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NEW VISION NEEDED FOR CROP PROTECTION INDUSTRY

The crop protection industry has much to be proud of with its achievements in combating pests, diseases and weeds over the last 60 years or so. Its innovative skills and new product developments have helped to provide a plentiful food supply, particularly in the developed world, and created opportunities for many to leave agriculture and take jobs in towns and cities. One of the consequences of that success is that very few people work on the land in Europe and North America and cities have prospered, sometimes at the expense of rural communities.

There is also much that the crop protection industry should be ashamed of and that legacy will always be there to haunt it. It is just over 40 years since Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring was first published, highlighting some of the problems being created by DDT and other products from the developing crop protection industry. A disturbing and disquieting sequel to Silent Spring has just been published, Silent Invaders - Pesticides, Livelihoods and Women’s Health, by Zed Books Ltd, London, in association with the Pesticide Action Network (PAN) UK. 

Edited by Miriam Jacobs, an academic with expertise in anthropology, nutrition and toxicology, and Barbara Dinham (director, PAN UK), the book is a well-documented account of some of the real hazards posed by pesticides, particularly in the developing world but also in parts of the developed world such as California. With a foreword by the Labour MP and UK Secretary of State for International Development, Clare Short, the book will undoubtedly be influential.  

The book, which was three years in the making and contains a wide range of thought-provoking contributions, pays special thanks to Novib, the Dutch arm of Oxfam, whose funds helped to “establish the importance of seeing pesticide problems through gendered eyes”. Pregnant women and children are especially vulnerable to the potential effects of pesticides and the book touches on a weak point of the pesticide industry, which, for the most part, is male dominated. Silent Spring and Silent Invaders, should be required reading for crop protection industry managers and executives, so as to prevent any complacency settling in to their attitudes and approaches. It is important that today’s and tomorrow’s managers set a better example than some of their predecessors.

As well as the human and environmental consequences of pesticide use, one of the most tragic incidents in the annals of the pesticide industry was the Bhopal disaster on the night of 2 December 1984. Some 8,000 died at the time of the incident and probably a further 12,000 or so subsequently. Not surprising to see that PAN groups have proposed establishing a Day of No Pesticide Use on 3 December every year and are seeking recognition of it by national governments and UN agencies. Perhaps industry should respond by joining forces to make this date a Day of Safe Pesticide Use or by proposing its own alternative special day of commemoration.

The Pesticide Action Network is becoming more critical of some industry practices. PAN Asia-Pacific is encouraging the Malaysian government to remain resolute in its decision to phase out and ban paraquat production and use in that country. The decision became effective in August last year under a ruling from the Pesticide Control Division of the Agriculture Department, which is now being appealed.

It is time that industry really took up the challenge to improve its act and image and confront the concerns still widely held by a large part of the populace. How best to do that is debatable, but bringing in fresh ideas and new perspectives would undoubtedly help. There is one opportunity to make a bold move with the CEO’s position still vacant at Monsanto. Not that CPM would particularly recommend appointing the former head of Greenpeace, Lord Melchett, now policy director at the Soil Association, who famously suggested some years ago that the incumbent at that time, Bob Shapiro, should make way for him to run the show (CPM, October 1999). Maybe some of the leading companies should give a few of their leading critics the opportunity of influencing their future direction by giving them a few non-executive positions. More women in positions of influence would also be a positive step. 

The future of the industry is looking far from rosy so little would be lost by making a few bold initiatives. Certainly industry needs some more visionary thinking and should respond to Silent Invaders, maybe by publishing its own book, The Challenges of Safeguarding Crops, Health and the Environment, to broaden the public debate and to help bring some more balance to the historical record.

AgriMMedia Colloquia in Paris

ACTA Informatique held its 24th and 25th AgriMMedia Colloquia on 25 and 27 February in Paris on the use of the worldwide web and electronic commerce in agriculture, sponsored by AFIA (l’Association Francophone d’Informatique Agricole). Many start-up companies made presentations. The organiser, Guy Waksman, is a keen exponent of electronic media and produces a free newsletter, available from www.acta-informatique.fr, as are the AgriMMedia proceedings. 

Soil mapping and grain tracking

Jean-Marc Valet (Géocarta) described his company’s sub-soil mapping systems. These can operate at rates of 10 hectares per hour with a single pass, measuring electrical conductivity at depths of 50 cm, 100 cm and 200 cm with GPS mapping equipment. This service can highlight areas of soil compaction and where there is inadequate water and correlates well with yield mapping. The cost of the service is from EUR 50-90 per hectare, depending on the reports required, with farmer grants available up to 40% of costs.

There was a presentation from Setrabio, outlining the company’s system, Tracerbio, for tracking organic grain production. The company has been running a pilot operation since March in co-operation with the main French organic farming bodies and has more than 1000 operators so far, with over 21,000 tonnes of organic grain tracked in 2002 (www.tracerbio.com). Another traceability system, STEP, was described by Vincent Marmuse (SETA de Bapaume). Farmers pay a maintenance charge of EUR 230 per annum for the service (www.setup-caia.com).

Information site for professionals

Françoise Balitrand discussed www.pleinchamp.com, an information site for agricultural professional put on-line in April 2001 by the bank Crédit Agricole in association with 16 national and 400 regional partners. There were 99,952 visits to the site last month, twice as many as in January 2002. All information was provided free initially but three paying services have been recently added, arable (EUR10/month), livestock (EUR7/month) and weather (EUR 12/month), also available as a weekday fax or mail service for “non-surfers”. There is a daily commodity pricing and analysis service from Agritel and a monthly service from Tallage. A further service providing detailed information by département will be available by the end of this year.

ARVALIS services

The French cereal institute, ITCF (www.itcf.fr), merged with its maize counterpart, AGPM-technique, on 18 December 2002 to create ARVALIS – Institut du végétal. The new organisation is offering a range of agronomic services on line, which have been developed by ITCF. The French co-operative, Union Set, has already integrated these into its own extranet offering. The services include DiagnosITCF (to aid wheat disease diagnosis), FongITCF (to aid fungicide choice and treatment programmes) and VarITCF (to help in wheat variety choice, with characteristics of 170 displayed). Users can also access the contents of current and past editions of the ARVALIS magazine, Perspectives Agricoles. 

Comparing prices

Alain Bruncher (Esperou Technologies SAS) discussed a service that enables farmers to compare prices via Minitel or through its internet site (www.agricompare.com). No charge is made currently with running costs paid by advertisements. The service started in January 2002 and the internet site now receives over 1000 visits per day with about 10 pages viewed per visit. 

On-line ordering

Denis Lariviere, a vineyard owner based in Marseilles and former industry executive, told delegates about his site where farmers can order pesticides and seeds on-line (www.agricommand.com). Comprehensive details of all pesticide products and their pack availability are displayed on the site with linkages to appropriate local dealers who process any orders. Some 2025 pesticide products are listed, including 726 fungicides, 724 herbicides and 321 insecticides.  

Website favourites

Guy Waksman presented prizes for favourite websites as voted by his newsletter readers. Agriclic was the winner of the commercial site category and Web-Agri won the information site category (www.web-agri.fr). Agriclic was set up by six executives who previously worked for crop protection companies in France. Its site (www.agriclic.com) currently offers 206 pesticide products, including 104 herbicides, 50 fungicides and 18 insecticides. Fertilisers (9) and seed varieties (4) are also being added to the range. This year is the company’s third season of operations, with sales projected to reach some EUR 2.5 million according to a company spokesman. 

France’s first on-line pesticide supplier, Agrifirst (www.agrifirst.com), has shifted away from crop protection to focus more on the supply of other agricultural inputs and its European expansion plans have been curtailed (CPM, February and March 2000). The company now also has a 2000 m2 storage facility in Gonesse. 

UK Debate on GM Issues

The UK government has injected more funds into the national dialogue on genetic modification issues and the process is to be extended from June to September (www.gmsciencedebate.org.uk). This has three strands, a science review, a public debate and an economics study. As its contribution, the Royal Society (www.royalsoc.ac.uk), organised a seminar at its London headquarters on 11 February under the title “GM crops, modern agriculture and the environment”. The event proved lively, attracting over 300 delegates from academia, industry, government and environmental groups, as Bruce Knight reports. 

Representatives from Greenpeace and other activist groups, most notably Dr Mae-Wan Ho, accused the Royal Society, under the influence of the Labour government, of manipulating the structure of the seminar and suppressing scientific data unfavourable to GM crops.  Sir Peter Lachmann, a former president of the Royal Society, fiercely defended its independence and described Ho’s accusations as “outrageous”. He noted that he had read many of her publications but had found very little information in any of them. 

The structure of the debate was also defended by the society’s current president, Lord Robert May, a former government chief scientist and frequent contributor to the GM debate (CPM, April 2000 & June 2001). In his opening address Lord May said that he was not concerned about the risks of GM foods on health nor the impact of GM crops per se on the environment. His concern is that their introduction, if not managed wisely, could lead to “the ramping up by one more notch of the intensification of agriculture”.

The starting point 

The first session covered the recorded effects of conventional agriculture on the environment. Much of the data presented centred on trends in bird populations. Professor Andrew Watkinson (University of East Anglia) explained that there had been a 95% reduction in weed seed abundance over the last century. With loss of hedges at their peak at 13,000 kilometres per year, the impact of conventional agriculture on biodiversity was a “disaster”. He warned that GM crops could make the situation worse.

Juliet Vickery (British Trust for Ornithology) said that farmland birds such as sparrows, corn bunting and grey partridge had suffered population declines of 80-95%. By contrast, wood pigeons, jackdaws and stock dove populations had increased. Loss of overwintered stubble with the switch from spring crops to winter wheat was cited as a major cause for the decline in birds such as skylark, rather than the direct effect of pesticides. 

Gene flow

In the second session, issues associated with gene escapes were covered. Professor Mick Crawley (Imperial College) reported that trials with GM oilseed rape, sugar beet, potatoes and maize showed that there was no evidence that the GM process makes plants more invasive. He also dismissed past successful escapes of alien perennial plants, such as rhododendron or Japanese knotweed, as relevant models for forecasting potential escapes of GM crops. 

Penny Hirsch (Rothamsted Research) compared the effects of GM crops versus conventional crops on the soil ecosystem, concluding that these would be dwarfed by the macro effects brought about by ploughing and cultivation methods.

Canadian experiences
Herbicide-resistant canola in Canada accounted for 85% of the 4.7 million hectares planted in 2001. Linda Hall (University of Alberta) said that gene flow was most likely through seed contamination or via volunteer canola, the seeds of which can persist for up to five years. Pollen movement is less than 1% at 100 metres.  The occurrence of the volunteers has necessitated changes in management practices but low cost phenoxy herbicides applied to cereals provide an easy control option. A significant benefit of the use of broad-spectrum herbicides in GM canola is the control of resistant wild oats.

Environmental benefits from GM crops

Jeremy Sweet (NIAB, Cambridge) reported on work from Denmark showing that there was no impact of GM oilseed rape on the number of weed species, weed biomass or biodiversity. There was also no reduction in insect numbers or biodiversity but there was a change in the relative frequency of weed seed and insects. In his view, use of these crops presents an opportunity to enhance biodiversity on farms.

Professor Chris Lamb (John Innes Centre, Norwich) considered the potential benefits of GM technology as a means of aiding environmentally sustainable agriculture. More precise plant breeding through the use of genomics with the elimination of gene linkage drag and moving from “scramble and sort “ techniques to “cut and paste” are areas where crop protection or crop production traits can be used to environmental benefit. He also regards the development of crops with pharmaceutical or industrial outputs as being a key step forward.

Registration of Agrochemicals in Europe

IBC Global Conferences, part of the Informa Life Sciences Group, held its 10th Annual Conference on Registration of Agrochemicals in Europe from 5-6 February in London. With top officials speaking from the European Commission, national authorities and industry, the event was lively and well attended (For the proceedings, see www.ibc-lifesci.com/IV1057 or fax +44 1932 893893).

Chairing the conference, Dr Kerr Wilson, chief executive of the Pesticides Safety Directorate, York, UK, commented that 2003 would be an important year and very significant in the evolution of pesticide regulation in Europe. It is also the tenth anniversary of the first implementation of the pesticide directive 91/414. He conceded that in some areas progress had been “painfully slow” but he sensed that there was a common desire for “making the directive work”. Dr Wilson added that the political scene had changed and that one of the key questions ahead was how comparative assessment would work. 

91/414 review and revision

Dr Canice Nolan, head of the pesticides sector at DG Health and Consumer Protection (“SANCO”) at the European Commission in Brussels reviewed progress with the pesticide directive, its revision and the review programme. He said there was a need to be very clear over the next 5-10 years in terms of planning. Dr Nolan mentioned a few key dates for the review programme. July 2003 is one of the most critical, when about 325 substances are due to be withdrawn (CPM, May 2002). However, some of the review work would not have been completed, so some derogations would be given for certain active substances. These derogations could be granted by a member state or the Commission, but whoever granted it would take the responsibility so if there were any concerns arising this would be unlikely to occur.

May 2004 will mark the accession of the new member states. It is not yet clear how the voting will work or how the new members “will change the geometry and dynamics” of the system. Parliament will be dissolved and a new Commission appointed as well, so that 2004 will be full of major upheavals. What will be important for the revision of 91/414 will be the “co-decision making” between the European Parliament and the Council of Ministers. If this is not achieved by 2004, there is a risk of serious delays for administrative reasons. In July 2003, lots of substances will be coming off the market, so that MRLs will be set to zero unless alternative measures are in place. There is a pressing need to amend the residues directive, a theme Dr Nolan returned to later.

Development of trust

During first ten years of the directive, Dr Nolan said that the development of trust between all parties concerned had been important. By 2008 it will be necessary to make 60 inclusion decisions per year, but 40 per year is “the limit of sustainability of officials” at the present time. There was a need to take decisions faster, a time to stop discussions and say yes or no. There was increasing recognition that consensus could not be achieved every time, so more majority voting would be required. For some substances no majority vote will be possible. One awkward one is aldicarb, which is now in Council for non-inclusion. The Commission has recently received some surprising legal advice to the effect that if the Council decides to overturn the Commission proposal it must do so by a unanimous vote and not by qualified majority. Dr Nolan commented that the European Commission did not like going to the European Council as this was somehow an acknowledgement of failure in the process. 

Status of new active substances

Dr Nolan said that a total of 97 dossiers for new active substances had been submitted so far. Four of these are new applications and 57 dossiers are under review. So far, 29 inclusion decisions for Annex I listing have been taken and seven non-inclusion decisions. The target for 2003 is to take 25-30 more decisions on new actives. Of the 29 inclusions made, maximum residue limits (MRLs) have been set or agreed for 23. No plans are made for MRLs before Annex I inclusion. The Commission’s website is certainly disseminating a lot more information about this process than in the past (http://europa.eu.int/comm/dgs/health_consumer/index_en.htm).

Status of review active substances

Of the 90 substances on List 1 for review under 91/414, decisions have been taken on 47, with 25 agreed for inclusion and 22 for non-inclusion. Nine of the 22 non-inclusions have no Codex MRL. There were 149 substances on List 2, for which 53 dossiers were received, one incomplete. There were declarations of interest for 190 of the 399 substances in List 3, with 164 notified. A further eight substances have recently been denotified. Complete data packages will have to be submitted by May 2003. Commission decision 076/2002/EC covers the withdrawal of the 235 non-defended substances, of which 219 had no ADI or Codex MRL. There are 229 substances on List 4, of which 153 have been notified and member states still have some time to notify. The 67 non-notified substances will be withdrawn in July 2003. 196 substances have no ADI or Codex MRL.   

On the concept of exemptions for essential uses, Dr Nolan said this should be limited to specific crops and countries. The country concerned in each case should be actively looking for alternatives and MRL data would be needed if not already in place. Dr Nolan said that the existing contract for the ECCO (European Commission Co-Ordination of Existing Active Substances) Peer Review process (CPM, July 2002) would finish at the end of this year and discussions had been taking place about how its work would continue. Geoffrey Podger (CPM, October 2002), the new head of the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) would be discussing this as a priority with the standing committee. A site for EFSA has not been nominated as yet. Without a site, only 50% of the proposed budget will be released. A proposal on location will be made before the end of September, but could be submitted by May or June. 

Pesticide residues

Dr Nolan’s sector also has responsibilities for MRLs and pesticide monitoring in food. Reports on monitoring are available covering the period from 1996-2000 on the internet (http://europa.eu.int/comm/food/fs/inspections/fnaoi/reports/annual_eu/index_ en.html). This year there will be collation of five years of data to get a real picture of exposure of the European consumer. Dr Nolan said there was a lot of perception that the consumer is overexposed.

There are currently four directives that relate to pesticide residues. The first, 76/895/EEC covers selected fruit and vegetables and allowed member states to set higher levels. The levels were not up to today’s standards and the Commission is “not comfortable” with them. The other three directives do have better databases for MRLs. These are 86/362/EEC (cereals), 86/363 (foodstuffs of animal origin) and 90/642 (products of plant origin, including fruit and vegetables). Dr Nolan said that when he had taken over in 1998, there had been a large programme of residue work that had not been done and Council had postponed many of the problems.  

He said that temporary MRLs under 76/895 and national MRLs should be deleted and replaced by temporary European ones. There are Community ones now for 200, set since 1986. There will be a screening exercise for the remaining 200 to remain on the market with temporary MRLs with the others going to zero. A new MRL regulation should be adopted and come into force by January 2005. This will represent a lot of work for EFSA but any delay could cause serious trade problems as almost happened last year over dimethoate residues in two tankers of Brazilian orange juice shipped to Belgium. As it happened, no residues were found. 

Industry perspective

Diane Castle, Syngenta’s head of regulatory affairs for Europe, African and the Middle East, discussed some of industry’s aspirations with regard to the revision of 91/414. Industry faces some difficult decisions, balancing market size versus costs for borderline products. There will inevitably be a loss of some “chemical tools” for farmers and rationalisation of investment by industry. She estimated that it now requires an investment of US$200 million to develop each new pesticide product. Ms Castle stressed that there is a need for robust regulations and predictability to make that investment. She sees one key strength of 91/414 as the fact that it is based on science and risk assessment and this should be properly recognised. However, she said that pesticide regulations “should not be derailed by general chemical regulations”.

Ms Castle commented that retention of the national provisional approval route is essential and she would like to see some mechanism put in place to ensure that this continues. She stressed that farmers wanted to know what tools they could use in each crop against each pest and needed choices. The lack of a core decision-making body was a real problem. EFSA might remedy this but would need adequate resources. Ms Castle also hopes that EFSA can enable consistent scientific appraisals. She questioned whether it was right that the rest of Europe can dictate to one member state what it could or could not do or that Northern states could make decisions about Southern EU states. She suggested that there should be more derogation at member state level.

One threat seen by Ms Castle is that, under pressure, farmers will be tempted to hold on to stock of products being removed from the EU market and use them. This could cause problems for industry and a process must be in place to provide alternatives. 

Ms Castle said that one of first Syngenta substances to receive Annex I listing would be up for renewal in 2007, so the company had to start thinking now what would be needed to reregister it. She questioned whether this was right and whether there would have to be a total re-evaluation process. She also expressed concerns about the proposed new regulations on relevant metabolites and that this had to be “got into proportion”. This issue was also addressed later in the conference in more detail, as was the other conference “hot topic” of comparative assessment  (CPM, May 2002).

European News and Markets

PRODUCT PLUS UK 

Syngenta has launched a new UK initiative, Product Plus, which comprises money-saving advice and advanced application tools to help users cut application costs, improve crop output and comply with industry protocols. Product Plus includes the launch of the Amistar Nozzle, which has been shown by Syngenta research to increase cereal yields by some 0.3 tonnes per hectare compared with conventional fan jets. There is also guidance on potential efficiency improvements by using spray volumes of 100 rather than 200 litres per hectare. This can boost the area an operator covers from 79 to 102 hectares per day with a typical 2,500-litre, 24-metre sprayer at 12 km per hour, according to Syngenta.  

The Amistar Nozzle was tried out by some 200 farmers last year (CPM, May 2002) and will be commercially available as part of Product Plus this season, incorporating some new design features.  

SYNGENTA DEAL FOR FUTUREMEDIA

NASDAQ-quoted “e-learning solutions provider” Futuremedia Plc has been awarded a £144,000 (US$223,000) contract by Syngenta for the design, development and implementation of a new communication package to give the sales and marketing teams throughout Europe a full understanding of a new product to be launched this year. Futuremedia, established in 1982, provides knowledge and training systems for clients with its largest application having a capacity for 240,000 users (www.futuremedia.co.uk).

NEW STROBILURIN GUIDELINES 

BASF has announced new guidelines for UK cereal growers to get the best out of strobilurin fungicides this season. These have been drawn up following the discovery of resistant isolates to the strobilurin fungicides in the wheat disease Septoria tritici at sites in five European countries, including the UK. At present, with levels of resistant isolates low, there is an opportunity to slow the spread of resistance, according to BASF whose recommendations for the UK are:

· do not include a strobilurin product at the earliest season (T0) fungicide application 

· do not apply more than two applications of strobilurin fungicides to the same crop

· timing of two strobilurin applications should depend on the location and disease pressure

· maintain robust rates at each application of each product

· never apply a strobilurin product alone 

New national agronomy manager 

BASF has appointed Andrew Speed as national agronomy manager in its UK agricultural products division, where he will head the technical business team. Having worked for BASF for six years, Mr Speed was previously a distributor agronomist for ten years and has managed farms in the UK and Portugal.

UK APPROVAL FOR SIGNUM

BASF has received UK approval for a new fungicide, Signum (boscalid + pyraclostrobin) for use on outdoor strawberries and on Brussels sprouts, cabbages and cauliflowers. The product gives a high level of control of Botrytis in strawberries and of ring spot, dark leaf spot and white blister in the brassica crops. Signum has also demonstrated excellent activity against mildew and black-spot in outdoor strawberries. The approval marks the first registration of a boscalid product, with other approvals granted in Germany and Switzerland for Cantus (50% boscalid). BASF made an application for US approval at the end of last year. An extensive trials programme on outdoor strawberries in the UK and in Europe has shown that Signum gives better disease control and more marketable yield when compared with current widely used fungicides. 

UK SOLA FOR CASORON

A new UK specific off-label approval (SOLA) has been granted approval for the Certis broad-spectrum residual herbicide, Casoron G (dichlobenil), for use in grapevines. The off-label has been obtained by using data from France where Casoron G is widely used on all varieties of vines including those used to produce champagne. Only one application per year is permitted, which must be made with a hand-held applicator up to a maximum dose of 100kg/ha.

CERTIS FRANCE ACQUIRES SEVIN

Certis Europe has acquired the rights to Sevin L85 (carbaryl) in France from Bayer. The product is approved for use on asparagus, aubergines, olives, potatoes, apples and tomatoes and will complement the Certis IPM range for speciality crops.

AGROCHEMEX DEVELOPMENTS

Former Monsanto executive, Barrie Hunt, has been appointed marketing and development manager at the UK contract research organisation, Agrochemex (Agrochemical Experimentation Ltd). Agrochemex was established in early 2000 by its MD, Alan Gamblin, as a buy-out of the former Aventis CropScience research station at Aldham's Farm, Manningtree, Essex, and has 11 staff. 
American News and Markets

YIELDGARD ROOTWORM APPROVAL

Monsanto Company has received a registration from the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) for its new YieldGard Rootworm maize technology. The technology, approved by the USDA and the FDA, will be used in maize hybrids sold this year through Monsanto's seed businesses, DeKalb and Asgrow, and independent seed companies. The corn rootworm pest complex (Diabrotica spp) is estimated to cause annual crop losses of over US$1 billion. YieldGard Rootworm maize contains a Bt gene coding for the Cry3Bb1 protein. Monsanto also has plans to sell a stacked-version of YieldGard Corn Borer with the new trait, to be sold as YieldGard Plus.

Resistance management programme

As a part of the registration conditions, EPA will require an insect resistance management (IRM) programme similar to those already in use for earlier Bt products. Growers will have to plant a 20% refuge of “conventional corn” adjacent to or within the YieldGard Rootworm field. About 15% of US maize (nearly 5 million hectare) suffers from corn rootworm problems and some experts are predicting that this could expand to affect 19 million hectares. In 2001, US maize growers spent $155 million on insecticides to control corn rootworm. 

AGRAQUEST’S NEW FUNDING 

The biopesticide company, AgraQuest Inc, Davis, California, has completed a private placement of preferred stock to raise US$9.4 million of new capital. Existing investors, Otter Capital LLC, SAM Sustainability Private Equity LP, Sustainable Performance Group (Unlisted) NV and Swiss Re Investors led the financing. Several others also participated, including Rockefeller Company's Odyssey Fund, BioAsia Investments LLC, JSS Management, and King Ranch Inc. AgraQuest raised US$15 million two years ago (CPM, January 2001) and this latest financing brings the total capital raised since 1996 to nearly US$50 million. John Pasquesi of Otter Capital LLC will join the board of directors as will Martin Huml, an entrepreneur and investor, with Walter Locher (SAM Sustainability) as chairman.

Dr Pam Marrone, AgraQuest's president and CEO, commented: "We have grown our Serenade biofungicide volume almost three times in each of the last two years and made significant progress on advancing our exciting pipeline. In particular, we are rapidly advancing Muscodor biofumigant, which shows amazing control of diseases on fruits and in soil. AgraQuest now has market presence in the US, Mexico, Central and South America and New Zealand.” AgraQuest is using the funds for working capital, manufacturing plant refinancing and further product development.

TWO ACQUISITIONS FOR AMVAC

Amvac Chemical Corporation, a wholly-owned subsidiary of American Vanguard Corporation, has acquired the global pre-harvest crop protection business of Pace International LLC. The business, which has historically achieved annual sales of US$4-5 million, comprises five product lines:

· Deadline - a range of snail and slug control products 

· Hivol 44 - a plant growth regulator used primarily in citrus

· Hinder - a deer and rabbit repellent

· Bac-Master – a streptomycin antibiotic for fire blight control in apples and pears

· Leffingwell Supreme 415 Oil - a horticultural oil insecticide for aphids, mites and scale

Pace will continue to manufacture Deadline and Hinder for Amvac under a long-term supply agreement. Amvac has an option to acquire Pace's manufacturing facility in King County, Washington. 

Amvac has also acquired the US Evital 5G (5% norflurazon) cranberry herbicide business from Syngenta Crop Protection Inc. The herbicide is used at planting time in the key cranberry growing states of Massachusetts, New Jersey, Wisconsin, Michigan and Oregon. Amvac will sell Evital to similar distributors that purchase its other product lines. Last year, Amvac acquired Syngenta’s US interests in  Ambush 25 WP (CPM, July 2002). 

Also this month, American Vanguard has announced the appointment of Christopher Hildreth, 50, as senior vice president and director of sales. Mr Hildreth has had over 20 years experience in crop protection sales with Pfizer Crop Protection and United Agri Products.

FURTHER PRICE FIXING FINE

The German chemical company, Hoechst AG, has agreed to plead guilty to charges of price fixing related to monochloroacetic acid between 1995 and 1997 and pay $12 million in fines to the US authorities. Hoechst is the third company to plead guilty in the conspiracy. Last year Elf Atochem paid $5 million and in 2001 Akzo Nobel Chemicals BV paid a $12 million fine (CPM, July 2001). Monochloroacetic acid is used in the production of herbicides, pharmaceuticals and other products. Last year, the European Union Commission also launched a price fixing probe (CPM, June 2002). 

Other News and Markets

SUMITOMO STAKE IN IQV ITALIA

Summit Agro Europe Ltd, a European subsidiary of Sumitomo Corporation, has taken a 20% participation in the capital of IQV Italia srl, the Italian subsidiary recently set up by the Spanish pesticide company, Industrias Químicas del Vallés SA (IQV). The deal will give IQV Italia access to more products from the Sumitomo range. IQV and Sumitomo Corporation have been co-operating in the European market for some time, with collaboration agreements in Bulgaria, Romania and Hungary. Sumi Agro France, a subsidiary of Sumitomo Corporation, took on distribution of IQV products in France two years ago (CPM, February 2001). Both companies want to extend joint their collaboration to other countries. IQV’s sales turnover was EUR 33 million in 2002, of which 38% came from exports.

PROTEUS GAINS US PATENT

The French company, Proteus, Nîmes (www.proteus.fr), has been granted US Patent No 6,514,703 for claims related to its Phenomics functional genomic technology for identifying novel molecules derived from natural biodiversity and “directed evolution”. The company is using the technology in a quest to find new cellular targets for potential pharmaceuticals and pesticides.

DETROUX MOVES ON

Philippe Detroux, who has been the secretary of the European Crop Care Association (ECCA) since its formation (CPM, February 1993), has left to join the registration team of the Belgian company Chimac-Agriphar. He has been replaced by David Van Hoogstraten, who is already the ECCA representative for international matters. 

NEW DISEASE RESISTANCE GENES

Scientists at Exelixis Plant Sciences, Portland, Oregon, through its Agrinomics LLC joint venture with Bayer CropScience AG, have identified several new genes that confer resistance to fungal pathogens. "These new gene discoveries provide approaches for the direct engineering of fungal resistance in crop plants, as well as important tools for crop breeding," commented Georges Freyssinet, a member of the Agrinomics board of managers and a scientific advisor at Bayer CropScience.

NIPPON SODA EXPANSION 

The Japanese company, Nippon Soda, is to expand its international operations following the return of the European and US sales rights to its insecticide Mospilan (acetamiprid) from Bayer CropScience. US approval of Mospilan was obtained last March and registration in the main European markets is expected this year. Nippon Soda’s exports of acetamiprid active ingredient are expected to double to Yen 6,500 million (US$54 million). 

The commercial development of Mospilan had originally been managed in Europe and the US by Nippon Soda’s partner Aventis CropScience. As a condition for the formation of Bayer CropScience, the US Federal Trade Commission and the European Commission demanded that the sales rights to Mospilan be given up due to competition concerns related to imidacloprid (CPM, April 2002). These two authorities have now approved the transfer of the rights back to Nippon Soda, which will have to find some new development and distribution partners.

CABI BIOSCIENCE APPOINTMENT  

Dr David Dent has been appointed managing director of CABI Bioscience (www.cabi-bioscience.org), the international scientific research and consultancy division of CAB International (www.cabi.org). Dr Dent was previously manager of CABI’s LUBILOSA project (CPM, December 2000 and September 1999), before becoming director of CABI Bioscience’s UK Centre in 2000. He will now also assume responsibility for research centres in Switzerland, Trinidad, Kenya, Malaysia and Pakistan. Dr Dent was also the founding editor of the academic journal Integrated Pest Management Reviews. 
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