales rose by 24% to $487 million.

Seeds sales were 13% higher (CER). In the US growth in soybean offset the impact of lower corn acreage, while corn sales expanded rapidly in Europe, Latin America and Asia. Sales of diverse field crops reflected increased sunflower demand, notably in Eastern Europe.

REGISTRATION OF AGROCHEMICALS IN EUROPE 2008 
Now in its 15th year Informa LifeScience’s annual Registration of Agrochemicals in Europe conference is an established meeting place for agrochemical regulatory affairs professionals. The two day agenda covers the biggest challenges faced by those working in regulatory affairs in Europe. Expert speakers from the European Commission, European Food Safety Authority and 10 Member States will provide attendees with the latest information and practical advice. This event takes place on 13-14 May 2008, at Crowne Plaza Brussels City Centre ‘Le Palace’, Brussels, Belgium.
(www.iir-events.com/IIR-conf/LifeSciences/Default.aspx?EventSector=19)
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CROP PROTECTION MONTHLY ARCHIVES

The electronic archives of Crop Protection Monthly from January 1997 through to December 2006 are now freely available through the website. To view this service, go to: 
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