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COMPETITION HOTS UP IN UK CEREAL FUNGICIDE MARKET  

UK farmers will be spoilt for choice this year for their cereal fungicide needs as they benefit from access to new products based on BASF’s F500 (pyraclostrobin) and Syngenta’s picoxystrobin. Other suppliers are also making their product offerings as attractive as possible to maintain their positions in what will be a very competitive market. BASF received its first European approval in the UK for Opera (133 g/l F500 + 50g/l epoxiconazole) late last year and is targeting the product for applications at the main T1 and T2 timings in cereals (CPM November 2001). Syngenta received official approval in the UK just days ago from the Pesticides Safety Directorate (PSD) for Acanto (250 g/l SC picoxystrobin) just in time for a full commercial launch in cereals this year. 

Last year was a difficult one for UK cereal growers with poor yields and growing conditions. This year’s crops are well advanced and looking in excellent shape but are likely to be subject to high disease pressure. Farm advisors have differing views about how cereal fungicides can be most effectively used, due mainly to the very wide choice of cereal varieties, products and programmes available. Most farmers are likely to try out Opera and Acanto on at least part of their cereal holdings. 

Keith Norman, head of R&D at UK farm management company, Velcourt (see European Markets), regards strobilurins as straight “superfungicides” and is sceptical about past claims of their effects on plant physiology. He regards variety as the key factor in disease control, with high-yielding feed wheats responding best to fungicide programmes. He considers that the lower the disease pressure is, the less important the triazole fungicide component becomes. Velcourt’s trials work showed yield increases in 1999 and 2000 of 15-16% from the use of strobilurin products, but only 3% in 2001 when disease pressures were very low.

According to David Jones (ADAS Rosemaund), Septoria tritici has been the number one disease target for UK wheat treatments for many years now. Mildew is common but not economically so important, as are yellow rust and eyespot. In barley, Rhynchosporium has been the main target over the last 3-4 years, although ten years ago brown rust was the most important. Brown rust still poses widespread problems in barley, as do net blotch and eyespot. 

Neil Waddingham, cereal fungicide product manager at Bayer, is recommending a three-spray strategy (GS31-32/39/59) in winter wheat crops this year, with “strob power” at T1 and T2 timings. He sees Twist (trifloxystrobin) as a strong and cost-effective competitor for both the existing and the new strobilurin products, with its “dose flexibility” an important factor. Mr Waddingham reckons that the optimum margin from Twist comes at half rate applications, 1 litre/ha, which costs £19-20/ha (US27-28/ha). Farm survey work indicated that the average rate of Twist used in 2000 in the UK was 0.8 litres/ha.

Bayer’s acquisition of the former Novartis trifloxystrobin business is helping the company prepare the ground for two new fungicides it is developing. Mr Waddingham told CPM that these are due to reach the market after 2004. One is a very broad spectrum DMI fungicide that will be present in the so-called JAU range of products. The other is a strobilurin fungicide, with high activity against eyespot (both strains), Septoria tritici and ear Fusarium, which will be developed in the HEC range of products. 

Syngenta’s Acanto looks set to make a significant impact in its first year on the UK market. Brand manager, Erwan Strullu, sees Acanto as providing “a new early season foundation for yield and quality in wheat and barley”. The product’s performance in barley is outstanding, especially for control of net blotch and Rhynchosporium, but also for Ramularia, a growing problem in Ireland and Northern Europe. 

Dr Jeremy Godwin, senior pathologist at Syngenta’s UK research centre at Jealott’s Hill, sees the main benefits of Acanto coming from T1 treatments, when it is not known just how much disease is in the crop. The curative and preventive activity of Acanto, combined with its good redistribution characteristics, makes it a strong performer (CPM, November 2001). Dr Godwin likens the effects of picoxystrobin on the energy processes of fungi to “cutting the lead from the battery to the car engine”. The “latent period” before Septoria infections become visible in wheat is 14-42 days. Picoxystrobin can give over 14 days curative activity when the latent period is 35 days, making it better than other strobilurins but not as good as triazoles. Acanto is best used in mixtures, says Beth Hall, Syngenta’s UK fungicide technical manager, with the choice of partner depending on the disease risks and problems. Unix (cyprodinil) is a good partner product where eyespot control is needed. 

Remote Sensing in Agriculture

The Society of Chemical Industry (SCI)’s Agriculture and Environment Group held a seminar in London on 15 January entitled Applications of Remote Sensing in Agriculture (www.soci.org). Speakers outlined the recent developments in using satellite, airborne or tractor-mounted images to monitor crop areas, crop performance and opportunities for providing decision support in nutrient management and crop protection. CPM’s correspondent, Bruce Knight, reports on the event, which was chaired by Dr John Stafford of Silsoe Solutions.

Crop areas and yield 

A number of papers covered the latest thinking in how to measure crop areas through satellite imagery techniques and to predict yields on behalf of government agencies and those concerned with international crop forecasts.  The seminar also gave a valuable insight into exactly how far the opportunities for using remote sensing as part of a “precision farming toolkit” have been developing and to what extent its adoption will have an impact on the use of agrochemicals in Europe. 

Unlike other technologies which give support for spatially variable crop treatments such as GPS soil or yield mapping, imagery has the potential to give information that can be used in the current crop season on a “real time” basis.  Virtually all of the efforts with imaging so far have been for cereals.

Infrared images and radar

Peter Dampney, ADAS, Boxworth, reported on optical sensing work carried out under a LINK programme, SPARTAN, a private/public sector initiative supported by the UK government. Optical imagery methods are potentially valuable in helping to target areas of poor crop performance. The project was however looking to define quantitatively canopy size in wheat as a Green Area Index (GAI) as well as disease and disease effects. 

Of the options that are available, satellite images, both visible and infrared, have the advantage of relatively low cost.  However, reliability early in the season, when information is most useful, presents a potential problem due to cloud cover. Airborne imagery is more reliable but also costs more per hectare. According to Peter Dampney, tractor-borne sensors may ultimately prove the most practical for farmer.

Interference problems

One problem that has to be overcome with tractor sensors is the effect of image interference or “noise” from variable soil patterns. There needs therefore to be strong correlation between the image and the GAI. The trials suggested that selection of narrow wavebands helps to resolve this problem. 

Variable application of growth regulators and fungicides based on crop vigour maps is an important aim for developers. Both are possible but there is no evidence to suggest that variable fungicide treatments can be used other than for those fungal diseases which are already expressed visually and which produce a spectral signature. Prediction of variable disease patterns from a change in the characteristics of the crop, before the disease is visible, does not appear to be viable at present.

Radar is also being used to measure GAI and crop architecture in another LINK project, RADWHEAT. Ultimately this could be valuable in support of nitrogen and growth regulator decisions.

Remote sensing in practice

Mr R H Blakeman (Remote Sensing Applications Consultants) described the practical value of satellite remote sensing. He reported on a European Union project, Services to Agri-Business by Remote Sensing (SABRES), carried out in Belgium, France, Germany and the UK. The conclusion from the work is that the most easily applied uses of satellite images will be to support tactical field inspection, identification of management zones and weed mapping. 

Marketing growth factors

Dr Mike Pooley (Sky-Farm Limited) referred to the same three key uses when discussing his company’s commercial experiences in the use of satellite and airborne images in the UK. The market so far has been made up mainly of those few farmers who have already adopted precision farming methods. 

Once the environmental and economic benefits gained from field zone management and variable treatment of crop protection chemicals become more widely known and understood, Dr Pooley expects the market for precision farming techniques (including remote sensing) to expand significantly.  

A key requirement for this to happen is better recognition by policy makers of the environmental benefits of precision farming. There is a need to modify how the farmer receives technical advice with specialist service providers working closely with field agronomists. A step in the right direction was taken at the start of this month with the launch of a major new European research initiative (see next page).

European News and Markets

EU REMOTE SENSING PROJECT

Leading UK farm management company, Velcourt plc, will be playing a key role in a new EUR 2 million project funded by the European Union for monitoring crops using remote sensing techniques. The other companies involved in the consortium are Astrium, Infoterra, ATISAE and BAE Systems. The long-term aim is to help use crop inputs more economically and effectively as well as reducing environmental problems from intensive farming.

The two-year project’s main objectives are to develop techniques to retrieve crop information using Synthetic Aperture Radar (SAR) imagery and to develop a framework for integrating this with superspectral optical products through existing satellite-based crop monitoring services. The project, which will initially focus on wheat crops in France, the UK, Spain and Germany, is called ISOCrop, an acronym (coined by civil servants!) for integrating synthetic aperture radar with optical products for crop management.

Cloud cover causes satellite problems
The main reason why existing satellite data cannot always meet the needs of farmers and agronomists is simple, according to Velcourt. In many areas, cloud cover prevents the current systems from operating at key times in the season. SAR is already an integral part of crop discrimination techniques used by some EU member states to implement farm controls. 

Velcourt, which manages over 60,000 hectares on behalf of UK landowners, has just appointed Dr Rosie Bryson as R&D Project Manager for its participation in ISOCrop. She commented: “There is enormous potential to increase the efficiency of arable farming in Europe (and elsewhere) through improvements in crop monitoring and optimum use of inputs”. 

SYNGENTA SETTLES SPAT WITH BAYER

Syngenta AG has reached agreement with Bayer AG over its long-running dispute related to neonicotinoid insecticides. This has involved court cases in Europe, the US and Japan after legal actions taken by Bayer asserting that sales of thiamethoxam were in breach of its imidacloprid and associated patents (CPM January 1999, May and June 2001). Under the agreement, Syngenta will pay Bayer $120 million in return for “full access to crop protection and related markets worldwide”. This will enable Syngenta to sell its thiamethoxam brands such as Actara, Cruiser, Helix, Platinum and Centric freely in international markets. Syngenta estimates that sales from thiamethoxam products could total over $400 million per year at their peak. 

WOOD MACKENZIE BUY-OUT

The Scottish market analysts and consultants, Wood Mackenzie, Edinburgh, has been taken over from owners Deutsche Bank by a group of five of its managers. The management team, led by CEO Paul Gregory, has taken a 70% shareholding in the business with the other 30% held by the Bank of Scotland, which has also provided financial backing for the deal. The consultancy is aiming to double its current sales of £24 million and also its staff numbers over the next five years.

Best known for its analysis of the oil, gas and crop protection sectors, Wood Mackenzie has had five owners since it was taken over by Hill Samuel in 1985. Deutsche Bank acquired Wood Mackenzie in 1999 as part of its purchase of Bankers Trust and will be one of the consultancy's largest clients. 

MICROBIO DEVELOPMENTS

The UK biopesticide company, MicroBio Ltd, Littlehampton, has assumed responsibility in Europe for Becker Underwood Inc’s product line. MicroBio was acquired by Becker Underwood, a US company, over a year ago (CPM July 2000). Graeme Gowling has been appointed general manager of the Littlehampton facilities and will retain responsibility for MicroBio’s nematode business worldwide. Salvador Potter remains in charge of the other MicroBio business interests and will assume responsibility for the Becker Underwood products. Philippe Clément has been appointed commercial development manager for future business in France and is operating from near Toulouse. Since 1 January, Dr Peter Innes, formerly group managing director of the MicroBio Group, has become company president at Becker Underwood.

NUFARM DROPS CFPI NAMETAG

The French company, CFPI Nufarm, was renamed Nufarm SA last month. Nufarm originally acquired CFPI in 1997 after a bidding battle with Rhône-Poulenc for the French industrial and pesticide company based in Gennevilliers near Paris. The recently acquired operations of Agtrol in France (formerly La Cornubia) will also now operate under the Nufarm name. Gérard Sergent is heading up Nufarm’s interests in France. The group’s annual sales in France are now some EUR 73 million. About 29% of turnover comes from exports, 46% from crop protection sales in the French market and 25% from sales to the non-agricultural sector. DuPont assigned sales of its maize herbicide rimsulfuron to Nufarm with effect from 2001 (CPM, September 2000), although the tradename (Titus) was not included in the deal.
COLUMA CONFERENCE POSTSCRIPTS

Further to last month’s coverage of the AFPP COLUMA weed conference in Toulouse, here are some extra observations. One session was devoted to weed resistance, including a review by expert Jacques Gasquez (INRA Dijon), who commented that every country in Europe is affected by problems of weed resistance except Luxembourg. France tops the list of countries in terms of number of resistant weed species that have been identified and characterised with a total of 27. It is followed by Spain (24), the UK (23), Belgium (18) and Germany (14). 

The top three countries in the world with problems of weed resistance are the US (86), Australia (37) and Canada (35). Mr Gasquez also made reference at a press briefing to increasing problems of glyphosate resistance, especially in Australia, but also in Chile, Eastern US and Canada.

Resistant weed management guide 

Conference organisers, AFPP (www.afpp.net), have had a working group for herbicide-resistant weeds since 1993 and every conference delegate received its newly published guide to the prevention and management of these. Data quoted in this publication has been compiled mainly from the website www.weedscience.com. 

Products under development  

There were presentations from Syngenta staff on its new glyphosate-trimesium formulation, Touchdown System 4, and the new fluazifop-P-butyl formulation, Fusilade Max, which uses the so-called Isolink technology. Monsanto revealed details of a new 68% glyphosate soluble granule formulation, MON14420. Mr L Perez of Aventis CropScience described new pre-emergence (isoxaflutole + flufenacet) and post-emergence (foramsulfuron + isoxadifen-ethyl) maize herbicides. He also disclosed details of a new sunflower herbicide (aclonifen + oxadiargyl).  

ECCA’s pesticide directive concerns

The European Crop Care Association (ECCA), Belgium, which represents the interests of some 17 generic pesticide producers and distributors in Western Europe, has asked the European Commission to provide greater detail and transparency in the review reports for older pesticide active ingredients for Annex I listing. Philippe Detroux, secretary of ECCA, told CPM at COLUMA last month that the association acknowledges that the European pesticide directive 91/414/EEC and associated regulations cannot be easily changed, but feels that the system is discriminating against its members with respect to data package requirements. Big companies are putting in very detailed dossiers with some studies that are not strictly necessary. The information might be useful to know but is often not essential.  

In the past, generic companies got access to unprotected data through the provisions of the directive. ECCA is now asking to know what studies are protected and what are not in any individual case. Europe differs from the US with respect to data protection.  In the US this lasts for 15 years, whereas in Europe it is for ten years for a new dossier with extra information protected for a further five years. 

Glyphosate critical test case

The critical review and test case, according to Mr Detroux, will be for glyphosate. The directive for the Annex 1 listing of glyphosate was published by the European Commission on 21 November 2001. However, the review report, available to third parties, has not been published as yet. For the Annexes published so far, there is no listing of the studies which are necessary and which are protected, one of the main points that ECCA is discussing with the Commission. ECCA is also arguing for an extension in the time allowed for companies to come up with the necessary studies, to enable them to identify just which studies are required.

Membership of ECCA is currently 17, with the most recent new member being the Irish company, Clayton Plant Protection, which won a landmark ruling with the UK Pesticide Safety Directorate (PSD) in the European Court of Justice last year against Monsanto which related to UK glyphosate registration issues (CPM, May 2001).

TOP NIAB AWARD FOR OPTIC IN UK

The UK’s leading spring barley variety, Optic, is this year’s overall winner of the NIAB Cereals Cup. This is awarded annually to the variety contributing the most technical advance towards improving UK farm profitability. The decision was based on NIAB trial results and a combined vote of NIAB Association members and readers of Farmers Weekly and Crops. 

The wheat category was won by Claire and the oats category by Firth. Optic was developed by Syngenta’s seed business, New Farm Crops. European Marketing Manager, Gary Mills-Thomas, commented that Asian markets had started taking the variety two years ago and really liked it for their brewing needs. Last year Optic accounted for about half of the English market and a third of the Scottish market for spring barley.

ACANTO APPROVED IN UK

Syngenta has received UK registration this month for its new strobilurin fungicide, Acanto (250 g/l SC picoxystrobin) for use in wheat and barley, with oats approval expected in the next month or so. The product will be sold as a 5-litre pack. The full label rate approved for Acanto is 1 litre per hectare, but in practice it will be used at half-rate or less. This is the case with most cereal fungicides in the UK now, which makes the official approved rate look somewhat academic. The first European approval for Acanto was granted in Germany last year (CPM, May 2001).  

UK VEGETABLE CONFERENCE

Peter Chapman of the Pesticide Safety Directorate, York, told delegates at the ADAS Syngenta Vegetable Conference in Newark (UK) this month that UK growers could lose about two thirds of crop protection active ingredients they currently use as a result of the EU review programme. He added that the full impact would be felt next year when some products would be losing approved status. The UK has made more use of the derogation process than any other EU member state to help retain products for essential use, especially in horticultural crops. However, this option will only remain open until 2007 (CPM July 2001), so growers will need to find alternatives.

Fast track approvals needed

Dr Martin McPherson (Stockbridge Technology Centre, Yorkshire) urged UK growers to write to their Members of Parliament and “plead for government funds to offset the legislative burden”. He said that, in many other EU states and the US, minor use programmes receive substantial funds from government. Dr McPherson is campaigning for fast track approval for new and safer “reduced risk” products. This has already occurred with the fungicide Amistar (azoxystrobin) in the US market due to its recognised low risk status and Dr McPherson argues that it makes sense to provide its use for UK growers “at the earliest opportunity”.

Amistar benefits in vegetables

Syngenta’s UK field technical manager, Jon Ogborn, told the conference that trials had shown that Amistar could give broad-spectrum control of all major vegetable pathogens, with greater persistence and better systemicity than other fungicides. Label approval for Amistar use in peas was granted last year. Full approval has been sought by Syngenta for onions, carrots and leeks in 2002, with plans for brassicas and other vegetables in the coming years. A wide range of specific off-label approvals (SOLAs) has already been authorised for Amistar use in tomatoes, cucumbers and outdoor lettuce. 

Weed control problems likely

Dr Peter Wright, technical manager of Watton Produce, questioned whether there would be any real environmental or consumer health benefits from withdrawing so many pesticides. 

His company grows about 1,800 hectares of root crops in the UK and he fears that some crops could become economically unviable. Dr Wright highlighted the case of Dosaflo (metoxuron), whose withdrawal would make broadleaf weed control very difficult, especially in parsnips. He commented: “Ultimately we are looking at higher costs of production, possibly reverting to hand or mechanical weeding.” 

BAYER’S NEW UK WEBSITE

Bayer’s crop protection business group in the UK has launched a new website which offers growers access to product information, safety data and product reference guides. It also provides a searchable “crop solutions database” and gives free access to the company’s Four Seasons magazine in electronic format (www.agro.bayer.co.uk). Those registering at the new site have a chance to win themselves a fast-scrolling Four Seasons mouse.

MELCHETT QUITS GREENPEACE

Lord Peter Melchett, former director of Greenpeace UK, has resigned this month as a member of the board of Greenpeace International. He has recently accepted a consultancy with the US public relations company, Burson-Marsteller, whose clients include several companies involved in the development of biotechnology for agriculture. 

Anne Summers, board chairperson of Greenpeace International, welcomed Lord Melchett’s decision. She commented that "the interests of Greenpeace must be safeguarded by ensuring that no one who holds a position within the organisation engages in any other activity that is or could be perceived to be in conflict with our principles and our campaign  goals." 

Lord Melchett once famously offered to take over the running of Monsanto at a London conference debate with Bob Shapiro, the company’s CEO at the time (CPM, October 1999). Melchett looks to have taken a step nearer to achieving this ambition. Whether Shapiro would want to run Greenpeace is another question altogether, although it might have proved a very stimulating switch!

American News and Markets

SYNGENTA & XENCOR COLLABORATE

Torrey Mesa Research Institute, La Jolla, California, (TMRI), the genomics research subsidiary of Syngenta, has signed a three-year agreement with fellow Californian concern, Xencor, Monrovia. Under the agreement, Xencor will use its patented Protein Design Automation (PDA) technology to create optimised versions of protein “leads” from TMRI. Xencor will receive research support as well as milestone payments and royalties on any products commercialised from the research collaboration. 

Xencor claims that its PDA technology is the first to combine advanced computational methods, high performance computing and experimental screening for protein optimisation and sequence design. Xencor uses the information embedded in protein structure to optimise the function of a protein including its activity, binding affinity and specificity, stability, expression level, and potency. Xencor is a privately held company that focuses on the discovery of novel proteins for the food, pharmaceutical and personal care industries. 

FRANKLIN AWARD FOR CHILTON

Dr Mary-Dell Chilton will receive the 2002 Benjamin Franklin Award for Life Sciences from the Franklin Institute in recognition of her pioneering work in the area of gene transfer into plants. A research group under Dr Chilton's leadership at Washington University, St. Louis, developed the first transgenic plant in 1982. Chilton will receive the award at a ceremony in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania on 25 April. The award, one of the oldest and most prestigious in the science world, honours leading scientists, engineers and inventors who have made major contributions to the quality of life. Past recipients include Alexander Bell, Thomas Edison, Pierre and Marie Curie, Albert Einstein and Stephen Hawking. 

"I am looking forward to the day when the fruits of this technology will be available to the people who need it most," commented Dr Chilton. "Someday, we will be able to grow food in places that today are ridden with drought or flood, and grow crops with additional vitamins and nutrients to enhance the health of people around the world." Dr Chilton is currently a Distinguished Science Fellow at Syngenta Biotechnology Inc, Research Triangle Park.

EDEN SALES DISAPPOINTMENT

Eden Bioscience Corporation, Bothell, Washington, has reported no sales for its only product, the growth stimulant, Messenger (harpin), in the fourth quarter ended 31 December 2001. Eden previously disclosed in October 2001 that it expected fourth quarter sales to be similar to the third quarter level of $644,000, but stock carryover and difficult economic conditions among US growers has led to the sales lull. The company is still searching for a replacement for its former President and CEO, Jerry Butler, who resigned last year (CPM, November 2001). Earlier this month, the California Department of Pesticide Regulation granted approval for the sale and use of Messenger on grapes and fruiting vegetables, such as tomatoes and peppers. Messenger was first registered in California last year for use on strawberries.

CLOPYRALID COMPOSTING PROBLEMS

Residues from the herbicide clopyralid are causing problems with US compost. Traces of the herbicide, which is phytotoxic to vegetables such as potatoes, peppers, tomatoes and beans, have been found in compost made from recycled grass, straw and manure in California, Washington State and Pennsylvania. The herbicide is commonly used to kill dandelions and thistles in lawns and wheat crops. 

Compost companies are very concerned about the contamination as it is having adverse effects on the recycling industry which has been growing substantially in states such as California. Industry group the US Composting Council has called for the removal of clopyralid from lawn care products. According to Dow AgroSciences, the company did not study clopyralid’s behaviour in compost when it applied for approval in 1987. In 1994, the company began putting warnings on the labels of clopyralid products saying consumers should not compost materials treated with the herbicide.

ALMOND PGR APPROVED 

Emerald BioAgriculture Corporation, Lansing, Michigan (www.emeraldbio.com), has received conditional approval for AuxiGro WP from the California Department of Pesticide Regulation for use in increasing almond yields. According to the company, in three years of field testing by California almond growers the average yield increase was 33%.

AuxiGro is a natural product containing gamma aminobutyric acid and L-glutamic acid, two common amino acids found in all living things. It works by increasing the uptake and utilisation of nutrients critical to plant growth. For optimum results, AuxiGro is applied to almond trees when the blossoms first turn pink, at full bloom and at petal fall. Emerald BioAgriculture was formed last year from the merger of Auxein Corporation and Mycotech Corporation (CPM, January 2001).

AGRAQUEST LICENSING DEAL

AgraQuest Inc, Davis, California, has concluded a deal for the exclusive licensing of the microbe Muscodor albus and related strains from Dr Gary Strobel, a professor at Montana State University. These endophytic fungi produce volatile substances that Dr Strobel believes could be used as a “natural mycofumigant”. Dr Strobel discovered M albus during an expedition to the rainforests of Central America. 

AgraQuest will be developing the potential new product for some of the markets where methyl bromide is used, in particular high-value fruit and vegetable crops, according to Jim Chambers, director of sales and marketing. AgraQuest is already present in these markets through the sale of its biofungicide Serenade (Bacillus subtilis). The company is also looking at potential uses for control of fungi and bacteria that can cause “sick building syndrome”. 

CERTIS TO ACQUIRE ECOGEN ASSETS

Certis USA LLC, Columbia, Maryland, a wholly owned subsidiary of Mitsui & Co Ltd, has signed a letter of intent to acquire some of the biological pesticide assets of Ecogen Inc, Langhorne, Pennsylvania. Amongst these are the biopesticides CryMax, Lepinox, Condor, Cruiser and Raven as well as Bt strain libraries, product registrations, trademarks, patents, licences and some fixed assets. Dennis Banasiak, president and CEO of Certis USA, commented that the purchase would be “consistent with the strategic vision established by Mitsui”. 

Certis is aiming to become the leading global provider of crop protection solutions for integrated pest management programmes, particularly for high-value specialty crops (CPM, November 2001). Certis USA is also aiming to increase its production of biological products to improve the economies of scale at its dedicated production facility in Wasco, California. The acquisition should be completed during the first quarter of this year. Certis USA was established by Mitsui last year as a means to acquire the biological pesticide interests of Thermo Trilogy Corporation (CPM, April 2001). Mitsui’s global crop protection sales now exceed $400 million annually. 

NEW EXELIXIS MILESTONES

Exelixis Inc, South San Francisco, has provided some further novel targets and assays to its partner Bayer through their crop protection joint venture, Genoptera LLC. This will result in further undisclosed milestone payments to Exelixis. Genoptera was set up by the companies two years ago (CPM, 2000) 

Genoptera LLC is an Exelixis-Bayer joint venture with the aim of identifying novel targets and providing assays for the discovery of new crop protection substances, in particular the discovery of novel insecticides and nematicides. The 2000 joint venture included a $20 million up-front payment and performance-based milestone and royalty payments to Exelixis as well as $80 million in research funding over the course of the eight-year joint venture. 

Progress at Agrinomics 
Another Exelixis research joint venture, Agrinomics LLC, a 50/50 jv with Aventis CropScience, has characterised and catalogued more than 250,000 lines of Arabidopsis thaliana, identifying nearly its entire genome. Agrinomics was formed in 1999 (CPM, July 1999) has now exceeded a key second-year milestone. "Agrinomics has developed one of the largest Arabidopsis gene libraries in the world” commented Lloyd Kunimoto, CEO of Agrinomics. The Arabidopsis collection is fully indexed and archived using bar-coding and electronic data capturing. It is also available for third party partners under conditions negotiated with Agrinomics. 

SDI DEVELOPMENTS

Strategic Diagnostics Inc (SDI), Newark, Delaware, is expecting 2001 sales of $29-30 million, somewhat less than originally forecast but well ahead of its 2000 sales of $25.6 million. SDI expects 2002 sales to be at least $42 million, with growth coming from sales of Microtox, its new ruminant test for animal feed as well as food pathogen products.

SDI has recently commercialised a new, faster test for the detection of the Roundup Ready herbicide tolerant trait in soybeans and the Cry9C StarLink insect resistant trait in maize. These new tests provide grain handlers, terminals and elevators with a much faster method of detection. 

Over 16 million SDI strip tests have been sold to seed producers, grain handlers and food processors since 1998. The Roundup Ready test will generally provide results in less than three minutes. The new test is easier to use than previous ones and does not require refrigeration. It can also be used as a very sensitive test for the Monsanto herbicide trait NK603 in maize, detecting only this and not the GA21 trait. 

SDI's new Cry9C test provides results in about five minutes and has been approved by the USDA's Grain Inspection, Packers and Stockyards Administration (GIPSA). SDI sells its diagnostic products directly and also through Aventis CropScience. 

Other News and Markets

COMPUGEN SETS UP AGBIOTECH ARM

NASDAQ-quoted Israeli concern, Compugen Ltd, Tel Aviv (www.cgen.com), has set up a majority owned subsidiary focusing on agricultural biotechnology and plant genomics. The new company, Agro-LEADS, has offices and laboratories located in Rehovat. The agricultural activities of Compugen were first started in 1999 as a new company division. Its aim was to overcome the limitations of both classical breeding and modern biotechnology to generate improved crops and new agricultural biotechnology products in an economically efficient way. 

The “high-throughput platforms” that have been developed by Compugen use a range of proprietary and licensed technologies. These include its LEADS computational biology platform and the Weizmann Institute of Science's "tomato gene machine" for functional genomics in plants. Agro-LEADS will focus on development of seeds with new and highly improved traits and will also look for collaborations in crop protection products and the use of plants as factories with outside organisations. 

The new company is being managed jointly by Dr Hagai Karchi and Dr Rafael Meissner, who both hold doctorates from the Weizmann Institute of Science and have had over ten years of scientific and commercial experience in the field. 

METHYL BROMIDE CONFERENCE

No alternative is yet available which can alone replace all the uses of methyl bromide. The Society of Chemical Industry is holding a timely conference on the subject in London on 12 February (www.soci.org). There is a very good international mix of speakers from industry, research and government for the event, entitled Fumigants and soil sterilants - viable economic alternatives to methyl bromide - myth or reality? A lot of resources are being put into the search for a substitute throughout the world. Methyl bromide is being phased out of global markets due to its ozone-depleting properties.

AGCHEM FORUM IN NETHERLANDS

Following its wide-ranging AgChem Forum held in London last year (CPM March 2001), IBC Life Sciences is holding a second event in Amsterdam from 23-25 April, tackling a range of regulatory issues as well the future prospects for the crop protection business. It should be interesting to hear the different viewpoints of Fred Matthisen of analysts, Wood Mackenzie (see European Markets), and former employee Matthew Philipps, who left WoodMac to set up a competitive business. Wither biotechnology? is the pertinent title of business and science presentations that will be made by Dr Barry Thomas of Aventis CropScience and Dr John Pickett of IACR-Rothamsted respectively. 

SEMIOCHEMICALS SEMINAR

The UK’s Alternative Crops Technology Interaction Network (ACTIN) is organising a seminar, Commercialisation of semiochemicals: is the message getting through? in London on 27 February. The event is being held in association with the British Crop Protection Council (BCPC) and Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA). 

One of its main objectives is to disseminate the results of the LINK project SEMIOCHEM, which was funded by DEFRA and involved researchers at IACR-Rothamsted (CPM, December 1999 and August 2001). For more information, see the website www.actin.co.uk or e-mail info@actin.co.uk.

OTHER NEWS

A new plant for production of the herbicide acetochlor has come on-stream in China at Jihua Pesticide Company. Demand for acetochlor has been growing in China in recent years. An investment of 6.7 million yuan (US$0.8 million) has been made in the plant, with China National Petroleum Corporation and Jilin Chemical Industrial Group providing some of this.
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