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AFRICA’S NEEDS FOR GM CROP TECHNOLOGY

There are signs that the GM crop debate is heating up again as the US administration threatens to take action against the European Union at the World Trade Organisation over its stance. This could further alienate European consumers and politicians. The arguments over the issue are better discussed in open debates and through the media, despite some of the inevitable shortcomings. GM crops march on nevertheless and the technology broker ISAAA reports this month that plantings increased by 12% in 2002, bringing the total to 58.7 million hectares (www.isaaa.org). Sixteen countries now grow these crops with India and Colombia cultivating Bt cotton for the first time last year and Honduras Bt maize.

African delegation joins GM debate

In a refreshing change to some previous approaches, a high-level delegation of Africans has come to Europe this month to put forward its own views on the issue. Africa is caught in the middle of the GM debate as its agriculture will be affected whatever the outcome. CPM editor Brian Hicks caught up with some of the delegation in London on 26 January at a press conference organised by CropGen. CropGen was set up three years ago (www.cropgen.org) with industry funding to help inform the public and media about biotechnology through an independent panel now made up of seven scientists, two farmers and one consumer specialist (CPM, February 1999).

Professor James Ochanda, co-ordinator of the biotechnology laboratory unit at the University of Nairobi, Kenya, outlined the farming challenges facing Africa, where the population is increasing at 3.5% annually but food production is growing at only 2.5% per annum. There are other technologies as well as GM that can help African agriculture, especially tissue culture, which is helping to boost potato and banana production. However, Dr Ochanda commented that biotechnology should be addressed more to food security issues as in Africa there really is no choice.

Kenya itself has authorised some GM crops (cotton, sweet potatoes and maize), but other countries such as Zambia have not, as Dr Luke Mumba (Dean, School of Natural Sciences, University of Zambia) indicated. In Zambia there have been a lot of public misconceptions and concerns that it could lose its export markets for baby corn and honey and so development there of nicotine-free tobacco and Bt cotton has been stopped. Dr Mumba said that draft new legislation was being prepared and that Zambia needs more assistance and partnerships to develop its own biotech expertise. 

Choice in Europe, none in Africa

As Bintony Kutsaira, an MP in the Malawi National Assembly, succinctly put it, “you have no choice in Africa for food, in Europe you do”. One of the pressing problems for Malawi is the lack of adequate farm inputs and poor soil conditions. The wide choices of food products in European supermarkets astonish Africans, most of whom make their living from the land. Even those in the delegation have their own plots of land to grow food to supplement their meagre choices and to cut the costs of their food supply. Commenting on the Zambian refusal to accept US GM maize food aid last year, Mr Kutsaira said that five of Zambia’s eight neighbouring countries accept GM maize. With common cross border trading, this meant that consumption of GM maize was already widespread in Zambia.

South African perspective

In South Africa, Bt cotton has led to big yield increases and less spraying and walking for farmers. There have also been other benefits for small farmers, as Themsite Joseph (“TJ”) Buthelezi from Makhatini Flats, Kwazulu Natal, described. TJ was one of the first four farmers to grow Bt cotton in this area North of Durban in 1996/97. He was very suspicious at first of the white man from Delta Pine who told him about it. However, the results were striking and positive. There were savings in labour with only three insecticide sprays needed by knapsack (for pests other than bollworms) compared with ten on the conventional crop. There was less need for showers after chemical use and his yields were more than double those from his non-Bt cotton crop. TJ has been able to expand his farm and vastly improve his standard of living since then. Now about 95% of farmers in Makhatini grow Bt cotton and TJ plans to plant 25 hectares next season. 

South Africa is embracing biotechnology, according to Dr Jocelyn Webster, director of AfricaBio, which describes itself as “the NGO taking biotechnology to the people of Africa” (www.africabio.com). There are now 120 research groups in South Africa working on different gene isolation and transfer methods in crops such as sorghum, millet, cowpea and cassava.

Pests & Diseases in Organic Farming

The 2002 Brighton Conference had presentation and poster sessions on pest and disease management in organic farming, as Brian Hopper reports.

Organic agriculture is an age-old sustainable system of farming using appropriate crop varieties, rotations and inter-cropping, which also relies heavily on beneficial organisms and environmental factors. This definition comes from Professor David Atkinson (the Scottish Agricultural College, Edinburgh) and other collaborators from IOR Elm Farm Research Centre, Newbury, UK, and from the Research Institute of Organic Agriculture, Frick, Switzerland. Conventional agriculture is on the other hand, “interventionist”, attempting to control environmental variability, and is generally monocultural in its crop patterns.  Although it provides greater productivity, input costs are considerably higher especially from the use of fossil fuels, chemicals and artificial fertilisers. These inputs in turn can lead to soil degradation, pollution and other problems. The introduction of genetically modified (GM) crops and organisms appears to be yet another type of input following the same interventionist path, although some would disagree with him on this point.

Professor Atkinson and his collaborators contend that while advances in molecular biology represent exciting prospects for the understanding of the natural world, the specific introduction of GM crops has built-in dangers. The agricultural environment is open and separation of organic from conventional systems is extremely difficult.  From the perspective of organic farming, such concerns are relevant to the integrity of organisms, biodiversity and gene flow and ultimately to actual or perceived food quality. 

Healthy soil the crucial factor

This theme of functional biodiversity in agricultural systems was discussed further in another presentation by M S Wolfe (IOR Elm Farm Research Centre), who pinpointed the crucial factor as being healthy soil. Such soils have to be developed through the use of manures and composts within crop and animal rotations.  Exploitation of such systems can provide worthwhile and sustainable buffering against pests, pathogens and weeds.  However, more study is required to understand and develop such practices in more practical ways to aid the organic grower.

Systems approach to late blight control

S L Phillips (IOR Elm Farm Research Centre) and co-authors from other European organic research establishments in the UK, Denmark, Switzerland and the Netherlands presented the interim results of a systems approach to the control of late blight in organically grown potatoes.  This has been occasioned by the tightening of EU restrictions on the use of copper fungicides in organic agriculture resulting in the potential for increased disease devastation of these crops. The systems approach requires the collation of key environmental, soil and climatic data for representative regions within the EU to build models that can predict the likely spread and infestation pressure of late blight.  Eventually, such models, together with the use of resistant varieties, use of microbial antagonists and specific agronomic cultivation methods should assist the organic farmer in combating late blight without the need for ‘conventional’ chemicals.

Main problems with organic vegetables

Late blight is one of the most serious diseases encountered by the organic grower according to G Davies et al (IOR-HDRA, Ryton Organic Gardens, Coventry, UK), alongside aphids, carrot fly and cabbage root fly.  Collectively, these problems account for 10% crop losses in organically grown vegetables.  In their work with organic farmers they have recognised that it is often the larger units that experience the most problems because of a greater challenge in adapting their current farming systems to take advantage of improved management strategies.  For example, they cited the adoption of improved seed health to overcome problems with Alternaria leaf blight in carrots.  Similarly, better use of resistant cultivars together with greater diversity and ensuring isolation of plantings where successive cropping is required will reduce the spread of pests and diseases.

Challenges of knowledge transfer

Inevitably, for a number of new organic growers, it is the transfer of knowledge and experience in management techniques that presents the greatest challenges.  To this end, several participating research projects are now providing much-needed assistance in monitoring changes in pest pressure and other risk factors which will aid growers to integrate improved management and monitoring strategies for their particular situations. 

Beneficial effects of vermicomposts

Two of the four posters were from researchers at Ohio State University on the use of “vermicomposts”. These are stabilised, non-thermophilic materials produced from organic waste (such as cattle manure, food and recycled paper) by interactions between earthworms and micro-organisms. The researchers found useful suppression of plant parasitic nematodes in tomatoes, peppers, strawberries and grapes and of Pithium, Rhizoctonia and Verticillium in other trials. 

GM Crops and the UK National Debate

The UK government is launching a public debate on the issue of genetically modified crops, but whether there will be much public participation is another matter.  A website is being set up to help stimulate the process. There are certainly signs of increasing discussion amongst UK scientists, as more experimental results become available for scrutiny, as Bruce Knight reports. 

Fields of the future

A conference on the subject of Fields of the Future was held in London earlier this month by the Scientific Alliance. This is a new UK organisation aiming to provide a forum for informed debate and the exchange of opinions based on sound science and rational argument, covering a range of issues which impact on the environment (www.scientific-alliance.com). 

Linda Smith, head of GM crop policy at DEFRA (which incorporates the former Ministry of Agriculture) explained to delegates that the debate is following three strands: public acceptance, scientific arguments and economic costs and benefits. The third strand is under the direction of the Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit - which will report in the spring. 

The conference chairman, the former government minister and Liberal Democrat peer, Dick Taverne, stressed that it was important that the debate and discussion were “evidence-based”. Four GM crop topics were featured: environment, commercial, health and developing countries. For each, one speaker spoke in favour of GM technology and one against. 

Professor Brian Thomas (Horticulture Research International) commented that pesticide use in cotton in China had dropped by up to 63kg product per hectare since the introduction of Bt cotton. Poisoning incidents from organophosphate insecticides had also fallen dramatically. Similar benefits can be expected in India where cotton accounts for 54% of pesticide use. Professor Andrew Watkinson (University of East Anglia) argued that biodiversity had suffered in the UK as a consequence of intensive agricultural practice since the 1970s, in particular due to the dominance of autumn-sown crops and the lack of over-wintered stubble. He called for a wider debate on the environmental impact before the GM crops became the “last nail in the coffin”.

Professor Sir Colin Berry, chairman of the UK biotechnology regulation body ACRE, and a leading pathologist, stated bluntly that the risk of increased allergenicity from GM food was not a real one. The mutagenic effects on gut mucosa from animal feeding trials, as reported by Dr Vyvyan Howard (University of Liverpool), were what would be expected from the diet chosen. By contrast he considered the human health benefits from the reduction in pesticide poisonings to be “real and significant” .

Although the evidence presented in support of GM crops was much stronger than that concerning the risks, the conference did bring to the fore the issues and dilemmas. Several speakers stressed the need to widen the scientific debate away from just the GM issue and to embrace the challenge of meeting global food needs as well as sustaining a secure environment and equitable social structure. 

GM sugar beet results

The results of two years of trials on the use of glyphosate-tolerant sugar beet (partly funded by Monsanto) has been published in a Royal Society paper by scientists from Brooms Barn research centre in Suffolk, part of Rothamsted Research. As previously reported in CPM, by maintaining weed growth between the rows through the spring, insect populations are increased providing more food for important bird species such as skylark and lapwing.

Glyphosate is band sprayed over the sugar beet after early crop and weed emergence. Further control of the weeds between the rows is then achieved by overall spraying with glyphosate in July. Compared with the conventional treatment of multiple applications of herbicides the GM sugar beet route offers the benefit of lower treatment cost, equivalent yields, reduced soil erosion and enhanced insect and bird presence. Carabid beetle populations nearly doubled and staphylinid beetles increased by a factor of 3.5-7.0.  On a wider scale and with no tractor passage between April and July there is good evidence that birds in the fields would increase.  Even a nesting skylark was seen in one trial.  

Dr John Pidgeon, Brooms Barn station director, commented: “We are excited about our results because this is the first time that GM herbicide tolerant crops can be managed for environmental benefit.  This marks a vital contribution to the GM debate, which until now, has been largely focused on fears of possible negative impact. Dr Pidgeon added: “Our method could easily be applied to other row crops.”

The positive nature of the results has struck a chord in the UK media with wide coverage in newspapers and on television and radio. However, GM opponents are arguing that farmers might not follow best practice to create the beneficial effects found in the trials.

European News and Markets

FINANCES OF UK COMPANIES 

A research report, UK Agri-Chemicals Industry Analysis, from Plimsoll Publishing Ltd, Stockton, examines in detail the latest financial results from 188 UK companies directly or indirectly involved with the crop protection industry. These range from market leaders such as Bayer, Dow AgroSciences and Syngenta through to the Crop Protection Association, BCPC, Morley Research and various production, consultancy and contract research companies. 

Plimsoll divides the companies into four categories. Some 22% of them have been faring poorly, with sales down 18% on the previous financial year and debt running at 58% of sales. A quarter of the companies increased sales by 15%, but margins were poor and debts high. For 41% of the companies, profits were good but sales fell by 6%. Some 12% of companies had a strong balance sheet, increased sales by an average of 4.2% and had good margins. 

Makhteshim-Agan (UK) Ltd had a strong performance in calendar year 2001, with sales of £17.3 million, nearly triple its 1998 figure. One of the leading pesticide distributors, ProCam Group Ltd, had sales of £64.5 million in its latest financial year, up 22% on the previous year. Despite its problems with animal rights activists, Huntingdon Life Sciences has enjoyed a steady increase in its sales over the last four years, from £52.6 million in 1998 to £68.9 million in 2001. For further information about this very detailed study, and a 5% discount for CPM subscribers, contact Jennifer Ovington (Tel: +44 1642 626400). 

CLIMATIC CHANGE STUDY

With temperatures in parts of Scotland easily exceeding their highest recorded levels in January for well over a century, the market research consultancy, Produce Studies Research, Newbury, UK, has chosen a good time to reveal details of its latest international study. The company is conducting research to predict the future impact of climate and weather change on agriculture and inputs, including crop protection, both globally and locally. 

The first part of the study will report on the status of weather monitoring systems, including their role in enhancing disease and pest control predictions. The second part, to be completed in June, will focus on the effects of climate change up to 2020. According to PSR, the 1990s were the warmest decade in the UK since records first began in 1659. For further details of the study, contact research executive Stephen Davison at PSR (Tel: +44 1635 46112).

FUTURE OF RAMROD SECURED

Monsanto has agreed a schedule of studies with the European Union authorities that will cost over £500,000 in order to ensure that its leading horticultural herbicide, propachlor (Ramrod), remains available to UK growers for the foreseeable future. 

The programme to secure Annex I listing for propachlor is expected to be completed in May 2005, with official listing anticipated in 2008. Announcing the agreement this month, Monsanto’s registration specialist, Maurice de Billot, commented: “Although propachlor is currently being phased out in a number of international markets we recognise its particular importance to UK vegetable and ornamental growers. All the more so in view of the large number of active ingredients being lost in the EU review process.”

Avadex bows out

It has been reported in the UK journal Farmers Weekly this month that Monsanto is exiting from its Avadex (tri-allate) business and closing its production plant for the herbicide. In the UK, the herbicide has been widely used for over 40 years, but usage has fallen with competition from newer herbicides. 

However, the role of this pre-emergence granular grassweed herbicide in anti-resistance strategies for control of blackgrass will be sorely missed. According to the report, EU registration will be maintained in the hope that another manufacturer might take up production. At its peak, more than 10,000 tonnes of the herbicide active ingredient were used per annum worldwide but this has apparently now slipped to 2,500 tonnes per annum.

HARDI PLANT CLOSURE

The Danish sprayer manufacturer, Hardi International, is to close its production centre in Taastrup next year. The company will concentrate production at its other plant in Norre Alslev, eastern Denmark. Hardi also plans to set up a new production company in Hungary with a staff of about 60 in 2003.

NEEM CONFERENCE

The Scottish company, NeemCo Ltd, Irvine, is holding its second meeting on The Science and Application of Neem on 28 March in Glasgow (www.neemco.co.uk). Many of the leading neem technical and commercial experts will be making presentations, including a late addition, Dr Hubertus Kleeberg, managing director of Trifolio-M GmbH, Lahnau, Germany. Trifolio is the leading company commercialising neem preparations for crop protection uses in Europe (CPM, May 1999). 

MITSUI ACQUIRING SPIESS URANIA 

One of Germany’s top five national pesticide distributors, Spiess Urania Chemicals (SPU), is to become part of Mitsui following agreement between Mitsui & Co Ltd (Tokyo), Mitsui Deutschland GmbH (Düsseldorf) and Norddeutsche Affinerie AG (Hamburg). Under the agreement, subject to approval by the anti-trust authorities, Mitsui will acquire 80% of SPU shares and the remaining 20% in September 2004. SPU is one of the few significant crop protection companies in Europe not owned by a multinational. Others remaining include A H Marks in the UK, although it has a very close relationship with BASF.  

SPU holds a strong position in the German non-crop vegetation control sector and is also an international leader in copper salts and fungicides. The company has 180 employees and its turnover is expected to exceed EUR80 million this year. The acquisition will help Mitsui in its strategy of moving closer to the market in key European countries (November CPM). Current direct distribution activities in Europe are centred around Certis Europe, in which Mitsui holds a 70% share, and Efthymiadis in Greece, where Mitsui is a minority shareholder. 

Mitsui is aiming to achieve EUR600 million in consolidated crop protection sales by 2004 compared with the current level of just over EUR500 million. Mr Osamu Noda, general manager of Mitsui’s AgriScience Division sees the move as “a very important step in the expansion of our European operation and the achievement of our long term strategy to position ourselves as a strong player in the crop protection industry in Europe”.

European development manager

To aid the current expansion phase, Certis has just appointed Eric Kiers as its European development manager. Mr Kiers, formerly joint country manager of Certis Benelux and ProAgro, will become the main contact point for outside partners. Certis has just received UK approval for its potato seed treatment product, Jet 5, a special formulation of peroxyacetic acid for control of silver scurf, Fusarium and other bacterial diseases. 

DUTCH GREEN LIGHT FOR MANCOZEB 

Dutch potato and bulb growers will be able to use mancozeb again in their fungicide spray programmes following the recent re-instatement of its registration, according to Dow AgroSciences, the main producer. Last year, the registration authority CTB temporarily withdrew the use of mancozeb, following a technical legal challenge by a Dutch environmental group. The fungicide remained registered and was widely used in other European countries. Dow expects mancozeb to receive an Annex 1 listing at the end of 2003. Italy is the rapporteur country.   

GAUCHO FRENCH REGISTRATION 

The French Ministry of Agriculture has decided to maintain the registration of Bayer CropScience's seed treatment product Gaucho (imidacloprid) in maize. However, observation zones are being created for further monitoring studies on French bee populations and the Ministry is continuing the suspension of use of Gaucho on sunflowers. 

Despite extensive testing in other countries, according to Bayer, no relationship has been found between the application of Gaucho and reduction in bee populations. Since its launch in 1991, a range of various products containing imidacloprid have been granted registrations in about 120 countries and are marketed for over 140 agricultural crops. Total sales of imidacloprid products amounted to over EUR 600 million in 2001.

BAYER UNDER FIRE FOR TESTS

Bayer has come under fierce criticism in the UK Sunday Times this month following the disclosure that the company had paid Scottish students to ingest azinphos methyl as part of tests to ascertain the safety of this organophosphorus insecticide. The tests were part of a programme of studies to produce information for the US Environmental Protection Agency, which currently classifies the insecticide as "highly hazardous". 

NEW CHAIRMAN AT PESTICIDES FORUM 

Professor Ed Gallagher has been appointed this month as the new chairman of the Pesticides Forum in the UK for the next five years. The Pesticides Forum (www.pesticides.gov.uk/pesticidesforum) was set up in May 1996 to advise the UK government and to help to disseminate best practice in the use of pesticides. It brings together a wide range of stakeholders with an interest in the use and impact of pesticides. 

Professor Gallagher was formerly chief of the Environment Agency and a current council member of English Nature. Food and Farming Minister Lord Whitty commented: "The government is determined to reduce the impact of pesticides on the environment. The Forum has done good work identifying and promoting best practice in pesticides use and I hope to see it make a real contribution to policy development.”

American News and Markets

MONSANTO CHIEF RESIGNS

Hendrik Verfaillie has resigned as CEO and president of Monsanto Company. Company chairman Frank V Atlee III will serve as interim CEO whilst a successor is sought to hopefully take the company in some more positive directions. Verfaillie had been with Monsanto for 26 years. He previously worked as a technical manager for Schering in his native Belgium before being headhunted to become Lasso product manager. 

Roundup Ready wheat

Monsanto has submitted approval dossiers for Roundup Ready wheat to Canadian and US regulators. However, the company has no definitive plans for launch as yet and will face strong opposition in North America and Europe from growers, buyers, scientists and groups such as Greenpeace. Monsanto is undertaking to facilitate its use by helping to ensure that grain handling systems can keep the grain separate from other types of wheat.

DIVERSA DEVELOPMENTS

Diversa Corporation, San Diego, has appointed Edward Shonsey as a senior vice-president. He was previously president of Syngenta Seeds Inc (CPM, October 2002). Last month, Syngenta and Diversa agreed to combine their research activities in genomics and related technologies for new plant science applications (December CPM).

PIONEER RESEARCH COLLABORATION

DuPont, through its subsidiary, Pioneer Hi-Bred International Inc, has entered into a co-operation with Agilent Technologies Inc and Rosetta Biosoftware. Researchers at Pioneer will use microarray and informatics systems from Agilent and Rosetta in their plant genomics research to record how genes express themselves during specific stages of plant life. Agilent will provide Pioneer with DNA micro-arrays to be analysed with software from Rosetta Biosoftware (www.rosettabio.com), a unit of Rosetta Inpharmatics LLC (CPM, August 2000), now a subsidiary of Merck. Pioneer currently has sequence information for some 80% of the genes present in maize.

DUPONT & LOCUS R&D TIE-UP

Locus Pharmaceuticals Inc, Blue Bell, Pennsylvania, has entered into a research collaboration with DuPont to discover and develop novel compounds for crop protection. Under the agreement, Locus will apply its proprietary computational technology to discover and develop novel small molecule compounds that have activity against key protein targets identified by DuPont.  In addition, Locus will obtain exclusive rights to such targets for human therapeutic uses. Under the agreement, Locus will be reimbursed for research costs and receive milestone and royalty payments from DuPont. Locus focuses on developing novel, small molecule pharmaceutical products. 

DUPONT & BUNGE GLOBAL ALLIANCE

DuPont and Bunge Limited, White Plains, New York, are to form an alliance to develop their agriculture and nutrition businesses. This will include a joint venture for the global production and distribution of speciality food ingredients, focusing initially on soy proteins and lecithins. The two companies have also signed a biotechnology agreement to develop soybeans with improved quality traits. 

The joint venture, Solae LLC, based in St. Louis, Missouri, will provide a broad offering of soy ingredient products, including textured vegetable proteins, soy concentrates and specialty lecithins. DuPont will contribute its Protein Technologies food ingredients business, which it originally acquired from Ralston Purina (CPM, August 1997), for a majority interest in the jv. Bunge will receive a 28% interest in Solae and an estimated $260 million in cash in exchange for its specialty food ingredients businesses. Bunge will have the right to increase its ownership to 40% based upon an agreed formula. Solae’s board will have four members, two each from DuPont and Bunge.

Global annual sales revenues of Solae, expected to start up later this year, are expected to exceed $800 million from the outset. Stephan B Tanda, currently president of DuPont Protein Technologies, will be the CEO. Company efforts will initially be focused on South America and Asia. Bunge Limited (www.bunge.com), which has over 24,000 employees, claims to be the largest processor of soybeans in the Americas and the world's leading oilseed processing company, as well as the largest producer and supplier of fertilisers to farmers in South America.

PARADIGM DISPOSAL

Paradigm Genetics Inc, Research Triangle Park, has signed a letter of intent with the Canadian company, DNA LandMarks Inc, St-Jean-sur-Richelieu, Quebec, for the sale of ParaGen, its plant genotyping business. ParaGen is involved in marker discovery, marker-assisted breeding and variety identification. According to Dr Benoit S Landry, CEO and founder of DNA LandMarks, ParaGen “is the perfect complement of our existing genetic mapping, map-based cloning and high throughput DNA sequencing services”. DNA LandMarks is an affiliate of BASF Plant Science, the plant biotechnology arm of BASF. 

Other News and Markets

INCREASE EXPECTED IN US GM CROPS

US farmers are expected to boost plantings of Roundup Ready maize by 9.9% and Roundup Ready soybeans by 8.4%, according to a poll of 340 growers conducted by the news agency Reuters at the American Farm Bureau Federation's annual meeting. The poll also predicts that Roundup Ready cotton plantings will rise by 4.0% and Bt cotton will rise by 5.2%.  However, Bt maize plantings are expected to fall by 3.8%. The survey was based on random, personal interviews at the meeting and did not weight responses by state, size or other criteria. 

According to data from the US Agriculture Department, 34% of US maize in 2002 was GM, an increase of 26% on the previous year. GM soybeans accounted for 75% of the total US crop in 2002, up from 68% the previous season. GM cotton accounted for 71% of the crop in 2002, up from 69% in 2001.

SDS BIOTECH ACQUISITION

The Japanese company, Showa Denko KK, has purchased most of the crop protection business interests of fellow Japanese concern, Ube Industries Ltd. Under the deal, SDS Biotech KK, a wholly owned subsidiary of Showa Denko, has taken over the production, patents and all other rights related to three fungicides for use in seed treatments, fruit trees and flowers. Crop protection sales of Showa Denko are now projected to jump from the current level of 18 billion yen (US$151.0 million) per annum to 23 billion yen in three years (US$192.9 million).

BIOCONTROL CONFERENCE

International Biocontrol Manufacturers Association (IBMA) is holding its first international congress and trade exhibition, BioControl 2003, dedicated to biological plant protection from 28-30 April in Béziers, France. Created just over eight years ago (CPM, November 1995), IBMA has played an active role in organising the biological control industry, establishing ethical practices amongst its members and assisting national and international registration and legislative bodies responsible for controlling plant protection practices. For further details of the congress see the events section of the IBMA website (www.ibma.ch).

EMERALD ATTRACTS INVESTMENT

A group led by the venture capital investment firms Burrill & Company, San Francisco, and A M Pappas and Associates, Research Triangle Park, has made a $6.2 million investment in Emerald BioAgriculture Corporation, Lansing, Michigan. Emerald's main product, AuxiGro WP, is the first yield increasing biochemical to be registered by the California Department of Pesticide Regulation. Emerald will use the funds for R&D and to accelerate its sales and marketing efforts. Emerald BioAgriculture was formed nearly two years ago (CPM, February 2001) following the merger of Auxein Corporation and Mycotech Corporation (www.emeraldbio.com).

CANCER BUSTING BROCCOLI?

The leading vegetable seed company, Seminis Inc, Oxnard, California, has acquired the exclusive marketing rights to a strain of broccoli containing glucosinolate levels 80 times higher than the norm. The broccoli was developed by Dr Richard Mithen in a traditional five-year plant breeding programme at the John Innes Centre, Norwich, UK. It has been licensed to Seminis by Plant Bioscience Limited (PBL), Norwich, a UK technology management and transfer company (www.plantbioscience.com).

The broad marketing agreement provides the exclusive rights to transform the new basic broccoli lines into commercial products for the fresh produce, functional food and nutritional supplement markets. Seminis researchers are currently crossbreeding the broccoli plants with commercial varieties adapted to important production areas. Since environmental and horticultural factors can affect the concentrations of glucosinolates in broccoli, Seminis is determining which growing conditions and production practices can optimise these levels. However, no mention is made of the broccoli’s taste in the press release! 

Seminis invests about $45 million each year in R&D and maintains more than 100 collaborative agreements with public and private organisations (www.seminis.com). The company sells more than 4,000 varieties of vegetables and fruits around the world, including 120 varieties of broccoli. It hopes to have commercial products ready for widespread trials work in 3-4 years. The company has already had discussions with “potential downstream partners” to bring these products to market. 

According to nutrition experts, glucosinolates are not in themselves active in the body, but their breakdown products could help detoxify carcinogens and suppress the growth of existing cancerous tumours. In addition, research published last May in Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences found that breakdown products of glucosinolate, abundant in some broccoli, help control bacteria associated with gastritis, peptic ulcers and gastric cancer. 

A two-year independent research study on humans, which starts in March, will help to reveal more details about how glucosinolates and their breakdown products interact with the body.

GOOD YEAR FOR NUFARM

Despite the drought in Australia, Nufarm’s crop protection product sales rose by 13% last year to reach A$1.04 billion (US$611.5 million) with pre-tax operating profits up 15% to A$118.3 million (US$69.6 million). Nufarm now has some 2300 employees in 20 countries and manufacturing bases in 13 countries. About 53% of sales are generated outside Australia, evenly divided between the Americas and Europe. The company is now looking for growth in Asia. It already has operations in Indonesia and Malaysia and development offices in China and Japan.

JAPANESE MARKET DECLINE

Domestic sales of pesticides in Japan in the 2002 season (October 2001 to September 2002) fell by 6.4% to 335.3 billion Yen (US$2.7 billion), its lowest level since 1984, according to figures from the Japanese Crop Protection Association. Sales of non-selective herbicides for fruit and other crops fell most markedly. Rice pesticide sales also fell in line with a reduction in the crop area. 

DDT IN UKRAINIAN GRAIN

The authorities in the Ukraine are investigating the discovery of residues of a DDT-based pesticide in an export consignment of wheat to France. DDT has been banned in the Ukraine for over ten years. Grain exports from the Ukraine rose sharply to over nine million tonnes in the 2001/2002 campaign. Grain production is expected to reach 40 million tonnes this year, with up to 12-13 million tonnes being exported.

SYNTECH DEVELOPMENTS

The US company, SynTech Research Inc, Visalia, California (www.syntechresearch.com), has formed a strategic alliance for the development and registration of agricultural products with RAS Japan Ltd. Mr Yasuo Koike, director of RAS Japan Ltd, has over 30 years of experience in veterinary public health and registration of agricultural products in Japan. He previously worked for Syngenta as registration manager and deputy manager of product development. Last month SynTech officially opened another European subsidiary, SynTech Research UK in Wylye Valley near Warminster, Wiltshire, headed by David Miles.  SynTech also established a French subsidiary last year (CPM, June 2002).

FAREWELL BRUNO

The anglophile and well-known personality in the Italian crop protection world, Dr Bruno Bertucci, retired from his registration job at Isagro’s offices in Galliera last month. Following studies at Bologna University and a spell as Italy’s youngest civilian parachute instructor, Bruno joined the largest co-operative group, Federconsorzi, in Rome in 1970. In 1976 he transferred to the Federconsorzi pesticide subsidiary, SIAPA, then the Italian market leader. 

For nearly a decade, Bruno was responsible for third party relations with innovative pesticide companies, helping them to develop products in Italy. Following the financial demise of Federconsorzi and the acquisition of SIAPA by Caffaro, he moved to its research centre in Galliera in 1996. There he edited the company’s widely read journal, R&D, for many years. Shortly after reaching 50, Dr Bertucci started mountaineering, a passion that spurred him to conquer the summits of Mont Blanc, Kilimanjaro, Chimborazo, Tungurahua, Cotopaxi and Elbrus (CPM, August 2002). CPM thanks Bruno for his kind help over the years and wishes him well.

MARATHON CHALLENGE

The editor of CPM, Brian Hicks, turned 50 this month. Rather than climbing big peaks like Dr Bertucci, he is competing in the London Marathon on Sunday 13 April. Whilst most unlikely to beat his marathon personal best of 2 hours 52 minutes (1988), his aim is a time of under three hours. He will no doubt receive inspiration from his National Asthma Campaign team captain, the marathon star and fellow left-hander, Paula Radcliffe. Any support at the event or donations to the charity would be most appreciated. 
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