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FATE OF AVENTIS CROPSCIENCE IN BAYER’S HANDS 
Aventis SA, Strasbourg, and Schering AG, Berlin, have agreed to conduct negotiations on the potential divestment of Aventis CropScience exclusively with Bayer AG over the coming weeks. If a successful conclusion is reached, it will take Bayer from sixth place back to the top of the crop protection league alongside Syngenta, with about 20% market share. Bayer last held this position in the 1980s, when it was closely trailed by Ciba-Geigy. A deal would also signal the end of the brief life of Aventis CropScience, formed in January 2000 from the Hoechst and AgrEvo interests. A Bayer acquisition might not be the end of the story. There is a possibility that the combined business could be floated off as a separate quoted company, as with Syngenta, in the longer term. 

Big fish to swallow

With about 7,800 employees, Bayer's crop protection business group recorded sales of some EUR 2.5 billion in 2000. Aventis CropScience is a much bigger entity, with some 15,300 employees in more than 120 countries and about EUR 4 billion sales in 2000.  Analysts expect the acquisition to cost Bayer EUR 6-8 billion. It will be a real challenge for Bayer to integrate the two operations and create a new corporate culture, whilst still keeping its focus on the business in hand. There will undoubtedly be cost savings to be made, as with Syngenta, but whether the new organisation can remain as innovative and dynamic is another issue and challenge. 

Bayer has always relied on internal growth from its own products and innovation, a policy which has brought a healthy business in terms of profitability, but not in size as it has been overtaken by companies which have followed the acquisition or merger trail. 

Bayer's agriculture division had an operating margin in 2000 of 16.2% before exceptional items, the most profitable of the company’s four divisions. Earnings before interest, taxation and amortisation for Aventis CropScience last year were 13.2% of sales. 

Bayer expects margins to fall in the first year after purchase, but return to current levels by the third year. The Aventis CropScience business would bolster Bayer’s position in North America. It would also fill some holes in Bayer’s product portfolio, in particular with herbicides, seeds and biotechnology. For a company still somewhat sceptical of the benefits of biotechnology, this is a significant change in policy. Aventis holds a 76% stake in Aventis CropScience, with Schering holding the other 24%. After reviewing potential divestment options, a trade sale is considered “the most value enhancing” option. Bayer has emerged as the most attractive partner “both financially and socially”. This does not constitute any legally binding agreement between the companies. All required information and consultation procedures with relevant employee representative bodies, corporate governance entities and external authorities will be followed, according to Aventis.

Insecticides, as well as seed treatments and sugar beet herbicides, are likely to come under close scrutiny by anti-trust authorities, as both businesses are already very strong in these sectors. Overall crop protection market share in Europe will also come under the spotlight, particularly in the UK, Germany and France. Bayer might well be forced to dispose of either imidacloprid or fipronil globally to secure the deal, together with other products in Europe, depending very much on the merits of the arguments of competitors and customers. 

Where next for industry giants?

Full completion of that other industry mega-merger, the union of Zeneca and Novartis to form Syngenta, is expected to take three years. Sales teams from Zeneca and Novartis have so far been combined in about 60 countries, representing some 75% of global sales. Syngenta has signed a letter of intent this month to buy a further 50% stake in the Japanese company, Tomono Agrica, to take full control. Tomono, established in 1912, has annual sales of US$105 million and 170 staff. Michael Pragnell, Syngenta’s CEO, says the company intends to have the lowest cost basis of any of its peers and that “the most important thing for Syngenta at the moment is to create itself". 

Just what that creation will be is still somewhat unclear. The future for biotechnology is still clouded with uncertainty and considerable risk. There are other options and opportunities to use company expertise and enable growth. A closer involvement in managing crop production is one, allied with precision farming. It might also bring closer and better relationships with the farming communities that companies serve, so long as risks and rewards are shared equitably. Syngenta is already taking some first steps in this direction (see Citrus Crop Solutions).  

European News and Markets

MAJOR CO-OP GROUPS TO MERGE 

France’s two main agricultural co-operative associations, UNCAA and SIGMA, are to merge their interests. The process should be completed by the end of the year, following seven regional meetings for the 420 member co-ops. UNCAA and SIGMA together employ some 1600 staff with capital of EUR 274 millions and annual sales of EUR 3,100 million. Cereal sales and logistics account for annual sales of EUR 1,220 million and agronomic advice and inputs for some EUR 1,140 million. 

The merger is intended to strengthen the financial muscle of French farm co-operatives. UNCAA’s member co-ops control the supply of well over 40% of crop protection products in France (January CPM). SIGMA is owned by more than 200 grain co-operatives and is involved in storage and marketing of cereals, oilseeds and feed proteins. SIGMA also owns a seed research and development business.

FRENCH FUSION FOR SYNGENTA

The business activities of Novartis Agro France and Zeneca Sopra were combined at the end of last month in a new entity, Syngenta Agro SAS, under the presidency of Bernard Charlot. The director general is Jeremy Macklin, the marketing director Pierre Cohadon and technical director Jean Berengier. The new company will have two sales operations. One is focused on cereals, maize, sugar beet and other major arable crops, under the direction of Bernard Portelli, being divided into seven sales regions.  The other, directed by Jean-Pierre Barth, will concentrate on vines, top-fruit, vegetables and ornamentals, being divided into five sales regions. 

DUPONT WHEAT OFFERINGS

DuPont is to offer its customers in France a package of products for wheat which include both seeds (including hybrids) and crop protection inputs with effect from 2002. The company says that the move is in line with the market trend towards more wheat production under contract and the switch in focus of industry “from plant protection to plant science”.

NEW AVENTIS CEREAL HERBICIDES

Aventis has had some promising new development cereal herbicides on display this year in France, which could be commercialised in time for autumn sales.  AV 31510 is a broad-spectrum herbicide containing pyraflufen (see ECPA Regulatory Conference) with isoproturon and diflufenican for autumn application. AV 31511 is a mixture of pyraflufen with bifenox and ioxynil for broadleaf weed control.

AV 1715 is a mixture of iodosulfuron with fenoxaprop-ethyl and the protectant mefenpyr diethyl for grass and broadleaf weed control. AV 1774 is a broadleaf herbicide containing iodosulfuron, amidosulfuron and mefenpyr diethyl. The four herbicides will be marketed according to regional weed problems and needs.

GAUCHO IN IRELAND

Bayer has received approval for Gaucho (imidacloprid) in sugar beet in Ireland and the insecticide will be available there commercially from next year. The company made Gaucho available to Irish Sugar for testing under a range of field conditions this season. It has been used on some 70 sites in Ireland across 8 counties, where it has been compared to the best existing chemical control procedures used locally. Plant counts increased by an average of 13% and up to 38% over conventional comparison spray treatments. 

Irish Acanto registration 

Last month, Syngenta received approval for Acanto (picoxystrobin) in Ireland, following its recent first registration in Germany (May CPM). The approval covers usage in winter and spring-sown wheat and barley, including the key diseases of Septoria, yellow and brown rust, Rhynchosporium and net blotch.

WHEAT AREA SLUMP

The wettest autumn on record has left Great Britain wheat plantings at their lowest level for 20 years and down some 19% on last season, according to survey figures (www.hgca.com) from the Home-Grown Cereals Authority (HGCA). The total area is estimated at 1.68 million hectares, compared to 2.08 million last season. Total production is expected to fall by well over 20%.   

The total barley area is 12% higher than last season in Great Britain. Winter barley plantings are down by 107,000 hectares (18%), whilst spring barley plantings are up by 233,000 hectares (46%). A higher oilseed rape area has gone a little way to offsetting the lower wheat area, with plantings up by 48,000 hectares (15%) to 378,000 hectares. The reduction in area aid payments has contributed to a 59% fall in the linseed area from 71,000 hectares to 29,000 hectares.

Growers of cereals and oilseed rape are suffering from “arable Cinderella syndrome”, according to HGCA chairman Tony Pike. He says that they feel “unappreciated and under attack" and that there seems to be a belief in UK government circles that arable farming is “doing OK'”, with “perception and reality some way apart”. 

European Pesticide Directive Conference

Earlier this month, well over 200 delegates attended the European Crop Protection Association (ECPA) Regulatory Conference, entitled Review for the Future – Getting the Best out of Directive 91/414/EEC. It was groundbreaking in being such an open forum. Many top officials attended from the European Commission, 12 of the 15 member states and all the accession states, as well as plenty of industry registration specialists. Brian Hicks and Fred Raveney report on recent regulatory developments and the conference, which was organised in association with IBC Global Conferences (www.ibc-lifesci.com).  

There appeared to be more of “a meeting of minds” at the conference between industry and officials than at the previous IBC regulatory conference (CPM, September 2000). As one delegate commented, “this may have been helped by the flurry of decisions that have been taken in recent months”. 

Most of those decisions were taken at the meeting of the Standing Committee on Plant Health (SCPH) held in Stockholm, Sweden, on 29 June. Positive votes for Annex I listing were made for four new active substances, namely cyclanilide (Aventis), pymetrozine (Syngenta), acibenzolar (Syngenta) and pyraflufen (Nihon Nohyaku/Aventis), to add to the seven already officially listed (see www.pesticides.gov.uk). These four will not become “official” until published in the Official Journal of the Commission. Positive votes were also taken on the review substances, glyphosate and thifensulfuron, to add to eleven officially listed.  The next SCPH meeting to approve more listings will be in October.   

Improved transparency and openness

More openness and transparency at the European Commission level is evidenced by the increasing amounts of published information accessible through the website for the Directorate-General (DG) Health and Consumer Protection (http//europa.eu.int/comm/dgs/health_consumer/index_en.htm). This also gives useful short reports on the SCPH meetings, as well as lists of the status of old and new substances under evaluation. These are not completely up-to-date, but as of 26 March there were 73 new substances under evaluation and eight new micro-organisms. There is also a helpful list of frequently asked questions (FAQs) and responses.      

Tenth anniversary of Pesticide Directive

This month is the tenth anniversary of the adoption of the European Pesticide Directive (91/414/EEC) and by the end of it the European Commission must submit a report to the European Parliament on progress so far. This report might easily have been very long and verbose, but appears to have been cut back and should now be a 10-page report with an annex of up to 75 pages. 

In opening the conference, ECPA’s director general, Pierre Urech, said that the directive could not be proclaimed a total success, but that it had provided a modern science-based system that meets society’s needs. He said that there had been “lots of joint learning and compromise” between many companies, countries and mindsets.

European Commission viewpoint

Robert J Coleman, director general of DG Health and Consumer Protection (“SANCO”) told delegates that the Pesticide Directive had been a “complex creation”, further complicated by the accession to the European Union (EU) of Austria, Finland and Sweden in 1995. The new EU members will also have an influence on the programme. Mr Coleman inherited responsibility for the directive in September 1999 when it was transferred to his directorate (CPM, October 1999). He said there was a feeling in Europe that “food production had got too industrial” and this had led to ideas that an independent food authority was desirable. His directorate made 19 decisions on pesticides last year, with 35-40 decisions expected this year.

Of the first list of 90 pesticide ais for review, some 11 have so far been officially approved for Annex I listing: amitrole, bentazone, lambda-cyhalothrin, diquat, esfenvalerate, fluroxypyr, imazalil, metsulfuron, pyridate, thiabendazole and triasulfuron. Of the second list of 149, some 64 have been notified, so 85 will go from the market by July 2003. Of the third list of 402, 166 have been notified, so 236 will be dropped. Of the fourth list of 190, notification will be made in the next year. 

Agreement on European Food Authority

The European Council of Ministers agreed last month to the formation of the European Food Authority (EFA). Mr Coleman acknowledged that industry wanted a dedicated unit within the new authority to handle pesticides, but added that it would be up to EFA and its future director to decide. It will work in “as transparent a way as possible”. The “vexed question of location” has still not been decided and would become part of the “horse trading” over EU bodies and locations. Finland is a candidate but industry would prefer elsewhere. A decision is expected by December and it will be operational by early 2002. It will become an “authoritative risk communicator”.

Role of new authority

The European Food Authority will have some 250 staff, compared with 210 at the Medicines Agency.  The Commission expects the agency to be robust, open and responsive to technical advice. EFA will have a mission of authority to maintain public confidence and will have its “own voice” on food issues.  A lack of resources currently prevents the Commission from analysing food safety data. It main areas of focus will be in animal health and feed, plant health and human nutrition.

Industry perspective of 91/414

Dr John Atkin, acting president of ECPA and chief operating officer of Syngenta gave an industry perspective of the Pesticide Directive. He referred to some of the original objectives of reducing costs, speeding up approvals and improving the internal market. Although there have been shortcomings, ECPA members are now happier with the progress being made. Political realities and differences between member states have made it difficult. 

EUR 170 million to develop new pesticide

Dr Atkin said that it now typically takes 45,000 molecules to produce a new product from screening, up to seven years to develop and three further years for regulatory clearance. Costs are up to EUR 170 million. Since 1991, ECPA members have spent some EUR 1 billion on the review programme alone. Acknowledging public concerns about pesticides, Dr Atkin said that industry’s view was that pesticides should be used “as little as possible but as much as necessary”.

Regulatory costs grow faster than sales

A study commissioned by ECPA from the Scottish consultancy, Wood Mackenzie, Edinburgh, found that regulatory costs over the period 1993-99 have increased faster than sales and now exceed 10% of sales turnover in the EU for member companies. By 2002, for every EUR 10 spent on R&D, an additional EUR 3 will be spent on regulatory costs. Some 320 ais have been identified as not economically viable. Dr Atkin said that industry needed “regulatory certainty to do the do-able”. ECPA estimates that from 2003-2006 decisions on over 60 ais will need to be taken annually compared with about 30 today. It recommends a “step change” so that EFA can handle 50 dossiers annually. 

Dr. Atkin warned “any increase in these costs is in danger of creating an unsustainable business for our industry in the EU”. It is now generally accepted in ECPA and other industry organisations that any additional registration or regulatory requirements could affect industry’s competitiveness. Jérôme Péribère, VP at Dow AgroSciences for Europe, reinforced this view, and asked for an acceleration of the review process, with co-operation and transparency from both the Commission and ECPA. He said that outstanding questions also needed to be resolved on data compensation.

Mutual recognition shortcomings

Péribère said that benefits from mutual recognition had not been realised. With 3-4 years required for Annex I listing, companies were bypassing the European system by applying directly for provisional registrations in member states. If it took 1-2 years for listing, then mutual recognition could work effectively. 

Consumer trust and science

Mr Péribère felt that the public needed to be reassured that industry was responsible. He argued that more resources should be put into farm assurance schemes. The big question was “does the consumer trust science in today’s world”. If not, then legislation would be put in jeopardy. He also stressed the need for more help for teachers to communicate information about agriculture and crop protection and hopes that EFA will have a strong role in this area.  

Directive overlap with other legislation

There was considerable discussion during the conference about overlap with other European and international legislation such as the Water Framework Directive. This was touched upon by Robert Donkers of DG Environment in his presentation, as well as the costs and benefits of pesticides for society. He commented that that had been a big improvement in water quality of the last 20-30 years, but that it was vital to develop a strategy of sustainable use as a complement to the Pesticide Directive. 

Review programme finish - 2006 or 2008? 

Dr Canice Nolan, Head of the Pesticides Sector (in SANCO) discussed the review programme and said that “problematical substances” would be removed by July 2003. There would be implications for MRLs and the European legislation on this needed to be updated as did “linkages” with other legislation. The Commission expects the review programme to be completed by 2006, but ECPA believes that 2008 would be more realistic. Dr Marco Marrone (University of Milan), an EU scientific committee member, said that key issues were environment, operator safety and toxicity. He would prefer a holistic approach rather than splitting responsibilities between directorates. 

Mr Coleman said that risk assessment would be transferred to EFA, with the rest kept as is. He added that “scientific opinion is not as uniform as policy makers would like” and “you can only “orchestrate the network to avoid unnecessary scientific divergence”. 

Public interest group perspectives

Dr Ute Meyer, co-ordinator for the non-governmental organisation (NGO), Pesticide Action Network Europe, argued for greater participation of public interest groups in the regulatory process and greater transparency.  She made reference to PAN’s campaign for Pesticide Use Reduction in Europe (PURE). She argued for opening up Commission review meetings to NGO observers. PAN represents over 600 public interest groups in over 60 countries (www.pan-international.org). 

Another NGO speaker was Beate Ketlitz, food policy adviser to the European Consumers Association (BEUC). BEUC represents 32 consumer associations in 22 countries. She commented on the wide variations in pesticide monitoring programmes in EU states.  She argued that the way decisions were made in Europe must be more readily understood by consumers and made more open, a topic picked up by various Commission and member state officials during the conference. 

Ms Ketlitz said that review of minimum residue limits (MRLs) for organophosphorus insecticides had to be a priority, especially for baby and infant food. She also quoted past comments made by Agriculture Commissioner Franz Fischler about it being “good to have no pesticide residues”, although many delegates commented that this was an unrealistic expectation. Pierre Urech urged both NGOs to engage in a closer dialogue with ECPA and industry in future.

Decision-making on right track

Dr Goffredo Del Bino, Head of Division, Plant Health (at SANCO) said that 91/414 had set the precedent of putting health and environment above production. He said that Europe now has a harmonised process which is effective and credible. The normal dossier size is some 50,000 pages, but more use of electronic versions is being made. Decision-making was slow from 1993-99, but is now on the right track. Dr Del Bino said that transparency had improved, but with appropriate respect for proprietary data. 

Taking up this point, Dr J-R Lundehn of Germany’s regulatory authority, BBA, Braunschweig, said that anyone could come and view a monograph once a decision had been made and could even buy a copy.

Concerns of generic producers 

Many Asian generic pesticide producers are worried about the EU re-registration scheme since their products may not be permitted if there are insufficient data to support them alone or as part of a task force. Several European companies are now dropping supplies from manufacturers in India, China, Taiwan and Latin America as they often have inadequate or no data to support product registrations. A delegate from the Belgian office of the Indian company, Excel Industries, raised the question of data compensation. Mr Del Bino said that the Commission was developing guidelines through a working group, but that these do not have the weight of law behind them.

Pesticide Directive amendments

Dr Del Bino said that the Commission report to the European Parliament would propose amendments to 91/414/EEC. These would include harmonised fees for new active substances, clear rules for parallel imports, data protection and compensation, data access and transparency, GMOs, co-formulants, minor uses and comparative assessments.

Member state differences

Even with the directive, keeping all the EU member states in step on pesticide matters is no easy task. In the short report of the latest SCPH meeting last month, the Commission official notes that Denmark intends to withdraw authorisations of the insecticide esfenvalerate by July 2001. This is unusual, given that SCPH approved the Annex I listing of esfenvalerate in October 2000, a decision which comes into force on 1 August 2001. Denmark argues that the decision is based on a specific product authorised in Denmark, in particular with respect to risk to aquatic organisms and surface waters. Whilst active substance approval is made at European level, product approvals remain the responsibility of member states. There are similar anomalies with other ais and products, according to industry sources, especially in Nordic countries.

International harmonisation project

The European Commission has recently launched a pilot project (“Cornelia”) for the parallel evaluation by European and US authorities of a new active substance. The aim of the project is to identify the similarities and differences between US and EU data requirements, data evaluation and regulatory processes using a concrete test case, the new Aventis maize herbicide, foramsulfuron. The rapporteur is Germany. If successful, the initiative could lead to improved international co-operation in sharing the laborious work of pesticides evaluation.

Citrus Crop Solutions

Since its formation, Syngenta has made clear its aims to provide growers with “crop solutions” rather than just chemicals, biologicals and seeds (see December CPM). Our special correspondent, Duncan Allison, reports on one of the company’s US initiatives. 

Until a few years ago, the US crop protection market for citrus had been fairly “traditional”. Market share remained high for residual herbicides, oil-based products for mite control and copper-based sprays for diseases such as melanose and greasy spot. Glyphosate was gaining market share due to low prices and aggressive marketing. By creating consumer demand for premium orange juice (not derived from concentrate), Florida had successfully defended itself against competition from low-cost Brazilian concentrate. However, growers have had to watch input costs and grove consolidation has been taking place to gain economies of scale.

Differentiating product offerings

At a time when there is a widening range of generic products and more intense competition, how do you differentiate crop protection offerings to gain market share? Syngenta concluded that citrus represented a market ripe for more sophisticated and precision-based crop protection, both to reduce costs and improve performance. This was the reasoning behind the company’s Citrus Solutions Program for Florida, launched in January 1999. Similar programmes for maize, soybeans and rice will follow. Contracted growers gain access to the Citrus Solutions Program that provides both products and services, including grove scouting and sophisticated recommendations for optimal control of mites, diseases and weeds. 

The aim was to satisfy grower needs by adding value to current crop protection practices while operating through existing distribution channels. Under the “value link” portion of the programme, local agents assess the grove’s total crop protection needs and then submit a quote using a computer programme, Entonet, proprietary to Syngenta. Entonet was developed by Dr Steve Rogers and uses critical agronomic, weather and pest data to make recommendations on when and where to treat for pests, weeds and diseases. 

Products are restricted to Syngenta range and to selected products from dealers/distributors or “contract service providers” that participate. Such products include crop oils and adjuvants that may be required as well as the Syngenta range. 
Scouts, either from Syngenta or the distributor, enter field data directly into hand-held computers for downloading to desktops. All the relevant data are then transmitted to the Entonet website so that a specific expert recommendation can be made for each grove. The scouts collect data on pest and disease pressure, weather conditions and overall grove health. They also consider soil type, rootstock variety and grove history. The model takes all these factors into consideration in making predictions.

Strong product portfolio

The merger of Novartis and Zeneca has allowed Syngenta to offer a strong portfolio of products that meet the citrus producer’s toughest weed, disease and insect concerns. The expanded portfolio includes Zeneca’s Abound (azoxystrobin), the acaricide Agri-Mek (abamectin) and the ant bait Clinch (abamectin). Herbicides include the residual products, Solicam (norflurazon) and Princep (simazine), as well as the contacts Gramoxone (paraquat) and Touchdown (sulfosate). Under certain climatic conditions Gramoxone may be more effective than the systemic Touchdown. The most appropriate programme can be selected for all needs, including the use of Fusilade (fluazifop-butyl) for young non-bearing citrus. 

The use of Citrus Solutions during 1999 by Novartis doubled sales in the pilot area. Syngenta hopes that its broader offering will produce similar results this year, with citrus growers signed up for the programme from January to March. The original programme appealed particularly to medium-sized growers, some without crop protection specialists, who were looking to shift some risk to another party. This season, the programme has targeted producers of all sizes.

Alternative to pure price competition

Distributors are being rewarded for the extra service required for the programme. Syngenta hopes that this service-oriented approach will be more attractive than the current price bargaining and will offer the chance for more stable relationships between grower and supplier. Ultimately, inventory management may also be improved by enabling supplies to meet contracted demand. The grower gains more precise crop protection, improved control and, hopefully, lower costs and reduced environmental impact. 

It is essential that Syngenta collaborates with key scientists to keep up-to-date with pest management models, as well as training scouts and refining the computer programmes to store and manipulate the data and make recommendations. The ultimate aspiration is that the investment will be rewarded by increased sales and the progress of this innovative programme will be watched with considerable interest.

American News and Markets

PATENT RULING FAVOURS SYNGENTA

The US Patent and Trademark Office ruled in favour of Syngenta AG on 27 June in a dispute with Bayer AG relating to Bayer’s US Patent No 5,719,146 over insecticides. It found that Syngenta was the first to invent the class of neonicotinoid insecticides that includes thiamethoxam. 

Syngenta has also challenged the validity of the Bayer patent in countering a legal action filed by Bayer in Louisiana in November 1998, which still remains to be resolved. Earlier this year in a Delaware lawsuit (May CPM), Syngenta challenged the validity of Bayer’s US Patent No 6,232,309, covering the same compounds as the other patent. Syngenta claims that the compounds claimed in both patents were different from those described.

KOSAN GRANTED POLYKETIDE PATENT

Kosan Biosciences Incorporated, Hayward, California (www.kosan.com) has been granted US Patent No 6,262,340 for methods of producing polyketides in plants to protect them against pests and diseases. The patent includes claims for methods of producing the polyketide 6-methylsalicylic acid (6-MSA), a congener of a natural signal that initiates a powerful defence response in plants. Scientists at Pioneer have recently shown that 6-MSA increases resistance to viral infection in plants genetically engineered to express it. 

HEAVY FINE FOR AKZO

The Dutch giant, Akzo Nobel Chemicals BV, Arnhem, has agreed to plead guilty and pay a US$12 million fine to the US authorities for its part in a price-fixing and market-allocation conspiracy in the US market for monochloroacetic acid (MCAA) between September 1995 and August 1999. The executive responsible for the company’s MCAA business has also pleaded guilty, paid a $20,000 fine and will serve ninety days in prison for his role in the conspiracy. MCAA is used as an intermediate in production of herbicides, drilling fluids, plastic stabilisers and pharmaceuticals. 

Mr Cees van Lede, chairman of the board of management of Akzo Nobel, expressed regret about the company's past practices in the US and stressed that compliance with all applicable anti-trust and competition laws is now a top priority. Akzo Nobel is co-operating with the US Department of Justice in the ongoing investigation into MCAA and for other investigations in other chemical sectors. The company has also settled with many US purchasers of MCAA and is continuing to make efforts to settle with additional customers. Akzo Nobel has reserved EUR170 million in its accounts for pending investigations into alleged anti-trust violations in a number of countries. 

NEW GM CROP RULES

US EPA Administrator Christie Whitman has signed three final rules in the Federal Register this month that clarify and strengthen the framework to oversee "plant-incorporated protectants” (PIPs). These are materials (such as in Bt maize and cotton) that enable a plant to protect itself from pests, such as insects, viruses and fungi. They will be regulated by EPA under the Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and Rodenticide Act (FIFRA) and under the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act (FFDCA). The move finalises several regulatory steps first proposed by EPA in 1994. The rules will ensure that Bt crops meet federal safety standards through equally rigorous EPA evaluation as for traditional pesticide registrations. 

PIPs developed through conventional breeding will be exempt from requirements under FIFRA and FFDCA, although manufacturers must still report any adverse effects. The rules also exempt DNA that creates the pesticidal substance in the plant from maximum residue levels in food. This does not apply to the PIP, which will continue to be fully evaluated to ensure that it is safe for human health and the environment. 

EPA is inviting public comments on three exemptions which were first proposed in 1994 but are not part of the new rules. These are: PIPs derived through genetic engineering from plants that are able to naturally propagate; PIPs that act primarily by affecting the plant, such as causing it to have thicker wax cuticles; and PIPs based on viral coat proteins (www.epa.gov/pesticides/biopesticides). 

VALENT TECHNOLOGY FOR AGDIA

Valent BioSciences Corporation, Libertyville, Illinois (www.valentbiosciences.com), has licensed an improved diagnostic technology to identify Bt toxins in agricultural crops to Agdia Inc, Elkhart, Indiana (www.agdia.com). The technology is a proprietary monoclonal antibody that detects the presence of Cry1Ac and Cry1Ab Bt proteins. 

According to Agdia, the Valent antibody provides a faster, more consistent and readable diagnostic test than other products on the market, giving results in about ten minutes in the field or laboratory. Valent BioSciences, part of Sumitomo Chemical, incorporates the former Bt business interests of Abbott Laboratories. 

Other News and Markets

HYBRID BARLEY YIELD BENEFITS

The first ever hybrid barley varieties from New Farm Crops, part of Syngenta, are showing promise in NIAB variety trials in the UK, with average yields approaching 10 tonnes/ha (13 t/ha at one Scottish site), some 14% higher than the current top-yielding feed barleys. The two new winter, six-row hybrid barleys were entered into the first year of official NIAB national list trials in September last year and should be commercially available by 2003.

According to the head of barley breeding at New Farm Crops, Paul Bury, the new hybrid production technique of creating genetic sterility in parent barley plants, rather than chemical sterility, allows more reliable production of the hybrid seed. The cytoplasmic male sterility system enables the resulting F1 hybrid barley crops to be fully fertile and, in this respect, no different from any other barley varieties. Field-scale trials are currently underway to identify optimum seed rates, nitrogen applications, growth regulation, fungicide programmes and canopy management. 

TURKEY

The Turkish pesticides producer, Hektas Ticaret TAS, Istanbul, is targeting a crop protection market share of 20% in Turkey by the end of 2001, compared to 17.6% in 2000. The company is projecting sales of some EUR 16 million in the first half of 2001 and EUR 23 million by the end of the year. Hektas exports its products to the Middle East, Eastern Europe, Azerbaijan and Cyprus and expects these sales to reach EUR 2 million in 2001.
CHINESE APPROVAL FOR REGENT

Aventis CropScience has received approval for its insecticide Regent 50 (500 g/l SC fipronil) from China's Ministry of Agriculture for use on rice and cabbage. Local production and distribution of Regent 50, which will be used primarily for rice, will begin shortly through Aventis CropScience HangZhou, a joint venture with HangZhou Pesticide Plant.

BRAZILIAN GLYPHOSATE PLANT

According to Brazilian press reports, Monsanto’s new glyphosate and intermediate production facilities will start up in September. Full production capacity is expected to be reached by the end of 2001. The total investment involved is US$550 million (CPM, January 2000) with US$176mil financed by BNDES (Banco Nacional de Desenvolvimento Economico e Social) and the former FINOR (Fundo de Investimento do Nordeste). The complex will make product for Monsanto’s Sao Paulo formulation unit and export to Monsanto’s plant in Argentina. Monsanto will be able to cut its glyphosate imports into Brazil by US$50 million this year and by US$150 million in 2002.

Canadian acquisition

Monsanto Canada has reached agreement to acquire Limagrain Canada Seeds Inc (LCSI), Saskatchewan, a canola seed research, production and marketing company. Monsanto acquired a minority stake in LCSI, part of the Limagrain group, in 1997. LCSI is to be renamed Monsanto Canada Seeds. 

UZBEKISTAN

The Uzbekistan government is planning to sell off minority stakes (45-49%) in ten leading state-owned chemical companies to foreign investors over the next five years. These include five companies producing fertilisers and crop protection chemicals, namely Navoiazot, PO Azot , Ammofos, PO Elektrokhimprom and the Samarkand Chemicals Plant. 

PMFAI PRESIDENT RE-ELECTED 

Mr Pradeep P Dave, chairman and MD of Aimco Pesticides Ltd, Mumbai, has been elected unanimously as president of the Pesticide Manufacturers & Formulators Association of India (PMFAI) for the sixteenth year in succession. PMFAI’s III Asia Pacific Crop Protection Conference will be held in New Delhi from 6-7 September (www.pmfai.org)).
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