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CROP ESTABLISHMENT CONSIDERATIONS ARE CRUCIAL 
Managing crop establishment in cereals and oilseed rape is an increasing preoccupation of farmers, suppliers and advisors alike, particularly in the UK. Getting it right is quite an art, requiring sound scientific and technical knowledge. It can make a big difference to crop profitability, especially in the current economic climate. UK farmers are increasingly saving seed for their crops and this is reflected in the decline in sales of certified seed. The British Society of Plant Breeders (www.bspb.co.uk) has recently agreed revised payment rates with farming unions on saved seed remuneration for the 2000/2001 season. This is in line with European rules adopted in 1994 to maintain investment in improving crop varieties. The payment rate for wheat will be £5.45/hectare, 7.3% up on the previous year. The winter barley rate will be £4.55/ha (+11.8%), spring barley £5.15/ha (+16.0%) and oilseed rape £9.21/ha (+6.2%). 

Simon Ward, director of rural research at consultants Bidwells reckons that the biggest savings can come from lowering cereal seed rates and making adjustments for seed and soil variability. UK growers are cutting their sowing rates by about 1kg/ha per annum, but John Spink of ADAS Rosemaund thinks that average rates are still far too high, causing unnecessary lodging and extra expenditure on seeds. According to a Novartis survey of 243 growers, the average seed rate for wheat crops drilled in September last year was 293 seeds/m2 (range: 100-530) and in October 290 seeds/m2 (150-580) John Spink estimates the optimum plant stand for crops drilled in September at 60 plants/m2 and in October 90 plants/m2. Allowing for germination and margin for error, he would be planting 100-120 seeds/m2 at Rosemaund in September.

With lower seed rates, management needs to be attentive and the impact of seedling diseases, in particular Fusarium and Microdochum can be high, making treatment with products such as Beret Gold (fludioxinil) a wise precaution. Cases of Microdochum have risen sharply over the last 20 years and it is not uncommon to have 50% of seeds infected. 

Role of Oilseed Rape 

Despite reductions on margins for oilseed rape, there are still good reasons to keep with the crop in the UK and elsewhere.  It remains one of the most profitable break crops and has a valuable role in the crop rotation cycle. It allows an early entry into winter wheat as well as improved yields compared with continuous wheat. The crop can also be an effective way of cleaning up some weed problems and dealing with some herbicide resistance weeds such as blackgrass. 

Ben Freer of the farmer-funded Morley Research Centre is encouraging members to reduce seed rates of oilseed rape appreciably to give a more open canopy and reduce the risks of lodging. However, weeds become more of an issue in this case, especially chickweed which can smother the crop, and cleavers which are "an aggravation factor". Morley has found that pre-emergence weed control is the most cost effective option, a metazachlor product, usually in combination with trifluralin. If there is no blackgrass, metazachlor can be used at a lower dose.

BASF controls about 50% of the oilseed rape herbicide market in the UK with its products Butisan S (metazachlor) and Katamaran (metazachlor + quinmerac).  First launched in 1998, Katamaran now accounts for about 40% of BASF's metazachlor product sales and satisfaction levels are already higher than with competing propyzamide products.

Resistant Weed Problems

Stephen Moss (IACR-Rothamsted) reckons there are over 750 farms in 30 UK counties with documented cases of herbicide-resistant blackgrass and "counting has now stopped" as the problem is so widespread. It has also been appearing in new areas such as Wales and Ireland. Resistant wild oats have been found in 21 counties and resistant Italian rye grass in 12 counties, although less samples have been tested.  What is not known is the percentage of farms affected, "whether it is 5% of 50%", but he hopes that a random survey will be conducted next year.

The two main mechanisms of herbicide resistance are enhanced metabolism, where there is often partial cross-resistance, and target site resistance (for "fop" and "dim" herbicides), which tends to be absolute. The former tends to be more generalised whilst the latter usually occurs in patches.  A rapid resistance test developed by IACR-Rothamsted was widely used in the UK last year and about 25% of resistance cases found were of the target site type, which Dr Moss thinks is on the increase. The test, whose development was originally funded by the Ministry of Agriculture, costs growers £100-125 + VAT, although some distributors offer it as a free service.
European News and Markets

ARCH BIDS FOR HICKSON

The US company, Arch Chemicals Inc, Norwalk, Connecticut, is making a formal cash offer for all of the issued shares of the UK specialty chemicals company, Hickson International plc, West Yorkshire. The offer, which has been recommended by Hickson's board of directors, values the company at some £99 million pounds (US$150 million). Arch will also assume Hickson's net debt of some £33 million. 

Hickson’s sales for the year ended December 31, 1999, were £208 million (US$330 million), with profit before interest, taxes and extraordinary items of £8.5 million (US$13.5 million). Hickson currently employs over 1,300 people, about a quarter of whom are based in the USA. Arch Chemicals is a specialty chemicals company, which was spun off last year from Olin Corporation. Some 45% of Hickson's shareholders have already agreed to support the sale. 

Divestiture of Pesticide Interests 

Hickson's operations are split into wood protection products, furniture coatings and organic chemicals. The organic chemicals business accounts for about 30% of company sales and comprises contract manufacturing of herbicides and intermediates (for DuPont and others) and production of fine chemicals. Arch plans to sell this off within a year of the acquisition.

NEW AVENTIS STRUCTURE IN FRANCE

Aventis CropScience revealed some details of its new commercial organisation for the French market last month. The company will have two main sales networks. The first, Aventis, will focus on new and more recent products and Optimagro on older and more mature products. Details of how generic products will be handled by the company are due to be finalised in September, with an operation along the lines of the former Rhône-Poulenc organisation, Leadagro, being carefully considered. The split will also give some flexibility for new products introductions. These will first be considered for the Aventis range, but if there is competition or conflict with an existing product, it will go to Optimagro.

Aventis, headed by Steve Kirby, will have six commercial regions and handle 90 products with 170 staff. It will have the resources to manage specialty products for specialty crops. Optimagro, under the leadership of Henri Comolet, will have eight regions, 84 products and 41 staff. Aventis has some 240 crop protection products, derived from the Rhône-Poulenc and AgrEvo portfolios, which it currently sells in the French market giving the new company an overall market share of some 22%. Some future product rationalisation can be expected.

Bulging Product Pipeline

Aventis has a large range of new products in its pipeline. Twelve new active ingredients (seven herbicides, two insecticides and two fungicides) and 42 new specialty products (including 15 for cereals) are currently under development. Four new herbicides based on iodosulfuron, pyraflufen and mesosulfuron are due to be launched in 2001/2002 and three new insecticides based on deltamethrin for 2002. 

Aventis has an array of new products destined for use on vines, including fenomen, a fungicide being developed in various mixtures with fosetyl, cymoxanil, copper hydroxide and folpet. Acetamiprid, an insecticide being jointly developed with the Japanese company, Nisso, is due to be launched as a foliar product in 2002. An acaricide, acequinocyl, is expected to be commercialised in 2003. Acetamiprid and fenomen are also being developed for uses in vegetable crops. Aventis has a new post-emergence maize herbicide, foramsulfuron, scheduled for launch in France in 2003.

NEW PHILAGRO HERBICIDES

The French joint venture, Philagro, which is controlled by Sumitomo Chemical, is adding two more WDG cereal herbicide formulations based on carfentrazone-ethyl to its range. The products are Aurora (50% carfentrazone-ethyl) and Aurora Turbo (3.3% carfentrazone-ethyl + 67% mecoprop-P). Philagro introduced Affinity (0.75% carfentrazone-ethyl + 50% isoproturon) last year to the French market (CPM, September 1999). 

CROP CARE & PROFARMA MERGER

The UK distributors, Crop Care Group and Profarma Ltd, both owned by Agrovista BV, are to merge with effect from 1 January 2001. The new company, Agrovista UK Ltd, will account for nearly a quarter of the UK arable market for crop protection inputs. 

The two companies are currently studying the most effective ways of combining the two businesses. Agrovista BV, controlled by AgrEvo until 1996, recently became a wholly owned subsidiary of the Japanese trading company Marubeni Corporation (February CPM). David Caffall, managing director of the Crop Care Group, will be chairman of the new company, with James Robertson (who was formerly commercial director of Profarma) as the managing director. Profarma’s MD, Paul Singleton, will be the vice-chairman on a part-time basis.
EC GIVES OK TO SYNGENTA

The European Commission has just cleared the plans by Novartis and AstraZeneca to merge their crop protection interests into a new quoted company, Syngenta, subject to a large number of disposals. This follows a detailed investigation and dialogue with the two companies to satisfy its concerns about the creation or strengthening of dominant positions in 39 markets for crop protection products. The main concerns were cereal fungicides, the West European market accounting for some EUR 1,000 million ($940 million), and maize herbicides, worth EUR 325 million.
Sulcotrione and Flutriafol Sell-Off

The commitments offered by the two companies represent global sales of more than EUR 250 million this year and a potential EUR 500 million in the near future, of which over 50% are in Europe. In addition to the agreed disposals of trifloxystrobin and acetochlor (June CPM), Zeneca is to sell off its fungicide flutriafol, whose sales have already been declining (CPM, September 1999).  Zeneca has also agreed to divest all its business interests in the maize herbicide sulcotrione, which enjoys substantial sales, especially in France. The Commission had raised specific concerns about the maize herbicide markets in France, Germany, Belgium and the Netherlands. This should not be a great loss in the long term, as a successor product, mesotrione is coming through to commercialisation in 2002 (CPM, November 1999).  An undisclosed commitment has also been made relating to atrazine in France.

Other Disposal Commitments

To allay concerns about market dominance in Denmark, Sweden and Finland, the Novartis cereal fungicide products will be disposed of in those countries. The Novartis potato fungicide interests in Sweden will also be divested, as Syngenta would have had a 75% market share. The two companies have also offered to reduce their market shares in sugar beet and vine fungicides in various markets by making disposals. This includes Zeneca giving up the distribution of Sumisclex and Sumico in France.

In the French market for herbicides for vineyards and orchards, valued at some EUR 60 million, the companies have agreed to divest Zeneca's new products based on the active ingredient flazasulfuron or, alternatively, the Novartis range of selective herbicides. Rights to the distribution of Uniroyal’s PGR Alar (daminozide) will be given up in Belgium, France and the Netherlands. The propaquizafop herbicide products will be sold off in some countries, as will metobromuron products in France and Belgium. 

Syngenta would have a dominant position in some countries with cereal insecticides, a EUR 60 million market in Europe, so the taufluvalinate business will be sold. A number of other commitments have also been given by the companies in other product areas. 

OTTO APPEL MEMORIAL MEDAL

Dr Gerhard Prante of Aventis CropScience, a former chairman of the German trade association, IVA, has been awarded the Otto Appel Memorial Medal for services to crop protection and, in particular, for the advancement of a constructive relationship with gene technology as a future way of assuring plant health. Dr Prante, one of the founders of FIP (the German organisation for promoting IPM), has also served as president of ECPA and GCPF. The award, made in memory of a well-known German plant pathologist, will be officially presented to Dr Prante at a conference in Weihenstephan in October.

LINDANE BAN FOR AGRICULTURE

The European Union's Standing Committee on Plant Health (SCOPH) has voted for a ban on agricultural uses of lindane. It is expected to be ratified by the Commission, although some domestic uses will be permitted, including ant control. Member states where lindane is still registered will have six months to withdraw approvals and a further year to use up existing stocks. SCOPH has also voted to ban agricultural uses of quintozene and permethrin.

Zoxim Dossier Complete

SCOPH has deemed that the dossier for the new potato blight fungicide, zoxim, submitted by Rohm and Haas is "complete", which will enable provisional approvals to be granted at national level. The UK was the rapporteur. Rohm and Haas claims that zoxim has a completely new mode of action, inhibiting nuclear division and stopping the spore germ tube from penetrating the plant. It is also very rainfast and persistent. The company expects approval in the UK in 2001 and an important anti-resistance role for it.

UK PESTICIDE MONITORING REPORT

The Pesticides in the Environment Working Group (PEWG), established by the Environment Agency (EA) in 1996, has published Monitoring of Pesticides in the Environment, a comprehensive analysis of the current position in the UK. The report indicates that pesticide residues in the atmosphere are not significant, but PEWG is seeking to improve information in this area. The EA spends some £4 million annually on its pesticide monitoring programme (www.environment-agency.gov.uk).  
OXFORD ASYMMETRY DEVELOPMENTS 
The UK company, Oxford Asymmetry International plc, has revealed that it is in discussions that might lead to its sale to another company. It was founded in 1992 by an Oxford University chemistry professor specialising in research into chiral chemistry. Oxford Asymmetry became a public company two years ago and claims to be the largest independent European supplier of chemical compound libraries for screening by pharmaceutical and crop protection companies. Amongst others, the company has crop protection agreements with Bayer and Dow AgroSciences (CPM, February and March 1999).

INTERFARM STAKE FOR R&H

Rohm and Haas Company has bought a stake in the UK distributor, Interfarm UK Ltd, through one of its European subsidiaries. Last year, Rohm and Haas disclosed that it was aiming to “get closer to the UK market” from the year 2000 and has been focusing on two distribution channels for the agricultural sector. These are Sumiagro (UK) Ltd (formerly pbi Agrochemicals) and Interfarm. The revised arrangements come as part of a global review of distribution strategy (CPM, November 1999).

BPI TESTING PROGRAMME

The UK company, BPI Agri, Stockton-on-Tees (agrisales@compuserve.com) is offering growers free trial quantities of its new “smart” film, Visqueen Solatrol, which alters the ratio of red to far red light to reduce “leggy” plant growth and obviates the need for plant growth regulators. Company trials have apparently shown promising results with a wide range of flowering plants such as chrysanthemums and poinsettia. A Department of Trade and Industry LINK project with Reading University has also given good results. The company, which now sells its film products to over 40 countries, launched its Anti-Botrytis Film to UK fruit growers in the form of field covers two years ago (CPM, December 1998).

ORGANIC FARMING IN ITALY 

The adoption of organic farming methods is growing strongly in Italy, according to Luigi Scarpadi, a director of the Mediterranean Organic Farming Association (AMAB), Rome, in an interview with Reuters news agency. He estimates that the number of Italian organic farms has risen by 35-40% this year, mainly those growing fruit, vegetables and citrus in the central and southern regions. AMAB (www.amab.it), founded in 1997, represents some 4,000 Italian organic farmers. The area devoted to organic farming is now about one million hectares in Italy, double the level three years ago. Organic farming is also growing strongly in Spain and now accounts for some 270,000 hectares, mainly for export. A further rapid increase is expected in the next few years. 

EUROPEAN REGISTRATION 

IBC Global Conferences, now part of the Informa Group, will be holding its 9th Annual Conference on Registration of Agrochemicals in Europe from 27-28 September in London, followed by a training seminar on the European Registration Directive (For further details, see www.ibc-lifesci.com/IV151 or phone +44 20 7543 5496)

BARCELONA CONFERENCE

The 22nd Jornadas de Productos Fitosanitarios, will be held in Barcelona from 24-25 October.  This Spanish national crop protection conference is organised by the Institut Químic de Sarrià (IQS) at the Ramon Llull University, Barcelona. For further details, contact IQS (Tel: +34 3 203 89 00  Fax: +34 3 205 62 66 Website: www.iqs.url.es).

BRIGHTON CONFERENCE

The British Crop Protection Council (BCPC) conference, Pests & Diseases 2000, will take place at the Hilton Brighton Metropole from 13-16 November 2000. The pre-conference symposium on Monday 13 November, entitled Human Exposure to Pesticide Residues, Natural Toxins and GMOs: Real and Perceived Risks, will be chaired by the Earl of Selbourne and includes a presentation by Professor Sir Colin Berry. 

The keynote Bawden Lecture will be given by Dr David Evans, R&D director of Zeneca Agrochemicals, on New Era, New Challenges, New Solutions.  An intriguing new session on Who Controls Crop Protection Programmes will have contributions from the food and crop protection industries. There will also be two evening debating and discussion sessions. For further details of the Brighton Conference, see the BCPC website (www.bcpc.org).

PLANT DISEASES CONFERENCE

Soon after the Brighton Conference comes the 6th International Conference on Plant Diseases, organised by AFPP (Association Française de Protection des Plantes). It will be held in Tours (Loire Valley) from 6-8 December. There will be a simultaneous French/English translation service and also a trade exhibition. For further details, contact AFPP, Paris (Tel: +33 1 43 44 89 64  Fax: +33 1 43 44 29 19 or see its website at www.afpp.net).

American News and Markets

EDEN BIOSCIENCE FUNDRAISING 

Eden Bioscience Corporation (www.edenbio.com), Bothell, Washington, has filed with the US Securities and Exchange Commission this month for an initial public offering. The company is aiming to raise a substantial sum, some $86.25 million, to expand its manufacturing and R&D facilities, as well as for working capital and general corporate purposes. The company has applied for a NASDAQ listing. Eden was established in 1994 and has some 70 employees. As well as having a fermentation plant and extensive greenhouse facilities, Eden has regional marketing and research centres in Florida and Mexico.

Protein-based Product 

Eden’s first and main product, Messenger, received US EPA approval in April 2000. It acts by stimulating the defence systems of plants and US sales are expected to commence in the third quarter of this year. Eden is looking to target high-value crops initially such as citrus, tomatoes, cucumbers, peppers and strawberries. Messenger is a water dispersible granule formulation, which contains 3% by weight of a naturally occurring protein known as harpin. This consists of 403 amino acid residues (with no cysteine). Harpin is produced by Erwinia amylovora Winsl, a bacterium that causes fire blight in apples and pears. Messenger will be manufactured by fermentation techniques using E coli engineered to contain the harpin gene.

According to the company, 5-10g of harpin is usually required to treat one hectare of crop. Once a plant is treated, activation is generally initiated within 5-10 minutes, with a full response within 3-5 days. Resulting effects may last for several weeks or throughout the growing season, depending on the crop. Messenger may be applied as a foliar spray with conventional spray equipment or in irrigation systems. It can also be used as a seed treatment and in greenhouses as a root drench. 

Messenger is virtually non-toxic to humans and the environment, according to the company. When it is applied to a plant, harpin protein binds to the plant's receptors, activating a Systemic Acquired Resistance (SAR) response. 

SAR confers systemic disease resistance against a broad spectrum of pathogens. In addition to activating SAR genes, harpin also induces the jasmonic acid/ethylene dependent pathway, helping the plant repel, suppress or tolerate certain insects and other pests. Also apparently, Messenger “elicits previously inaccessible plant growth-related systems, resulting in an increased photosynthesis and nutrient uptake”, with treated plants generally showing increased biomass, root development, quality, earlier flowering and fruit maturation. Using SAR as the basis for a commercial product is not easy, as Novartis has found with its products containing acibenzolar-S-methyl (CPM, March and October 1998). Eden has some tough challenges ahead of it.

CELL CYCLE PATENT

The Belgian company, CropDesign NV, Ghent, has been issued a broad patent in the area of plant cell cycle technology, the control mechanism that regulates cell division by the US Patent and Trademark Office (US Patent No 6,087,175). 

The patent covers the use in plants of the major classes of cell cycle genes and related proteins for control of cell growth and proliferation. The plant genome comprises several hundred cell cycle genes.  CropDesign targets the regulation of these genes in cereals and rice to change the size, shape and overall growth, as well as specific tissues such as roots, leaves and grain.  

The subject matter of the patent was invented by Dr Pete John at the Australian National University (ANU), Canberra, Australia, where he conducts research on behalf of CropDesign.  ANU has contributed the technology behind the patent to CropDesign in return for shares upon the founding of the company. Approximately 50 academic scientists are now engaged with CropDesign research programmes, and with the company's own in-house team, comprise one of the world’s largest cell cycle research groups. 

Potential Crop Protection Uses

Dr Herman van Mellaert, CropDesign’s CEO, commented that cell cycle technology “has many applications in the development of improved products for seed companies and others in agribusiness, including identification of potential targets for novel crop protection products." Founded in 1998, CropDesign employs over 50 people at its Ghent R&D site. Investors in the company include Atlas Venture, GIMV, and Soffinnova. 

CALIFORNIA APPROVES SERENADE

AgraQuest’s biofungicide, Serenade, has been granted a registration by the California Environmental Protection Agency's Department of Pesticide Registration for use on vines, fruits, vegetables and walnuts. The Federal EPA recently granted a registration and the exemption from the requirement of tolerance on all crops for Serenade (June CPM). 

CLEARFIELD RICE AGREEMENT

BASF and the Louisiana State University (LSU) Agricultural Center are expanding an agreement that will bring new herbicide tolerance genetics and improved traits to rice in the Clearfield production system. The agreement expands a co-operation between American Cyanamid (now part of BASF Agricultural Products) and LSU to provide improved rice production technology to rice growers in the US and elsewhere. When the new traits are bred into commercial varieties they should provide rice growers with greater weed control and production flexibility. 

Dr Tim Croughan of the Louisiana Agricultural Experiment Station originally discovered the herbicide tolerance traits in Clearfield rice that is presently in production.  Dr Croughan initially identified two rice plants with tolerance to imidazolinone herbicides and this trait has been bred into high yielding varieties and advanced lines by Dr Steve Linscombe, also at LSU. Clearfield rice varieties should be available to US growers in limited amounts by 2001.  Dr Croughan also developed the new imidazolinone-tolerance traits covered in this agreement. A Canadian agreement for the development of Clearfield oilseed rape was concluded last month (June CPM).

PLANT DISEASE MAPPED

Scientists have reported this month in the journal Nature that they have been able to map and identify the function of 47% of the 2,904 genes of the bacterium, Xylella fastidiosa, the cause of the disease citrus variegated chlorosis. Sponsored by a Brazilian research foundation, 200 scientists in 34 molecular biology laboratories have been involved in the project. At least 83 genes in the bacterium are reported to have been derived from other bacteria, including some that help fight off plant natural defence mechanisms. 

The bacterium is carried by leafhoppers and infests the xylem, blocking water absorption and causing citrus fruits to be small and hard. Related strains attack coffee, almonds, grapevines and other crops. The disease was first identified in Brazil in 1987 and is estimated to cause $50 million a year in damage to orange groves there. Although 23 other bacterial genomes have been mapped, this is apparently the first time scientists have publicly reported sequencing a free-living bacterium that causes disease in plants.

SPEEDING GENE FUNCTION DISCOVERY

Paradigm Genetics Inc, Research Triangle Park, North Carolina has increased the “average weekly gene function discovery throughput rate” of its GeneFunction Factory to 150 genes per week and is aiming to elucidate 200 per week by the end of the year. The GeneFunction Factory can study the functions of many genes in selected plants and fungi at the same time. 

The resulting gene function information is stored and annotated in its FunctionFinder bio-informatics system, a computer system that helps to analyse the large volumes of complex data generated (June CPM). Dr John Ryals, Paradigm’s CEO, commented “We have made the determination of gene function a high-throughput process in a similar way that scientists working on the Human Genome Project did with gene sequencing". 

RICE GENOME R&D RESOURCE

Monsanto has established a new website (www.rice-research.org), which provides researchers around the world with a convenient way to register and gain access to the company's rice genome sequence data. The data is provided at no charge as part of Monsanto's support of global agricultural research. The company is encouraging users of the sequence database to publish their research. Monsanto is continuing to work with the International Rice Genome Sequencing Project (IRGSP) in transferring data and files that will contribute to their goal of completing and publishing the entire genome sequence. 

BIOLOGICAL HERBICIDE FUNDING

The US government is funding further research into the use of Fusarium oxysporum as a biological herbicide for the control of coca shrub crops, which are grown for cocaine production. The US Department of Agriculture's research service originally discovered the potential application of Fusarium oxysporum in 1985 in Hawaii through a chance finding. 

The intention is to replace the chemical herbicides such as glyphosate currently used in campaigns to destroy poppy and coca plantations in Colombia. The United Nations Drug Control Agency, backed by US financing, has proposed a two-year research programme to find an indigenous strain of the fungus in Colombia. The move has attracted criticism from a number of groups which fear that it will be tied to military aid to Colombia.

MICROBIO CANADIAN INVESTMENT

MicroBio, the biopesticide and biofertiliser group based in Cambridge, UK, has invested a further C$2.5 million in new production facilities in Saskatoon, Canada. Its Canadian subsidiary will now become the centre of MicroBio's expanding Rhizobium inoculants business (February CPM). 
Chinese News and Markets

Zeneca JV ahead of schedule

The first phase of the paraquat manufacturing facilities of Zeneca Nantong Agrochemical Co Ltd has come on stream in Nantong, Jiangsu Province, one year earlier than originally projected. This phase includes a processing and packaging line for paraquat (Gramoxone) formulations. A groundbreaking ceremony at the site in Nantong, some 200 km Northeast of Shanghai, took place early last year (CPM, April 1999). 

Zeneca Nantong has launched a marketing campaign for the paraquat formulations, which will be sold through selected distributors in 24 provinces, cities and regions. The second phase of the project, a production line of paraquat active ingredient (6000 tonnes ai per annum), is now under construction and expected to be completed in the first half of 2001. 
Aventis Joint venture APPROVAL

Following government approval, the 75:25 joint venture between Aventis CropScience and Hangzhou Pesticide General Factory has been formally established in Hangzhou, Zhejiang Province, for the production of the insecticide Regent (fipronil). Rhône-Poulenc and Hangzhou Pesticide originally signed a letter of intent related to the project in July 1996, followed by a formal agreement the following year (CPM, May 1997). 

Aventis China has ten joint ventures, including six in the pharmaceutical area and four for crop protection, with 1999 Chinese sales equivalent to US$180 million. Aventis is planning to contribute 10% of its annual sales in China to R&D of new crop protection and biotech products for the local market.

New Red Sun projects

The Nanjing Red Sun Group has commenced construction of four new production lines. These include a line for production of a 5% imidacloprid formulation (2,000 tonnes per annum), a 20% paraquat formulation (1,500 tpa), a 4.5% beta-cypermethrin formulation (55 tpa) and high-concentration imidacloprid (400 tpa). 

The new facilities, with a total investment of US$18.7 million, are expected to come on stream by the end of this year and lead to annual sales of US$19.3 million. The Red Sun Group is aiming to increase its foreign trading activities and plans to register its products in over 35 countries. Red Sun was established in 1989 and is one of China’s leading pesticide companies (CPM, May and December 1999).

BT developMENTS in Wuhan

The Hubei Wuhan Donghu Hi-Tech Development Zone, the so-called “Silicon Valley of Central China”, is experiencing rapid growth in the development of Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt) products. A number of foreign companies, including DuPont, Novartis and the Japanese company, Meiji, have already been involved in discussions with organisations based there regarding potential co-operation.

Wuhan Kenuo Pesticide, which claims to have the largest Bt R&D centre and pilot production plant in Asia (CPM, August 1999), has recently completed construction of a manufacturing facility and commenced trial production. Sales revenues of over US$ 18.1 million are expected this year, increasing to US$120 million within 3-5 years. 

The Hubei Bt R&D Centre has reached agreement with its distributor, BIOP Corp, on marketing its products in Kenya. Executives from Hubei Science & Technology Bureau, Donghu Hi-Tech Group and Wuhan Kenuo Biological Pesticide Co Ltd have visited South Korea to discussed Bt technology transfer and other industrial co-operation. 

INDUSTRY CONSOLIDATION INITIATIVE 
The China Association of Pesticide Industry (CAPI), which represents domestic producers, is to launch a nation-wide survey of small-sized pesticide manufacturers with the aim of facilitating industry consolidation. To achieve this, the association is looking for support from a number of different government departments. CAPI has co-operation agreements with the Crop Protection Association, founded in 1999, which represents foreign multinationals in China (CPM, March 1999). 

OTHER CHINESE NEWS

The Institute for the Control of Agrochemicals of the Ministry of Agriculture (ICAMA) has released a list of 18 pesticides whose application in China is to be banned. These include aldrin, captafol, chlordane, chlordimeform, cyhexatin, DDT, dieldrin, endrin, HCH, heptachlor, nitrofen and mercury compounds.

The Chinese authorities are planning to transform six million hectares of farmland in mountainous areas from agricultural use to forestry to help protect the environment, according to the official Xinhua news agency. China has some 130 million hectares of land under cultivation. With multiple cropping, a total of 156 million hectares of crops are estimated to have been planted this year, up 0.3% on 1999 according to the National Bureau of Statistics. 

Other News and Markets

MAKHTESHIM-AGAN SELL-OFF? 

The Israeli conglomerate, Koor Industries, is planning to sell or spin off its generic agrochemicals business, MA Industries (formerly Makhteshim-Agan), as it no longer fits in with its long-term strategy. A merger of the business with another company is also being considered as a possibility. Koor, one of Israel's largest holding companies, owns 59.7% of MA Industries, the leading generic pesticide producer. 

MA Industries is in the process of restructuring, after taking a $30 million charge at the end of 1999, reducing its work force and moving production facilities to improve efficiency. The company is also spending money and management time on currency hedging in Brazil, which has been one of the company's key markets following the acquisition of the local companies Herbitécnica and Defensa (CPM, February and December 1996). 

Koor is also looking at possible acquisitions to help grow the pesticides business of MA Industries. Koor's previous attempts to find a strategic partner to take a minority stake in MA Industries, which started two years ago, was unsuccessful, chiefly due to the uncertainties in the industry at the time. Koor Industries itself has undergone a significant reorganisation over the last two years, with the divestment of some 38 businesses. 

ZAGRO WEBSITE 

Zagro Asia Ltd, Singapore, is expecting that its new internet business, AgroConnect.com Pte, will record sales of at least S$10 million ($5.8 million) in its first year of operation. The company itself has been recording sales of this magnitude through its normal trading activities, according to Poh Beng Swee, chairman of Zagro, speaking at a news conference this month.  Zagro was listed on the Stock Exchange of Singapore in 1996 and sells pesticides, fertilisers and veterinary products in Singapore, Malaysia, the Philippines and other markets (CPM, October 1996).

AgroConnect (www.agroconnect.com), which started operations two months ago, conducts online trading of agricultural services and products, including pesticides. It has attracted several hundred registered members since it went live and is aiming for at least 1,000 members by the end of the year. Zagro is hoping for government support for its website. The Economic Development Board of Singapore stated earlier this year that it would support the life sciences industry as the island's “fourth pillar of economic growth'' together with electronics, chemicals and engineering. 

DOW & EXELIXIS IN R&D COMPACT

Dow AgroSciences has entered into a three-year collaboration with Exelixis Inc, South San Francisco (www.exelixis.com) to speed up its development of novel fungicides and herbicides for crop protection. Exelixis will identify and validate targets and format screening assays that will be used by Dow AgroSciences, which will receive a non-exclusive licence with respect to these targets. Dow AgroSciences will provide research funding, in addition to milestone payments and royalties on the sales of products resulting from the collaboration. Exelixis will also make use of a collection of proprietary compounds from Dow that may be useful in its internal drug discovery programmes. Exelixis has crop protection R&D partnerships with Bayer and Pharmacia and made an initial public offering for extra funding earlier this year (February CPM). 

CPM BY E-MAIL

The provision of Crop Protection Monthly by e-mail (as a Word file attachment) will continue to be made available free of charge to all paid-up company subscribers until the end of the year. This offer is applicable for site licence purposes only. For multi-site licensing, terms are negotiable. If any subscriber has not yet taken up the offer or would like to learn more, please e-mail cpmonthly@aol.com or contact the editorial office The editor welcomes any feedback from subscribers who are already receiving the electronic version of Crop Protection Monthly.
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