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DOW COULD BE RELUCTANT SELLER OF ITS AGBUSINESS
Four of the majors have recently announced their results for 2008 and one, Dow AgroSciences, could be for sale. Dow Chemical Company, has acknowledged that it may have to sell its agrochemical and biotechnology business. Chief executive officer Andrew Liveris said on a conference call with analysts that the company has teams working with investment banks to evaluate potential buyers for 12 major assets, including Dow AgroSciences. Mr Liveris made it clear that Dow would be a reluctant seller, but needs to raise cash. “We are very proud of the AgroSciences business. It is a high earner. In the last five years, we have invested in it and have generated a great R&D pipeline but having said that, I will tell you that all options are on the table.” Dow has a cash shortage because of two failed deals that are now in litigation. In late 2008, a joint venture with Kuwait’s state-run Petrochemical Industries Company would have allowed Dow to complete a $15.3 billion acquisition of Rohm and Haas but it collapsed. Facing litigation on all sides, Dow sued Kuwait to make good their planned $9 bilion cash infusion to facilitate the purchase, while Rohm and Haas sued Dow to try to force it to complete the transaction.

Since then Dow Chemicals has reported a $1.6 billion loss for the fourth quarter of 2008 due to a recession driven decline in demand for its plastics and chemicals. The Dow AgroSciences business accounts for less than 8% of Dow Chemical’s sales. It was launched in 1989 as Dow-Elanco, a joint venture between Dow and Eli Lilly. The name change occurred in 1997, when Dow bought out Eli Lilly’s 40% share for $900 million.  The company is still best known for its agrochemicals business but under CEO Jerome Peribere has increasingly concentrated on biotechnology. It is believed that Dow Chemical could raise $10 billion by selling Dow AgroSciences along with its 50% stake in Dow Corning Corporation, a maker of silicone-based products. 

AgroSciences report record revenues
In the fourth quarter 2008 Dow AgroSciences reported record revenues of $885 million, despite a decline in agrochemical sales caused by product shortages and lack of available credit for farmers in some regions. In 2008  revenue rose 20% to $4.5 billion while operating profit increased by 36% to $761 million. Much of this was due to the company’s acquisition of nine hybrid seed research companies and related production facilities over the past two years. Dow AgroSciences’ ability to deliver beyond expectations was the focus of a recent presentation to investors made by Mr Peribere at the Goldman Sachs Thirteenth Annual Agricultural Biotech Forum in New York. At the conference, Mr Peribere reinforced the company’s track record of delivering excellent performance in key areas and continued plans for growth. He said that the company had been able to push up profit by increasing revenue and holding expenses in check. “While 2008 was our best year ever, more importantly this success illustrates our trend of growth from internal efforts, bolt-on acquisitions, and technology success,” said Mr Peribere.  

New Technology

The company says that exceeding customer expectations is a key part of its success.  New herbicides pyroxsulam and aminopyralid are rapidly being adopted by customers around the world as these products enhance the company’s portfolio in key agricultural segments of cereals and range/pasture, respectively. Dow continues making progress in enhancing its seeds business, with nine acquisitions made since 2007.  Mr Peribere cited examples from the Americas which show the company is strengthening its corn, cotton, sunflower, and canola product portfolio. As a technology-driven company, Dow AgroSciences continues to rapidly advance biotechnology solutions such as SmartStax, the industry’s first eight-gene stack of traits in corn. The Dow Herbicide Tolerance (DHT) family of traits is also advancing quickly in the company’s pipeline. This technology will allow growers to use an additional herbicide over the top of key crops such as corn and soybeans, thus providing a more complete solution for growers as they look to enhance the performance of glyphosate. The final example given of delivering beyond expectations focused on the company’s Exzact Precision Technology.  Exzact Technology, which utilises zinc finger proteins, provides the ability to do gene targeting, a long-standing but elusive goal of the biotechnology industry.  The company is rapidly deploying and enhancing the technology in its research efforts and in collaboration with other industry partners.
EXTRAORDINARY YEAR FOR SYNGENTA
One possible suitor for Dow is Syngenta. The company has recently reported its results for 2008 showing a very healthy increase of 21% at constant exchange rates (CER). Volume growth of 15% was supplemented by a 6% contribution from price increases. Syngenta says that crop protection sales rose by 22% to $9.2 billion and seeds sales by 16% (CER) to $2.4 billion. EBITDA increased by 22% (CER) to $2.5 billion. 
Mike Mack, Syngenta’s CEO said: “Last year was an extraordinary year for agriculture in which acreage expanded and technology adoption accelerated. We were able to take full advantage of the favourable market environment thanks to the breadth of our portfolio and our global presence. We saw growth across all product lines and regions but particularly in emerging markets which now account for over a third of our sales. Price increases and operational efficiency savings more than offset higher raw material costs and enabled the company to continue investing in growth.”
Seed

In the US, where GM penetration continued to expand, Syngenta’s proprietary triple stack seed Agrisure 3000 GT was successfully launched in limited quantities. The company said that availability will increase rapidly and further advances in portfolio quality will be achieved through combination of the traits with elite germplasm. In soybean, where Syngenta already has a full traited offer, quality of germplasm plays a key differentiating role and allowed the company to gain market share. With lower US corn acres, growers outside the US responded by increasing corn plantings. This gave rise to new opportunities with a broadening of Syngenta’s hybrid maturity profile in Europe and the expansion of its traited offer in Latin America. In Brazil, approval of Syngenta’s Bt11 trait was confirmed in May, enabling the company to introduce the trait for the 2008/09 season. Approval for GA21 (glyphosate) herbicide tolerance later in the year opens up future potential for double-stack products. Brazilian soybean sales progressed rapidly with excellent acceptance of the early maturity V-Max variety. In Argentina, the acquisition of SPS Argentina SA will complement Syngenta’s existing strong corn position while giving it a platform for the launch of soybean technology. 
Syngenta says it has a promising pipeline of traits in both corn and soybean, which focuses on delivering improved solutions for growers throughout the Americas. These include drought tolerance, nitrogen efficiency and corn amylase, an enzyme which improves the productivity of ethanol plants. In December the company received EPA approval for the first of its corn pipeline traits, Agrisure Viptera (VIP broad lep). The company says that the value of this technology is being increasingly recognised as demonstrated by the licensing of dicamba-enabling technology to Monsanto and of VIP broad lep to Pioneer Hi-Bred. 
Crop Protection

In Crop Protection, Syngenta gained market share for the fourth consecutive year. Sales of new products, defined as those launched since 2006, totalled $263 million. The largest contribution came from the cereal herbicide Axial (pinoxaden) which was well positioned to gain share in a buoyant cereals market. The fungicide Revus (mandipropamid), used on vegetables, vines and potatoes, expanded rapidly with registrations in over 50 countries. The insecticide Durivo (thiamethoxam + chlorantraniliprole) was launched on rice in Indonesia and was an immediate success. 
In Europe, higher crop prices and the elimination of the EU set-aside requirement resulted in increased acreage in Western Europe. Strong demand for cereals favoured the fungicide market in particular. Sales of Amistar (azoxystrobin), Bravo (chlorothalonil) and the triazole fungicide Alto (cyproconazole) all rose by over 30%. In Eastern Europe Syngenta says that growth across all product lines reflected the ongoing modernisation of agriculture and the strengthening of the company’s market position. Rapid growth in Russia, Ukraine and Kazakhstan, reflected ongoing expansion of the product range. 

In NAFTA the insecticide seed treatment Cruiser (thiomethoxam) continued to make gains on both corn and soybean. The company also benefited from significant volume and price gains in the glyphosate market, where the Touchdown range was further differentiated through the introduction of Halex (glyphosate + mesotrione). Latin America had a record year despite a deterioration of economic conditions in the second half. In Asia 
Pacific sales growth came primarily from emerging markets including India, China, Indonesia and Vietnam with growers investing in key crops including rice and vegetables. Improved weather conditions and product launches in Australia also resulted in a significant increase in sales.
For the first time fungicides were the company’s largest product line, with sales of Amistar reaching        $1 billion. Growth in Amistar reflected the success of a variety of combination products used across crops. The product is sold on 120 crops in 100 countries and has a proven yield-boosting effect in addition to disease control. In the US, fungicide use on corn and wheat grew rapidly, with Quilt (azoxystrobin + propiconazole) establishing a leadership position in an expanding corn fungicide market. In Latin America, fungicide growth was broad based across the region with Priori Xtra (azoxystrobin + difenoconazole) now the leading product in Brazil for the prevention and treatment of soybean rust.
Seed Care

Seed Care sales were driven by a shift in technology and market share gain. Seed treatments are sold to major seed companies and in 2008 Syngenta announced a multi-year agreement to sell Cruiser to Pioneer Hi-Bred for use on its corn seed products in NAFTA. The company is expanding the scope of its technology with the planned launch of the nematicide Avicta on corn and the development of Plene, a new technology which will dramatically improve the cost efficiency of sugar cane planting in Brazil. In December the company also announced an R&D agreement with Dow AgroSciences to evaluate their compounds for incorporation into Syngenta’s Seed Care portfolio.

Syngenta says that the combined peak sales potential of its crop protection pipeline is in excess of $2 billion. It has several products in late development including 520, a broad spectrum cereal fungicide, which made significant advances during the year and is now scheduled for launch in 2010; 524, a seed treatment fungicide; and 449, a new herbicide for corn and sugar cane. Syngenta has also signed a strategic alliance with Rohm & Haas to develop and commercialise Invisa technology as a unique product for crop stress protection in field crops. The company will also prepare regulatory studies jointly with DuPont for DuPont’s Cyazypyr, a new broad spectrum insecticide which will be combined with Syngenta’s own insecticides.
In July 2008, Syngenta announced a phased capacity expansion program with an expected total investment of $600 million over the three years 2008-2010. The main products concerned are the fungicide azoxystrobin and the insecticide thiamethoxam. Expenditure under the programme in 2008 was $40 million.
BAYER REPORTS BEST PERFORMANCE IN HISTORY

Bayer reports that its CropScience business achieved the best performance in the history of its crop protection business. Sales grew by 9.5% to a record €6.382 billion ($8.022 billion). The currency and portfolio adjusted increase was even more substantial, at 13.9%.  Business in the crop protection segment expanded by 11.7% to €5.339 billion. Particularly strong growth was recorded in the fungicides business, where sales rose by 28%.  Key growth drivers for crop protection were the newer products based on active substances introduced since 2000. Sales of these products climbed by 36% to €1.8 billion.


Sales in the Environmental Science, BioScience segment held steady year on year at €1.043 billion. On a currency and portfolio adjusted basis, the business expanded by 2.4% to which BioScience contributed an 18.8% improvement. Sales at Environmental Science, however, were down by 7.0% after adjusting for currency effects. This was mainly due to lower sales of products for professional users in the North American green keeping industry on account of adverse market conditions.
Bayer CropScience as a whole improved its EBITDA before special items by 21.1% last year, to €1.603 billion. The underlying EBITDA margin of 25.1% means that the figure originally targeted for 2009 was achieved a year earlier than planned. Looking ahead to the company’s future business performance, Bayer says that 2009 will undoubtedly be a difficult year dominated by uncertainty.  For the CropScience markets the company is assuming moderate growth of between 2% and 3%. The company expects to maintain its margin at around 25%.
BASF INCOME INCREASES TO RECORD LEVEL

In 2008 BASF increased sales in its Agricultural Solutions segment by 8.7% (€272 million) to €3.409 billion; 10% was due to volume and 4% to price while currencies had a negative impact of - 5%.  Income increased to a record high of €705 million. BASF says that price levels for important products such as corn, soybean and cereals began to decline in the third quarter due to the financial crisis. Nevertheless, commodity prices throughout 2008 were significantly higher than the historical average. This led to a higher demand for BASF crop protection products worldwide. 
Sales to customers in Europe increased by 7.5% to €1.544 billion (45% of total sales).  The company says that good cultivation conditions and increased use of crop protection products, particularly BASF’s innovative cereal fungicides, contributed to the sales growth. Sales in North America, however, were below the previous year’s level at €781million. Negative currency effects, in particular the weak annual average for the US dollar, significantly impacted on sales in the region. In addition, the non-crop business in the US declined due to the crisis in the real estate market. This was largely offset by very strong growth with Headline (pyraclostrobin) in a newly created plant health market segment. Adjusted for currency effects, sales were significantly above the previous year’s level.

In Asia BASF increased sales by 15.8% to €315 million, primarily as a result of higher sales volumes. In Japan the company was particularly successful with its rice fungicide Arashi (orysastrobin) and in India with the soybean herbicide Pursuit (imazethapyr). Sales in South America increased by 20.2% to €769 compared to 2007. The strong performance was supported by the successful launch of products under the company’s plant health range AgCelence as well as the expansion of the company portfolio to include additional crops. BASF also profited from the continued increase in the cultivation of sugarcane for the production of bioethanol. 

Income from operations increased to a new record high. At 26.5% the EBITDA margin exceeded the company’s target of 25%. With regard to the outlook for 2009 BASF says that the difficult economic situation worldwide will affect the market environment. However, the company expects to see improvements in sales and earnings on the basis of good seasonal conditions, continued positive price trends for agriculture products and more favourable exchange rates.

EUROPEAN NEWS AND MARKETS

MAKHTESHIM LAUNCHES EXPOXICONAZOLE

Cortez, a new straight epoxiconazole fungicide formulation, has been launched by Makhteshim Agan UK (MAUK) for high level curative control of key foliar diseases in winter cereals in the UK. With strobilurins now mainly used for green leaf retention benefits and as protectants, the use of an effective triazole is critical to maintain control of Septoria tritici as well as the rusts. HGCA (Home Grown Cereals Authority) has confirmed that epoxiconazole remains one of the most active broad spectrum triazoles on the market against a range of foliar wheat diseases.
 According to Stuart Hill, MAUK technical manager, Cortez will be the company’s biggest new introduction so far. It enters the market on the back of the company’s other successful fungicides - Alpha Tebuconazole 20EW (tebuconazole) and Volley (fluazinam).  Cortez is recommended for use at all four key cereal fungicide timings and is formulated as a 125g/l SC (suspension concentrate) with an equivalent label to BASF’s epoxiconazole product Opus.   

"With many triazoles at best only giving moderate activity against Septoria tritici, epoxiconazole is one of only two actives that growers can use to gain a good level of control,” says Mr Hill.  “Additionally because of its eradicant activity, Cortez can be applied up to 10-14 days after infection has occurred.  The product will be widely available for the first time this year and will be packaged in distinctive gold containers. “These reflect the brand and its market leading ‘gold standard’ control of Septoria and the rusts,” says Makhteshim Agan commercial manager, Mike Barrett.  Cortez, which will be cost-effectively positioned within the fungicide market, is also registered in Denmark and Ireland and will in time be rolled out across Europe.  

In the UK market, Makhteshim Agan says it now has annual sales in excess of £32 million ($45.6 million) and a UK market share of 11%.  This places it as the fourth biggest manufacturer in the UK market, behind Bayer, BASF and Syngenta but ahead of Dow, Monsanto and DuPont. Around 15% of the company’s UK sales in 2008 were fungicides. MAUK now has 13 active ingredients and 20 fungicide products registered in the UK. 

RYNAXYPYR AVAILABLE IN TURKEY

DuPont Crop Protection’s new insect control chemistry Rynaxypyr is now is available to Turkish farmers. The novel anthranilamide insecticide is contained in the company’s new product Altacor which provides fast-acting, long-lasting protection from pests. The insecticide gives broad spectrum control of chewing insect pests on fruit, vegetables, other speciality crops, field crops and turf.
To ensure early adoption on vegetables, DuPont, Turkey has set up a support team to provide product training to local farmers. The company has reported that more than 450 farmers and experts have attended the training. “Our team is very excited about introducing this innovative product in Turkey,” said Feruza Bayramova, sales manager, DuPont Crop Protection, for Turkey, Caucasia & Central Asia. “We are aiming to help Turkish farmers increase their productivity and profitability. DuPont also participated in Growtech Eurasia 2008 in Antalya, Turkey, the top agricultural trade event in the region, which attracted 393 exhibitors from 18 countries and some 48,000 visitors.  Our efforts around the launch of Altacor have created very positive interest. We are confident of our ability to establish a strong presence in Turkey.”
CHEMINOVA INCREASES STAKE IN THE STÄHLER GROUP 

Cheminova is acquiring a further stake in the Germany-base Stähler Group for €9.1 million. This will take its overall position to 75% and builds on the 50% stake it acquired early in 2008. Cheminova has also obtained an option to buy the remaining shares in five years at a price based on future performance. The company says that Stähler’s 2008 results did not live up to expectations, in part due to the financial crisis. In order to strengthen the financial position and to support the company’s future development Cheminova was invited by the Stähler family to increase its stake. By obtaining majority ownership, Cheminova says it 
will be able to better integrate the two businesses and further strengthen its position in the European markets. It is understood that the current day-to-day management of the Stähler group, including the family members, will remain unchanged.
UK SCIENTISTS WIN AWARD TO RESEARCH WHEAT GENOMES

UK scientists have been awarded £1.7 million by the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC) to analyse the genomes of five varieties of wheat to help farmers increase yield and disease resistance. “Bread wheat, with an estimated world harvest of more than 550 million tonnes, is one of the most important food crops in the world and is worth more than £2 billion to the UK's agricultural industry. Wheat production world-wide has not kept up with demand and is under threat from drought and new diseases,” said Professor Mike Bevan from the UK’s John Innes Centre (www.jic.ac.uk). “We need to use modern genomic technologies to help breed varieties that will be more adaptable, higher yielding, and which resist diseases that cause major crop losses.”

The wheat genome is five times larger than the human genome and bread wheat is actually made up of three closely related genomes. Most of the wheat genome is considered to be ‘junk DNA’ that does not encode any genes. Scientists at the John Innes Centre will develop methods to identify the important regions of five wheat varieties for sequencing. These lines carry much needed traits such as disease resistance, improved quality and yield. The project will provide a large amount of data for the future genome sequencing of wheat. The newly established BBSRC Genome Analysis Centre in Norwich and the European Bioinformatics Institute in Cambridge will play a key role in this important project. 

EU MINISTERS VOTE TO SUPPORT GM BAN

Environment ministers from the EU member states have voted to reject a European Commission proposal that would have required Austria and Hungary to lift their bans on genetically modified (GM) corn seeds deemed safe and authorised for planting in the EU by the Commission. With the exception of Britain, Finland, the Netherlands and Sweden, most EU environment ministers moved to back the two member states. Although the decision in Brussels applies specifically to the two countries, it is also likely to have implications for other member states, including Germany. The German government is currently considering whether it will lift its restriction on MON810 corn, which it imposed in 2007. France and Greece also have imposed similar "safeguard" bans on the MON810 variety, citing studies that find it unsafe to the environment. Their bans also are facing scrutiny from the EU Commission.
BCPC CONGRESS BACK IN 2009

The BCPC Congress will be back in November 2009 at the Scottish Exhibition & Conference Centre in Glasgow. An important industry alliance has been formed between The Farmers Guardian (www.farmersguardian.com), a leading UK national agricultural newspaper and the British Crop Production Council (BCPC) (www.bcpc.org) and agreement has been reached about the running of the Congress and Exhibition. The partners say that the Congress will benefit from the journal’s strong understanding of farmers' practical needs at home and abroad. The Farmers Guardian's parent company United Business Media (UBM) has at its core a conference and exhibition business, which operates from India and China, to North and South America, Europe and the former Soviet Union. The BCPC says it is keen to work along side Farmers Guardian and UBM Conferences to formulate a successful 2009 market-led BCPC Congress and Exhibition from 9-11 November. 
MANUFACTURERS SUPPORT METALDEHYDE

Manufacturers of metaldehyde slug pellets in the UK have put forward proposals to limit both the individual and total dose rates of their slug pellets. Colin Myram, spokesman for the manufacturers, said they are acting in response to occasional, but nonetheless serious, incidences of the pesticide breaching water quality standards in river water. He explained that the high levels were often tied into high rainfall events, and connected to run-off from fields. 
The proposed dose rate recommendations include a limit of individual metaldehyde applications of 250g of active ingredient per hectare for a single application, and 700g of active ingredient per hectare in the course of a season. “This translates into a maximum for each treatment of between four and 15kg of slug 
pellet product, depending on the percentage content of metaldehyde that ranges from 1.5 to 6% depending on the brand,” added Mr Myram. A five metre no spread zone from the edge of field margins has also been proposed as a means of cutting the risk of slug pellets making direct contact with either watercourses or ditches. Manufacturer commitments have also been made to improve packaging and investigate pellet formulations.

“If these proposed measures are combined with the diligent use of slug pellets in the field then we can resolve this issue and secure a future for this important molluscicide in UK agriculture,” said Mr Myram. A new website (www.getpelletwise.co.uk) aimed at all users, handlers and advisers of metaldehyde slug pellets has been launched by the Metaldehyde Stewardship Group (MSG). 

AMERICAN NEWS AND MARKETS

EPA APPROVES SYNGENTA’S INSECTICIDE TRAIT STACKS

Syngenta has reported that the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has granted approval for two insecticidal trait stacks that include its new Agrisure Viptera trait, which is designed to provide control of a broad spectrum of lepidopteran corn pests. The EPA previously granted registration approval to the single Agrisure Viptera trait in November 2008. 


The EPA approvals cover the insecticidal trait combinations in the Agrisure Viptera trait plus the Agrisure 3000GT stack and the Agrisure Viptera trait plus the Agrisure GT/CB/LL stack products. The Agrisure Viptera trait plus the Agrisure 3000GT stack will provide control of a broad spectrum of lepidopteran corn pests including European corn borer, corn earworm, Western bean cutworm, black cutworm and fall armyworm, along with control of corn rootworm and glyphosate and glufosinate herbicide tolerance. The Agrisure Viptera trait plus the Agrisure GT/CB/LL trait stack will provide the same broad-spectrum lepidopteran control and glyphosate and glufosinate herbicide tolerance, but without corn rootworm control. Subject to Syngenta receiving all remaining regulatory and key import approvals, hybrids featuring these two trait stacks should be available for planting in spring 2010.
BAYER RECEIVES EPA APPROVAL FOR FUNGICIDE
The US EPA has registered Bayer’s fungicide Adament 50 WG for the control of powdery mildew, leaf spot and several other diseases on grapes and stone fruit. The fungicide contains two long-lasting active ingredients (tebuconazole + trifloxystrobin) with complementary modes of action to deliver broader, more complete disease control with built-in resistance management. In addition, both active ingredients are registered in most importing countries, so there are fewer export concerns. 
“Adament offers translaminar and systemic activity, protecting both sides of the leaf tissue for greater quality, higher yield and a better return on investment,” said Herb Young, fungicide product manager with Bayer CropScience. Adament gives control of powdery mildew and other key grape diseases, including Botrytis and black rot. In stone fruit, the fungicide controls all major diseases from flowering to harvest, including brown rot blossom blight, cherry leaf spot and powdery mildew. Adament interferes with respiration and energy production, and inhibits fungal cell membrane formation within pathogenic fungi. The product is a good fit for Integrated Pest Management (IPM) and is rainfast within two hours of application. 
NUFARM INTRODUCE NEW HERBICIDES IN CANADA

Nufarm has launched three new wild oat and broadleaf herbicide combinations, Signal, Signal D and Signal M, for use in spring wheat and durum crops in Canada. Signal is straight clodinafop while Signal M is a twin pack of clodinafop with MCPA for grass, wild buckwheat and broadleaf control. Signal D is a twin pack with bromoxynil that gives broad-spectrum grass and broadleaf control and also controls kochia. Signal M and Signal D are available in 20-acre packs and 400-acre bulk packs; Signal comes in a 40-acre case. “With the introduction of our Signal, Signal M and Signal D herbicides we now have one of the broadest wild oat and broadleaf herbicide product offerings for farmers in Western Canada," said Greant Deveson, Nufarm's commercial manager. “All three new herbicides provide our customers with greater choices to control wild oats and millet in wheat".
SYNGENTA RECEIVES US APPROVAL FOR AXIAL TBC

Syngenta Crop Protection has received US registration for Axial TBC, a herbicide recommended for the control of grass and broadleaf weeds in winter wheat, spring wheat and barley. “Axial TBC is an all-in-one grass and broadleaf herbicide for cereal growers,” said Shawn Potter, herbicide brand manager for Syngenta. The product contains pinoxaden for control of annual grasses combined with Dow’s florasulam to control broadleaf weeds. Axial TBC is applied at a single use rate and has a wide application window. The product has good crop safety on both wheat and barley and provides growers with rotational crop flexibility in the following growing season.

US EPA APPROVES NEW FUNGIDE FOR SUGAR BEET 

The EPA has approved Syngenta’s fungicide Inspire XT for use on sugar beet in the US. Inspire XT (difenoconazole and propiconazole) replaces Inspire SB (difenoconazole) and controls Cercospora leaf spot and powdery mildew, two very damaging sugar beet diseases. Registrations are still pending in certain states.  “By combining two triazoles into one product, we are able to offer sugar beet growers improved disease control,” said David Laird, fungicide brand manager at Syngenta. Inspire XT offers robust, long lasting, broad spectrum disease control due to translaminar and xylem-systemic activity. Both active ingredients have preventive and curative properties that give growers flexibility in application timing. The new fungicide has a short 12-hour Restricted-entry Interval (REI) and a variety of application methods.
FMC ACQUIRES INSECT CONTROL PRODUCTS

FMC has acquired the CB Professional Products (www.cbproproducts.com/products) range of insect control products from Waterbury Companies, Inc. The product portfolio includes a complete line of aerosol sprays as well as baits, fly lights, foggers and other products that are marketed to pest management professionals in North America. The products will be sold through FMC Professional Solutions, a business unit of FMC's Agricultural Products Group. “We are delighted about bringing the highly respected CB Professional Products line into the FMC range," said Dan Rosenbaum, business director of FMC Professional Solutions. "This acquisition fits with our strategic goal of being able to offer a broad product portfolio to pest control distribution and a comprehensive set of solutions to pest management professionals.” 

MONSANTO TO INTRODUCE GENUITY BRAND OF TRAITS

Monsanto is to introduce a family of traits under the name Genuity in the US. The brand will differentiate and unify the company's technology products and make it simpler for growers to select the traits best suited for their farms. Ernesto Fajardo, Monsanto vice president - US Commercial, said the company's next-generation trait technologies will be marketed as Genuity at the beginning of 2010. “Genuity gives us the opportunity to position our traits as a family of innovative products. It provides a single, easily recognised brand to simplify the process by which farmers ask for our traits,” added Mr Fajardo. 


The Genuity name will be used for Monsanto's newest and future traits. These include Genuity Roundup Ready 2 Yield soybeans, Genuity VT Triple PRO corn, Genuity Bollgard II cotton, Genuity Bollgard II with Roundup Ready Flex cotton, Genuity Roundup Ready Flex cotton, Roundup Ready speciality crops and, pending regulatory approval in 2010, Genuity SmartStax corn. Mr Fajardo commented that Monsanto currently invests more than $2.6 million a day (nearly $1 billion annually) to develop innovative, new technologies that help farmers to be more productive and profitable. Technology innovation, he said, also supports the company's commitment to help farmers double yields by the year 2030 to meet the growing global demand for food, feed, fuel and fibre. At the same time it helps farmers reduce the use of key resources per unit of output. 


Dion McBay, Monsanto US traits marketing lead, said the name Genuity is designed to communicate Monsanto's commitment to innovation and farmer success. The brand name, he said, is the result of conversations and feedback from farmers. Mr McBay said Genuity seed bags will feature easy-to-read icons representing insect protection, herbicide tolerance, weather protection and increased productivity to illustrate clearly the benefits the traits offer. The Genuity icon system will help farmers match traits with the specific needs of their farm. 
BRAZIL COMMITTED TO AGRICULTURE

Senator Katia Abreu of the Brazilian Confederation of Agriculture and Livestock (CNA) recently informed the UK’s NFU (National Farmers Union) vice president Paul Temple, when he visited Brazil, that her country’s rapid growth in agricultural production had the potential to fill the gap between global production and consumption. Senator Abreu, the first female president of CAN which represents some 1.5 million members, said she recognised that the sheer scale of Brazil’s production created fear amongst other countries. However, she emphasised the important role the country would increasingly play in global food security, and raised her own concerns about the reduction in global food stocks.

Senator Abreu explained that there were 71 million hectares of land available for agricultural cropping and production, none of which compromised a square foot of rainforest, and that figure did not include the 176 million hectares of land already in conservation areas. “What was abundantly clear during the visit was not just the sheer scale of agricultural production there, but the huge importance placed on the industry and its role in the economy,” said Mr Temple. “Agriculture represents 36% of Brazil’s exports, employs 37% of the workforce and makes a 24%. I was struck by the difference in emphasis on the importance of farming placed by our own Government in the UK and that of Brazil during a visit to Embrapa, the Brazilian Agricultural Research Corporation, which is linked to their ministry for agriculture. “It employs over 8,000 people and has a budget of $650 million, with the aim of finding practical solutions for the sustainable development of Brazilian agribusiness through knowledge and technology generation and transfer. Compare that to our situation, where funding for agricultural R&D continues to decrease year-on-year,” added Mr Temple.

APPLICATION EFFICACY VS SPRAY DRIFT CONTROL

A one day conference organised by the Association of Applied Biologists in Peterborough, UK was held on 17 February. It reported on up-to-date research results from EU scientists, covering spray technology, with particular emphasis on spray drift control. The subject of the potential harmful effect of spray drift has, in the UK, become a high profile issue since, in November 2008, a campaigner, Georgina Downs, won a legal victory in a long-running battle with the Government over the use of pesticides. Bruce Knight reports.
The adoption of drift reducing technologies over the past decade can be singled out as the dominant culture change among sprayer operators. In his presentation Tom Bals of Micron Sprayers Limited, Bromyard, UK pointed out that there is a lack of understanding about the difference between drift control and application efficacy, particularly amongst environmentalists and regulators. The general yardstick for measuring agrochemical performance in the field has been the level of control of pest, weed or disease, rather than impact on yield. This has resulted in a trend towards higher than optimum dose rates and large droplet, high volume spray application, in order to overcome the inherent inefficiency of sprayers. As the results are generally satisfactory the false assumption has been made that the methods of application are both efficient and free from losses. Mr Bals argued that this assumption is incorrect. 

One of the problems is that there is little data generated on the efficiency of spray application in the field or the movement of spray droplets amongst foliage. Spray nozzle performance is generally measured using a laboratory installed static patternator which records droplet distribution on a two dimensional surface. However, in the field droplet movement is three dimensional. Spray drift monitoring experiments were first initiated by governments in the 1970s and 1980s in Western and Northern Europe where public concerns were greatest due to weather factors and to the fact that many residences adjoined arable farming areas. The protocols for these experiments tended to be based on bare ground spraying - the worst case scenario.   It is difficult to obtain reproducible results with this method and it tends to ignore what happens to small droplets.  The more recent approach has therefore been to carry out wind tunnel tests.  However, Mr Bals pointed out that wind tunnel experiments fail to record the impact of the growing crop on spray drift. There is also good evidence from American work that formulation significantly affects drift characteristics. 

Currently Germany is tending to dominate EU legislation with regard to spray drift. This is based on the use of patternators, to measure sprayer and nozzle performance under laboratory conditions. There is now an important European Standard aiming to minimise environmental (particularly water) contamination, which is based on coarse sprays and strict patternator measurements.  However, there is no measure of how much of the spray gets to its target in the field.

Drift reduction and lower volume application has been achieved in the UK without compromising efficiency, through the adoption of novel nozzle designs such as twin fluid or air induction. Mr Bals concluded by calling for greater investment in practical spray efficacy research rather than promoting the flawed and outdated emphasis on coarse droplet spraying.

Dr David Nuyttens, Institute for Agricultural and Fisheries Research (ILVO), Belgium described biological field trials on a range of crops and target organisms carried out comparing standard flat fan, low drift and air induction nozzles. Generally there were no significant performance differences recorded although response rates were more rapid with conventional nozzles and coarse sprays. 

Paolo Marucco, Turin University, Italy compared nozzle performance with different formulations of Betanal (phenmedipham combinations). With air induction nozzles, there were differences in flow rate depending on the formulation.  Both formulation and nozzle type also produced differences in droplet retention due to the morphology of the weeds, Chenopodium album compared with Amaranthus retroflexus. 

Tim Scott, Syngenta Crop Protection, showed photographs which demonstrated how spray drift and loss was dramatically reduced when the boom height above the crop was reduced. In wild oat control trials, comparing performance at different spray boom heights, reducing boom height from 1.0 metre to 0.5 metre increased control and generated an economic gain of around £20 per hectare.
OTHER NEWS AND MARKETS

DOW COLLABORATES WITH CHINESE INSTITUTE

Dow AgroSciences and the China National Rice Research Institute (CNRRI) (www.chinariceinfo.com) of Hangzhou, China, have entered into a research agreement to combine the strengths of Dow AgroSciences’ traits and technologies with CNRRI’s leading rice germplasm. “We look forward to working with CNRRI to introduce novel technologies in rice in China and the rest of the world to improve the productivity of one of the world’s most important food crops,” said Dr Daniel R Kittle, vice president of R&D, Dow AgroSciences. The China National Rice Research Institute (CNRRI) was established in Hangzhou, Zhejiang Province and approved by the Chinese State Council in June 1981, and operates under the dual leadership of Chinese Academy of Agricultural Sciences (CAAS) and the Zhejiang Provincial Government. CNRRI focuses on basic and applicable research with the priority being on solving significant scientific and technical problems in rice production. 

US CROP SAMPLES SHIPPED TO NORWEGIAN SEED VAULT

Agricultural Research Service (ARS), the principal in-house research agency of the US Department of Agriculture (USDA), has shipped seeds from 20,000 different crop samples maintained by the agency's National Plant Germplasm System (NPGS) to Norway. The shipment to the Svalbard Global Seed Vault (www.nordgen.org/sgsv) serves two main purposes. The first is to ensure the safekeeping of duplicate copies of seeds already maintained in the NPGS, which contains more than 500,000 accessions of cultivated plants and their wild relatives. The second purpose is to help promote world food security by adding to the genetic diversity of crops whose seeds are now stored in the vault, or will be. These include aroids, maize, banana, cassava, carrot, finger millet and sunflower. This month's shipment, the second by ARS since January 2008, contains pepper, lettuce, pea, rice, flax, sorghum, wheat and safflower seeds. 

Over the next 10 to 15 years, it is hoped that seeds from almost all of the 500,000 NPGS accessions will be represented in the vault. The vault is located on the side of a mountain on one of a group of Svalbard islands, located midway between Norway and the North Pole. The vault's three storage chambers are nestled in permafrost deep inside the mountain, which helps preserve the seeds. The vault, which was built one year ago to store a billion seeds, is administered by the Nordic Genetic Resources Center for the Norwegian government in partnership with the Global Crop Diversity Trust.  The Trust was co-founded by the United Nation's Food and Agricultural Organisation and Bioversity International. About 1,400 gene banks are also operated worldwide. The vault does not replace these. Instead it provides a backup in the event that the seeds and the genetic diversity encoded with them are lost to equipment failures, mismanagement, budgetary cuts, natural disasters and other catastrophes. 

KENYA IS FOURTH AFRICAN COUNTRY TO ALLOW GM CROPS

Kenya has become the fourth African country to allow the production and use of genetically modified (GM) crops after its president Mwai Kibaki signed parliament's approval of new biosafety legislation. The introduction of the Biosafety Bill 2008 means that Kenya joins Burkina Faso, Egypt and South Africa as the only African nations which permit GM farming. A National Biosafety Authority will now be set up, under the National Council for Science and Technology, to implement the legislation and to follow priorities as stated in the country’s National Biotechnology Development Policy passed in 2006.  Margaret Karembu, director of the Kenya-based African centre of the International Service for the Acquisition of Agri-biotech Applications (ISAAA) said: “The new legislation will fast-track the Water Efficient Maize for Africa (WEMA) project to develop drought-resistant maize, which had stalled due to the lack of a legislative framework. Charles Watoro, director of Kenya Agricultural Research Institute (KARI) added: “The new law will allow open field trials in several locations, removing previous restrictions and speeding up agricultural improvements.” Mr Watoro says KARI researchers are working on cotton, maize, cassava, sweet potatoes and sorghum genetically modified to resist common pests and that implementation of the law is needed very quickly. 

BAYER COLLABORATES TO ENHANCE COTTON GERMPLASM

Bayer CropScience and Nature Source Genetics, New York, US have entered into an exclusive five year collaboration involving the pre-breeding and enhancement of cotton germplasm. The objective is to identify and incorporate previously inaccessible genes of interest by making use of innovative technologies to create substantially improved cotton varieties. The partnership will focus on combining the expertise of Bayer CropScience’s cotton breeders and molecular biologists with Nature Source Genetics’ technical know-how and their new proprietary bioanalytical platform to identify and utilise the full range of promising genetic material.

Currently, cotton breeders are limited to using only a very small portion of genetic diversity in the cotton genus to develop improved varieties. Identifying useful genetic material from wild and early domesticated forms of cultivated cotton and incorporating it into elite breeding programmes is difficult. The new collaboration will, however, provide Bayer CropScience researchers with the opportunity to identify high value genes in previously unused genetic material and, more importantly, the opportunity to develop methods for incorporating these new genes into commercial germplasm. It is expected to help expand the genetic diversity breeders can incorporate into their programmes while minimising the difficulties that have previously made it impossible to access this unused germplasm. Bayer CropScience will initially concentrate on the areas of yield improvement, stress resistance, both biotic and abiotic, and fibre quality. More traits will be added as the programme expands.
SYNGENTA ENTERS NEW RESEARCH COLLABORATION IN CHINA

Syngenta has entered into an eight year research collaboration with Anhui Rice Research Institute (ARRI) in China. The collaboration programme will involve laboratory and field testing of novel gene functions and will focus on drought tolerance and optimising nitrogen utilisation in key crops such as corn and soybean. ARRI will work closely with Syngenta’s new biotech research and technology centre in Beijing which was opened in October 2008. “This collaboration will accelerate our research and increase our efficiency and competitiveness,” says Xun Wang, head of Syngenta Biotechnology China. “ARRI has strong expertise and experience in genetics, breeding and field experiments.”

The base crop for the programme will be rice, which is highly suited for gene research. It is a well characterised crop regarding genetic, molecular and agronomic information and its genome is closely related to those of major crops such as corn. The relatively short growing cycle of rice will also allow more testing to be completed in a shorter time frame. The research agreement is part of Syngenta’s efforts to work closely with Chinese academics. In 2007, 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.

BAYER TO WORK WITH GERMAN INSTITUTE ON CANOLA
Bayer CropScience and the German Leibniz Institute of Plant Genetics and Crop Plant Research (IPK) (www.ipk-gatersleben.de) have entered into a research agreement to develop genetically modified, high-yielding canola hybrids. Bayer CropScience’s aim is to incorporate the innovations into its InVigor canola seed business in North America, and to develop global oilseed rape products for markets in which there is high demand for healthy, high-quality oils. “We are delighted to be working with a strong partner like the IPK to develop innovative solutions which will meet the growing industrial demand for vegetable oils," said Dr Michiel van Lookeren Campagne, head of BioScience Research at Bayer CropScience. "This will open up new market opportunities for our customers.”
DUPONT AND IRRI FORM PARTNERSHIP

DuPont and the International Rice Research Institute (IRRI), based in the Philippines, have entered into a collaboration to boost rice yields.  The partners say that the Scientific Know-How and Exchange Programme (SKEP) establishes a new model for public-private sector collaboration that can benefit farmers and consumers while stimulating commercial innovation. “This novel partnership will enable the leading public research institution in rice breeding and genetics to collaborate with the global leader in advanced plant genetics, breeding and product development to increase global rice productivity,” said 

William S Niebur, vice president, DuPont Crop Genetics Research and Development.  “By partnering with IRRI to strengthen and accelerate hybrid rice breeding efforts, we will enhance commercialisation of higher yielding hybrids in Asia to help meet global demand.” 

The aim of the collaboration is to increase the rate of yield gains and to boost the quality and diversity of hybrid rice.  Collaborating scientists will further develop the understanding of hybrid vigour in rice and will work to develop hybrids with better resistance to brown planthopper, a key insect pest.  Aspects of this work will be shared publicly and will contribute to making better advanced breeding lines and hybrids available to rice breeders and farmers in Asia.  The project will complement the IRRI-led Hybrid Rice Research and Development Consortium.

Both partners will benefit from SKEP through sharing facilities and germplasm as well as through interaction among scientists. IRRI has a large and diverse germplasm pool for hybrid development. DuPont’s business Pioneer HiBred will provide critical capabilities for molecular analysis, expertise in developing a commercial-scale breeding strategy, and field locations for wider testing of IRRI and Pioneer hybrids. The programme also establishes a scholarship to support continued interest in agricultural research.  Pioneer  will fund a doctorate scholarship to educate a new generation of highly qualified rice scientists for the public and private sectors in Asia.
GM RICE AVAILABLE IN INDIA IN 2011

GM rice with insect resistance and high nutritional value will be commercially available in India by 2011-12 according to G J N Rao, head of plant improvement at the Central Rice Research Institute (CRRI) in Cuttak. Mr Rao said that India has to increase its crop productivity through innovation in agricultural biotechnology to meet the rising demand for rice. At present rice is cultivated on 43 million hectares in the country. Last year rice production was 96.43 million tonnes. The government estimates a shortfall of 14 million tonnes of grain this year. Swapan Dutta, a well known rice expert at the Calcutta University, said that the C4 variety of GM rice will yield more than other varieties. “It will need less water and will be adaptable to climatic changes. It could, therefore, be cultivated in dry conditions." He said the price of biotech rice seeds would be comparatively higher, but farmers would prefer it due to its advantages. India became the fourth largest adopter of GM crops in the world, replacing Canada in 2008. As of now, about 32 crops, including cereals, vegetables and fruits, are undergoing research. India is now producing GM cotton and a GM variety of brinjal is expected soon.
SCIENTISTS IDENTIFY GENETIC DISEASE RESISTANCE IN WHEAT

In a recent paper published in Science, scientists from CSIRO, Australia, the University of Zurich and the International Maize and Wheat Improvement Centre (CIMMYT) have identified a wheat gene sequence which provides protection against leaf rust, stripe rust and powdery mildew. “Genetic disease resistance is highly desirable in plants as it is more environmentally friendly and profitable than spraying pesticides,” says Dr Evans Lagudah, a senior principal research scientist at CSIRO. "The newly identified resistance gene product, known as Lr34 transporter protein, is the first of its kind to be found in a commercial crop that is capable of delivering broad-spectrum control of multiple pathogens." Lr34 exhibits extremely valuable characteristics. Whereas one gene usually only protects against a single disease for a limited time under commercial production, Lr34 provides long lasting disease resistance and acts against multiple diseases. “The fungi that cause rust diseases are very adaptable and can rapidly evolve to overcome resistant cereal varieties,” Dr Lagudah says. “Scientists and farmers can commonly only respond to a rust outbreak after it has passed, but tests conducted after identifying the Lr34 gene sequence show it has provided partial but constant protection against leaf rust for over 80 years.” Understanding the molecular nature of this type of resistance has important implications for long-term control of rust diseases. An immediate application is the use of the gene sequence to directly select and breed wheat plants that carry the resistance against multiple pathogens. The Lr34 gene can now be combined with other disease resistance genes into single cultivars faster and with greater confidence providing more durable resistance.

GM CROPS GROW AGAIN IN 2008

The global adoption of plant biotechnology continued to grow in 2008 with some 13.3 million farmers in 25 countries growing GM crops on 125 million hectares according to the International Service for the Acquisition of Agri-Biotech Applications (ISAAA) (www.isaaa.org). This represents a 9.4% increase over 2007. “More farmers are growing biotech crops on more hectares around the world and this increase is a testament to the fact that, when given the opportunity to choose between conventional or GM seed, farmers will plant the latter,” said Denise Dewar, executive director for Plant Biotechnology at CropLife International. 
In 2008 Egypt became the latest African nation to approve the commercial cultivation of biotech crops, and planted 700 hectares of GM maize. Burkina Faso grew 8,500 hectares of GM cotton while farmers in South Africa planted 1.8 million hectares of GM cotton and maize last year.  Four countries Kenya, Malawi, Togo, and Uganda adopted biosafety guidelines for regulating biotech crops.  Malawi and Uganda approved field trials for GM cotton and banana.  
In Latin America, Bolivia became the newest country to grow biotech crops.  Last year, Bolivian farmers planted 600,000 hectares of GM soybean.  Argentina planted the second largest area of biotech crops globally last year 21 million hectares, a 10% increase in hectares planted over 2007.  In addition, the Argentine government approved a stacked event in corn for cultivation in 2008.  In Brazil last year, the Technical Commission on Biotechnology (CTNBio) approved three biotech corn hybrids and two biotech cotton hybrids.  Brazilian farmers planted 15.8 million hectares of biotech crops in 2008, including pest resistant GM corn for the first time.  Farmers in Paraguay grew 2.7 million hectares of biotech crops while those in Uruguay grew 700,000 hectares, a 40% increase over 2007. 
Asian governments last year also recognised the benefits of plant biotechnology, especially increased crop productivity.  Chinese officials announced their strong support for plant biotechnology and committed significant resources to long term biotech crop research and development in an effort to feed its 1.3 billion people.  In 2008, Chinese farmers grew 3.8 million hectares of biotech crops.  India developed a new set of guidelines, standard operating procedures, and protocols for conducting safety assessments of biotech crops as part of a science-based approval system for plant biotechnology.  In November the Indian government also approved field trials of GM corn. Indian farmers grew 7.6 million hectares of biotech crops in 2008, a 23% increase over the previous year.  

In 2008, two Australian states, New South Wales and Victoria, commercially cultivated GM canola for the first time, and Western Australia approved commercial trials.  Australian farmers planted 200,000 hectares of GM crops in 2008, double the number of hectares grown in 2007. Filipino farmers planted 400,000 hectares of biotech crops in 2008, a 33% increase over 2007. 

North American farmers continued to plant biotech crops at high adoption rates, with Canadian and US farmers planting a new GM crop, herbicide-tolerant sugar beet, for the first time last year. US farmers planted 258,000 hectares of the GM sugar beet (59% of all US sugar beet planted).  In 2008 92% of all soybeans grown in the US were GM varieties, 80% of all corn was GM varieties, and 85% of cotton. Last year, US farmers grew a total of 62.5 million hectares of biotech crops and Canadian farmers planted 7.6 million hectares. The Canadian government approved four new biotech crop varieties for commercial cultivation, and approved the importation of two biotech crops.  The Mexican government approved field trials for nine biotech crop varieties, including cotton, soybean, alfalfa, and stacked trait varieties and farmers grew a total of 100,000 hectares of biotech crops.  
In Europe 107,719 hectares of GM crops were planted in seven countries in 2008, a 21% increase over 2007.  The cultivated acreage of biotech crops increased over 10-fold in Poland and Romania; doubled in Slovakia; and increased by 68% in the Czech Republic.  The European Commission also approved the import of one biotech corn hybrid, two biotech soy varieties, and one biotech cotton hybrid in 2008.   
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