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A NEW LIFE SCIENCE COLOSSUS?
American Home Products (AHP), the parent company of American Cyanamid, and Monsanto announced plans on 1 June to merge, creating a company with a market capitalisation of nearly $100 billion. The new company will have a new name and, if the deal is approved as it stands, will become the leading crop protection company world-wide in terms of current sales (over $5 billion), just ahead of Novartis. 

However, the merger can be expected to receive some very close attention from the US Federal Trade Commission (FTC) and other watchdogs.  Monsanto and Cyanamid have combined US crop protection sales of about $2 billion, each being amongst the top four companies. There is a strong case for action over soybean herbicides, with combined market share well over 50% this year and strong growth from the increase in use of Roundup Ready varieties.   

Soybean Herbicide Sale Likely

A deal could well be agreed with the FTC similar to the Sandoz maize herbicide disposal, required before the formation of Novartis (CPM, January 1997). As Monsanto is unlikely to give up Roundup, US rights to Cyanamid's imidazolinone herbicides in soybeans, in particular Pursuit (imazethapyr) and Scepter (imazaquin), might have to be sold off to a third party, and possibly Prowl (pendimethalin) as well.

There had been considerable US speculation that Du Pont was eyeing up Monsanto as an acquisition target following its decision to dispose of Conoco (May CPM), but this would also have provoked FTC scrutiny. American Cyanamid and Monsanto have been in fierce competition for control of the soybean herbicide market (March CPM), but have now heeded the adage, 'if you can't beat them, join them'. 

The new company will also have strong global interests in pharmaceuticals, animal health, consumer health care and nutrition, with combined sales in 1998 projected to be $23 billion. AHP shareholders will own approximately 65% of the new company, Monsanto shareholders the remaining 35%. 

The new company's board of directors will consist of 22 members, with representation equally divided. The heads of Monsanto and AHP, Robert Shapiro and John Stafford, will be co-chairmen and co-CEOs. Monsanto's president, Hendrik Verfaillie, will head up the agricultural and animal health businesses, which will be based in St Louis, Missouri.

Other Major Deals for Monsanto 

The merger with AHP has not curbed Monsanto’s appetite for new deals and the company is to buy Cargill's seed operations in Latin America, Europe, Asia and Africa for $1.4 billion.  These comprise seed research, production and testing facilities in 24 countries and sales and distribution operations in 51 countries. The interests centre on maize, sunflower and oilseed rape, with soybeans, wheat and hybrid rice also. Cargill will retain its seed operations in the USA and Canada, together with Cargill Agricultural Merchants in the UK. Monsanto is also forming a partnership with Research Seeds Inc, St Joseph, Missouri, to develop genetically engineered alfalfa, with an initial focus on Roundup Ready varieties.

The Scotts Company signed a letter of intent this month with Monsanto for exclusive international marketing rights to consumer Roundup (glyphosate) products. It has also signed a letter of intent to acquire the assets of Monsanto's other garden chemical businesses, including its Ortho product line, for some $300 million. The proposed agreement covers most major consumer lawn and garden markets, including the US, Canada, Germany, France and Australia. It excludes the UK, where Scotts already has a dominant position in pesticides through recent acquisitions (January CPM). As part of the agreement, Scotts would also acquire Monsanto's Green Cross consumer pesticide business in Canada. 

Crop Protection Leadership
Novartis is unlikely to cede its top spot in crop protection voluntarily and is looking to increase sales.  Wolfgang Samo, head of the agribusiness division, told the Swiss financial journal Finanz und Wirtschaft this month that he aims to boost global market share from 14-15% to 17%.  He expects turnover to rise 5% in local currencies this year after the 8% rise in 1997. Novartis has just increased its marketing capability in the Far East with the acquisition of the South Korean company, Oriental Chemical (see back page).

The AHP/Monsanto merger, which is planned as a tax-free reorganisation, is subject to shareholder and government approvals and is expected to realise up to $1.5 billion in annual cost savings within three years. It took nine months from the Swiss conception of Novartis to its successful birth and a similar timeframe could be expected for its US counterpart.  Further merger activity might well occur, with widespread speculation about the leading German companies.

GM Crops and European Consumers

Genetically modified (GM) crops have been under the media spotlight in Europe again over the last month, with a public consensus conference in France, the formation of a new UK industry group, vandalism at GM crop trial sites, a Swiss referendum and Prince Charles speaking out on the issue. While the agrifood industry can draw some comfort from the Swiss vote on 7 June in favour of biotechnology, the electorate was swayed mainly by the medical advantages and campaigning against agricultural uses may continue.

CONSUMERS HOLD THE KEY

Understanding the consumer is crucial to the success of biotechnology in Europe.  A well-timed conference, Genetically Modified Organisms and Transgenics, was held in London on 18-19 May by IBC to review some of the issues.  Attitudes are difficult to change once an idea has taken hold, a point emphasised by Kees de Winter, Senior Food Officer for the European Consumers Association, BEUC, and several other speakers at the conference.

EU consumers do not view all biotechnological developments in the same way. The production of medicines, for example, is seen as one of the most useful and least acceptable developments, while the use of modern biotechnology in the production of foodstuffs is considered amongst the least useful and most dangerous. 

Eurobarometer Surveys

Mr de Winter and Dr Douglas Parr, Campaign Centre Director for Greenpeace UK, both drew on Eurobarometer surveys to underline the importance of how consumers view biotechnology. De Winter pointed out that general unhappiness about food production and processing issues (BSE, E coli, animal welfare, pesticide misuse) had been intensified by the arrival of genetic manipulation, commenting: "Many consumers doubt whether GM foodstuffs can be reconciled with the demand for more natural products and more sustainable food production practices". 

The 1997 Eurobarometer survey demolished the argument being used by the agrochemical industry to support biotechnology - that it will help feed the growing world population. According to its findings, Europeans do not believe this. Uncomfortable to hear, too, was that consumer organisations are seen as the most reliable information source for biotechnology, followed by environmental groups, with schools and universities a long way behind. A third of Europeans believe that international organisations like the UN and WHO should regulate biotechnology, with scientific organisations the next choice. 

Consumer Champion to GM Crusader

Ann Foster, recently appointed as Monsanto’s UK Director of Government & Public Affairs after 20 years in the consumer movement (latterly as Director of the Scottish Consumers’ Association), is better placed than most to advise her company and industry on the way forward. She admitted: "Some people would have liked the way to have been better paved for them", and added that moving on "from the side of the angels" had been a culture shock. Opponents of genetic manipulation are running the more effective campaigns, the media is almost invariably hostile and the atmosphere "very dispiriting". 

Ann Foster suggests the answer is to look at why this is happening: "The arguments have been very one-sided - it is something we should have done better. We should have been up there, giving our point of view. Much to my surprise, there are people who do want to speak up for us, who want to talk about the science, who want to discuss the possibilities."

Transatlantic Contrasts

US consumers are very enthusiastic about science, whereas UK research has shown concerns about technological advances in Europe. US consumers have a greater trust in their regulators and are also more prepared to back their farmers. However, Ann Foster believes the proposed UK Food Standards Agency should help restore public confidence, as should the greater openness of bodies such as the Advisory Committee on Novel Foods and Processes. She praised the approach adopted by Zeneca and the Sainsbury and Safeway supermarket groups for the 1996 introduction of tomato paste based on tomatoes genetically modified to soften more slowly on ripening. 

As Tony Combes, Public Affairs Manager for Safeway described in detail, the public were given clear information about the project some five months before the product was launched, were kept informed with in-store leaflets, press coverage and other publicity and, most important of all, were given a choice by placing clearly labelled GM paste alongside the conventional product. It has been a success (500,000 cans were sold last year); the only complaint has been that the paste cannot be bought in tubes.

Healthcare and Nutrition

While it is critical to the future of biotechnology that industry, at least in Europe, takes very seriously the fact that consumer views matter and that they are complex, the technology behind the business is moving ahead rapidly. 

Dr Gerard Platenburg, Chief Scientist at the Dutch company, Pharming Health Care Products, described how his company is developing, manufacturing and commercialising human health care products from milk produced by animals genetically modified to produce particular proteins. 

Dr Christine Shewmaker, Senior Scientist at Calgene Inc, talked about her company’s work on modifying oilseed crops for enhanced nutritional properties, and Professor Peter Bramley, Head of the Biochemistry Division at the Royal Holloway Hospital, London, reported on improving the carotenoid and Vitamin E contents of tomatoes by genetic manipulation.

Words of Warning

However, even on the technical side, there were notes of warning which the biotech industry must take seriously. Kate Herrington from UK-based scientific and legal food consultants, Berry Ottaway & Associates Limited, was worried about the pace at which genetic engineering is developing. She felt that with more laboratories entering the field, greater care and control are needed before GM materials enter the food chains of both humans and domestic animals.

Herrington highlighted anxieties which still exist about antibiotic-resistance marker genes and the transfer of allergens from peanuts and tree nuts to foods, also raising the issue of toxic metabolites. A wide range of foods and food ingredients are now produced using "cell factories" which depend on genetically manipulated bacteria, yeasts and fungi to produce vitamins, enzymes, amino acids and other additives. 

She also quoted the case of tryptophan produced by a Japanese company which, through a lack of manufacturing controls, caused an outbreak of the sometimes fatal Eosinophilia Myalgia syndrome in the United States in 1990.  Herrington has concerns, not only that insufficient work is being carried out on the possible production of toxic components during fermentation processes, but that GM ingredients of this type are being imported into Europe from areas with lower levels of control.

Food Industry Perspective
With his experience firmly based in the food industry, Neville Craddock, Group Regulatory & Environmental Affairs Manager for Nestlé UK, regretted that politics have added to the complexities of the scene in Europe, particularly over labelling. Requirements not related to public safety or plant health concerns raise the threat of trade wars and referrals to the World Trade Organisation, he warned.

Direct Action Against GM Crops
Douglas Parr from Greenpeace highlighted divisions on GM crops within the food industry.  He also quoted a 1996 UK survey indicating that 64% of consumers were more likely to take action now over issues of concern to them than five years ago, and, that for 3% of those interviewed, this would include damaging property. This point has been borne out in practice by the destruction of GM trial crops in Scotland and at the Cereals '98 event this month.

There was some lively debate at the conference, including an exchange between Mr Combes of Safeway and a delegate from UK frozen food company, Iceland, which has decided not to handle any GM produce. Proceedings can be obtained from   IBC (Tel: +44 171 453 2701 Fax: +44 171 631 3214).

PRINCE’S VIEWPOINT

Monsanto has launched a £1 million UK national advertising campaign this month to increase public awareness and understanding of GM crop and food issues.  This prompted complaints to the Advertising Standards Authority from the Soil Association and the Green Party and also stirred Prince Charles to air his views in a leader article in the Daily Telegraph.  

The prince, well-known for his support of organic farming, says that he would not knowingly eat food made from genetically engineered crops or give it to his family or guests. He has safety concerns and argues that the new technology takes mankind into "realms that belong to God and to God alone".  Ann Foster welcomed the contribution from Prince Charles in a letter to the Daily Telegraph, as well as further public discussion about the subject. Monsanto has opened a UK biotechnology hotline for concerned consumers (Tel: 0800 092 0401).

NEW GM INDUSTRY GROUP

A new industry grouping, the Supply Chain Initiative on Modified Agricultural Crops (SCIMAC), which aims to support the safe, responsible and effective introduction of GM crops into the UK, was unveiled at Cereals '98 this month.  Founding members include the National Farmers Union, British Society of Plant Breeders, British Agrochemicals Association, UK Agricultural Supply Trade Association and the British Sugar Beet Seed Producers Association. They believe that biotechnology offers major improvements in crops to benefit consumers, the environment, farmers and the food industry. SCIMAC is committed to provide open information, practical advice and a focal point for exchange of views on GM crops. 

European News and Markets

AGREVO ALLIANCE WITH CSIRO
AgrEvo has formed a research alliance this month with Australia's Commonwealth Scientific Research Organisation (CSIRO). It will fund some of CSIRO’s biotechnology research on the protection of crops against insects and diseases and on the improvement of cotton fibre quality.  CSIRO will retain intellectual property rights from the research, with AgrEvo having rights for the use of any technology developed for crops such as cereals, vegetables, oilseed rape and cotton. AgrEvo recently set up a cotton seed joint venture which has access to CSIRO's cotton breeding programme (CPM, October 1997). 

UIPP LAUNCHES WEBSITE
The French crop protection trade association, UIPP, has launched its own site on the internet (www.uipp.org).  Formed 80 years ago this month, UIPP claims to be the second oldest agrochemical association in the world.  Domestic sales of its members rose by 4.2% in 1997 to reach FFr 12,743 million ($2,200 million). Fungicide sales rose by 14% due to the "strobie effect" (CPM, December 1997), but the other sectors were static. Pesticide exports of UIPP members rose by 13.8% to FFr 6,625 million ($1,145 million), with herbicides and insecticides showing substantial growth.

	Pesticide Sales in France (FFr million)

	
	
	
	

	 
	1996
	1997
	Change

	Herbicides
	5,199
	5,118
	-1.6%

	Fungicides
	4,173
	4,757
	14.0%

	Insecticides
	1,428
	1,433
	0.4%

	Others
	1,434
	1,435
	0.1%

	Total
	12,234
	12,743
	4.2%

	Source: UIPP
	
	
	


UIPP members reaffirmed their commitment this month to the "free circulation" of crop protection products, but not to their "free commercialisation". This follows a judgement made at a tribunal in Blois relating to pesticide imports. UIPP members are meeting increasingly stringent demands from regulatory authorities, which are welcomed, but are concerned about the activities of some outside companies which are trying to avoid compliance.

FRENCH VOTERS IN GM CROP DEBATE
A panel of 14 French voters met this month for two days of discussion, debate and questioning of experts to help the government decide the future of genetically engineered crops in France. The conclusions of the "citizen's conference", planned at the end of last year (CPM, December 1997) are not binding but the Socialist government will take their views into account before deciding whether to approve three varieties of genetically modified grain and oilseed for use in France. The panel supported biotechnology research in principle, but expressed concerns about techniques used to develop the three varieties.

BAA QUESTIONS GOVERNMENT’S SUMS 

The British Agrochemicals Association (BAA) has accused the UK Government of using distorted figures in its estimates of the impact of environmental taxes on pesticides. It has attacked a report from the Department of the Environment as over-estimating potential benefits from reduced pesticide use. 

The report stated that farmers could benefit by £605 million, but, according to Patrick Goldsworthy of BAA, farmers have already adopted the techniques suggested in the analysis and "in reality the benefits will only be about £182 million".  Many of the errors made were highlighted by Morley Agricultural Consultants Ltd, in a report prepared for BAA.  With the strength of Sterling hitting UK farmers, a pesticide tax is now unlikely in the short-term, but could remain on the government's agenda. 

Total pesticide sales of BAA member companies fell by 9% in the 1997 calendar year to £1,596.7 million ($2,620 million).  Sales in the UK market fell by 4.3% (7.3% when adjusted for inflation) to £494.4 million ($810 million). The main contributory factors were the wet autumn weather, which adversely affected herbicide sales, and the impact of parallel imports. The fungicide market remained buoyant. 

	Pesticide Sales in the UK (£ million)

	
	
	
	

	 
	1996
	1997
	Change

	Herbicides
	252.0
	233.5
	-7.3%

	Fungicides
	152.2
	153.7
	1.0%

	Insecticides
	47.1
	41.9
	-11.0%

	Growth Regulators
	16.2
	14.4
	-11.1%

	Seed Treatments
	27.3
	26.4
	-3.3%

	Molluscicides
	3.2
	4.3
	34.3%

	Others
	18.8
	20.2
	7.4%

	Total
	516.8
	494.4
	-4.3%

	Source: British Agrochemicals Association (BAA)


The early spring benefited the home and garden sector; fungicide sales doubled to £2 million, herbicide sales rose by 10% to £16.1 million and insecticides by 16% to £5.7 million. The number of people employed in the UK industry increased slightly, from 6,188 in 1996 to 6,190 in 1997. An increase of 75 in R&D was offset by a similar drop in manufacturing staff.

NEW ZENECA HERBICIDE FACILITY
The UK Minister of Agriculture, Dr Jack Cunningham, today opened a new £l0 million ($16 million) Weed Control Research building at Zeneca Agrochemicals' International Research Centre at Jealott's Hill, Bracknell. The complex, the first stage of a ten-year programme to enhance facilities at the site includes a 3,900m2 glasshouse, with computerised controls and energy saving systems, and integrates both chemical and gene-based programmes.

Through high throughput screening and the use of robotics, Zeneca has increased its capacity to test novel chemicals from 8,000 in 1995 to over 100,000 today. It employs around 900 personnel at the Jealott's Hill site, of whom some 420 are graduates and over 170 PhDs.

Azoxystrobin Listing Official

One of the compounds discovered at Jealott's Hill was azoxystrobin (Amistar), which has now been officially confirmed as the first new compound to receive an Annex I listing under the pesticide directive 91/414/EEC (May CPM). The six-metre water course buffer zone restriction on Amistar in the UK has now been removed, as have several new safety precautions imposed with the initial 1997 registration.

HUTCHINSON’S 60th ANNIVERSARY

One of the largest independent crop protection specialists in the UK, H L Hutchinson Ltd, Wisbech, is celebrating its 60th year in business this year.  Set up by the grandfather of current managing director, David Hutchinson, the family-owned company now covers an area from the Scottish borders to the Kent coast with 14 main outlets. The business originally provided crop protection advice and products to fruit growers in East Anglia and developed to cover the arable sector, as well as spray machinery supply, contract spray services and seeds. Hutchinsons has grown to become one of the top six UK agrochemical suppliers. 

Group sales in 1997 reached £30 million ($50 million), with a workforce of more than 150 personnel, including 60 agronomists. David Hutchinson told CPM that he sees a number of advantages in being a family business, a key one being able to take a longer-term view of industry developments and opportunities. 

The company is a member of the Star purchasing group (David is currently chairman), which recently formed an alliance with a similar French group, Agrainter (May CPM).  Hutchinsons has several trial sites where it conducts independent research on new products, techniques and varieties. It has developed its own computerised agronomy support system and is about to launch Improva, a management tool to help farmers optimise inputs.  The company has its own website (www.hlhltd.co.uk) and also provides crop and disease information through Farming On-Line.

UK ACQUISITION FOR MARUBENI
The Dutch holding company, Agrovista BV, has acquired the Norfolk-based specialist distributor, the Crop Care Group, which includes Sherriff Crop Care and Protectacrop.  Agrovista BV, a 60:40 joint venture established in 1996 between Marubeni and AgrEvo (CPM, July 1996), already owns Profarma Ltd (UK) and two Dutch distributors, Mertens and Heyboer.  This is the latest move in Marubeni’s declared intention to extend its activity in Europe.

Agrovista’s business in the UK will now have a turnover in excess of £80m, and will be amongst the top three agrochemical companies, alongside UAP and Dalgety.  Earlier in the year Profarma added to its strength in the Midlands when it acquired the Premier Crops business (March CPM). There is no intention currently of merging the Profarma and the Crop Care businesses, which have a very good geographical fit.

OCTAVIUS HUNT BUY-OUT
Jan Reynolds, MD of UK match and smoke pesticide manufacturer, Octavius Hunt Ltd, Bristol, has acquired the company in a management buyout from the Chemring Group. Octavius Hunt is the UK's only manufacturer of pesticide smokes, producing a range of products distributed around the world for use in glasshouses and public, domestic and farm buildings. Its Fumite range of smoke pesticides is distributed by Hortichem, Amesbury, to the commercial horticulture market in the UK and overseas (CPM, July 1995). 

UK LAUNCH OF KATAMARAN 
BASF has introduced a new oilseed rape herbicide, Katamaran (quinmerac + metazachlor).  The presence of quinmerac makes Katamaran particularly effective for the control of cleavers (Galium aparine) and poppies. The damage done to oilseed rape by cleavers in the UK has been highlighted by trials at IACR Rothamsted, which recorded a 48% yield loss from an infestation of just 10 cleavers/m2.  

A survey carried out this spring has revealed that over a third of UK oilseed rape growers had cleavers in up to 10% of their crop, with 5% of growers having cleavers in over 90%.  Last year, 53% of the growers reported having some cleavers present at harvest.

LE GIORNATE FITOPATOLOGICHE

Some 300 delegates attended Italy's biennial crop protection conference, Le Giornate Fitopatologiche 1998, in the commune of Scicli, Ragusa, Sicily, last month. There were presentations on a number of new products under development for the Italian market.

New Herbicides

Delegates heard details of the new herbicide, Clincher (200 g/l EC cyhalofop-butyl), from Dow AgroSciences, which is being developed for post-emergence use in rice at 1.0-1.5 litres/ha, in combination with a non-ionic adjuvant. It is apparently more effective than molinate, propanil and quinclorac against barnyardgrass.

Rhône-Poulenc is developing oxadiargyl in Italy for pre-emergence broadleaf weed control in sunflowers and horticultural crops at 300-400 g ai/ha.  Du Pont's azafenidin is in the process of registration for pre-emergence broad-spectrum weed control in citrus, olives and vines at 200-240 g ai/ha. Imazosulfuron is a post-emergence sulfonylurea herbicide for rice from Takeda (being sold in Japan as Take-Off), and is due to be launched by Sipcam in Italy in two years time.

Mycogen has been testing MYX 6121 (Scythe), a mixture of fatty acids (principally pelargonic acid), for control of annual weeds in crops such as maize, sunflowers, soybeans and sugar beet in Italy. The best results have been obtained with product dose rates of 18-60 kg/ha.

New Fungicides

Participants were told of Du Pont’s development work with Equation Pro (22.6% famoxate + 30% cymoxanil) for mildew control in vines.  Novartis is developing metalaxyl-M for vines and Spyrale (difenoconazole + fenpropidin) for sugar beet in Italy.  Dow is working on quinoxyfen, both alone and in mixtures with fenarimol for use on a number of crops, including vines.  Sipcam is developing a 50% WP formulation of the Kumiai fungicide, mepanipyrim (KIF 3535) for Botrytis control.

New Insecticides

Du Pont is developing a new, low-toxicity insecticide, Steward (30% indoxacarb) for control of Lepidoptera and other insects. Sipcam and Rhône-Poulenc have been testing a 20% formulation of Nippon Soda's neonicotinoid insecticide, acetamiprid, for top-fruit, citrus, horticultural and ornamental crops.  ISK has been developing its new nematicide, Nemathorin (10%G fosthiazate), whose rights in Europe have recently been acquired by Zeneca (January CPM), at a typical product dose rate of 30 kg/ha. 

FIAT SELLS SNIA STAKE

The automotive producer, Fiat, and the Italian bank, Mediobanca, announced on 26 May that they were selling, through a public offer, their controlling shareholdings (45.8% and 10% respectively) in Snia Bpd, which, in turn, has a 59.2% stake in Caffaro. Both Snia and Caffaro are quoted companies and the move should give them a higher degree of independence, but could also leave them open to potential acquisition. 

INQUINOSA STAKE FOR JLM

The US company, JLM Industries Inc, Tampa, Florida, has acquired a majority interest in the Spanish generic pesticide company, Inquinosa SA, Madrid, for $1.8 million.  The deal will give JLM the exclusive rights to market lindane in the USA and Canada (for seed treatments) and will be financed through a four-year "earn-out" agreement. JLM manufactures and markets commodity chemicals, principally acetone and phenol. 

Inquinosa also has interests in benomyl, carbendazim and phosmet products, with a manufacturing facility in the North of Spain. It has recently added chlorpyrifos, cypermethrin and dimethoate products to its range. Inquinosa's sales are all derived from pesticides, mainly as technical products, and the company has annual turnover of about $6 million.

Continued sales of lindane in the US are dependent upon a label from the US EPA, which requires funding research that will produce data for review.  Inquinosa has agreed to do this through its membership in the International Centre for the Study of Lindane (CIEL), Ingelheim, Germany.  Since 1985, CIEL has been acting as a "task force" to support lindane.  It has supplied information to the US EPA under a new data call-in initiated in March 1997.

Romanian Joint Venture

Lindane was originally made in Spain in the 1970s by Inquinosa, but is now produced by its joint venture, Oltquino S, with the state-owned Romanian concern, Oltchim SA, a major PVC producer.  Oltchim is currently looking to raise additional capital and favours selling a minority stake (up to 30%) to an investment bank rather than another chemical company, an option favoured by the Romanian government.  

The European Bank of Reconstruction and Development is apparently interested in acquiring a shareholding in Oltchim.  It already owns 14.7% of the Hungarian chemical producer, Borsodchem Rt, which has itself been interested in buying a stake in Oltchim.

US News and Markets

AMVAC AGREEMENTS

Amvac Chemical Corporation (a subsidiary of American Vanguard) has signed an agreement to acquire the Dibrom (naled) business of Valent (a subsidiary of Sumitomo Chemical) in the USA.  The purchase includes all EPA and state registrations of the insecticide and all other intellectual property. Amvac will take over the marketing of the naled products from November 2, 1998. It has manufactured and formulated Dibrom at its manufacturing facility in Los Angeles since 1981 for Valent (and Chevron, which previously held the US rights) and has owned the international rights to the product since 1991.

According to Eric Wintemute, CEO of American Vanguard, the acquisition "is another step in Amvac's strategy to acquire product lines from major producers that are divesting niche products to focus on new chemistries". The acquisition should increase its annual sales (currently over $60 million) by 5-10%.  Amvac acquired Zeneca's Vapam (metam sodium) business two years ago (CPM, October 1996).  

Also this month, Amvac and the Indian company, Fortune Biotech Limited, Secendrabad, have entered into an exclusive arrangement in the US to offer crop protection products derived from the neem tree.  Fortune’s extraction facility in India is the world’s largest and can process over 10,000 tonnes of neem seeds per annum (CPM, May 1997). Amvac will manufacture a proprietary 3% azadirachtin formulation and will market the product under the trade names Amazin, OmAzin and Ecozin for the mushroom, ornamental and agricultural markets. US EPA approval is expected this summer.

AGRAQUEST GRANT

The US Department of Agriculture has awarded AgraQuest, Davis, California, a $220,000 grant for research on natural product fungicides for control of plant pathogens. It will help support AgraQuest's continuing development work on microbial fungicides for vegetables, fruits, vines, ornamentals and turf. The award follows on from an initial $55,000 USDA grant made in 1997. 

AgraQuest is testing the fungicides in 200 field trials in North America, Chile, Europe, Australia and New Zealand this year. Results from previous trials include good control of potato late blight and lettuce downy mildew. AgraQuest, established by Pam Marrone in April 1995, expects to launch at least one biofungicide product in 1999 in the US market.  The company already sells a Bt product, Laginex, for control of mosquito larvae in water. 

METHYL BROMIDE APPEALS

Groups representing US ports and growers have told a Congress agriculture sub-committee there is little chance of developing proven alternatives to methyl bromide before US use is prohibited in 2001 (CPM June 1997). The Crop Protection Coalition and the American Association of Port Authorities are arguing for an extension in use of up to 17 years.  The fumigant is used in over 100 US crops, pre-planting or post-harvest.  Republican Dan Miller has proposed a bill to delay the US phase-out until all countries end usage or acceptable alternatives are found. 

SAFESCIENCE DISTRIBUTION DEALS 

SafeScience Inc (formerly IGG International), Boston, Massachusetts, has signed exclusive agreements for the distribution of its agricultural and consumer products with Cequisa SA, Barcelona (for Spain and Portugal) and Lanafil SA, Montevideo (for Uruguay and Argentina). The company, which has already appointed distributors in Australasia and some Arab countries, is seeking representation in other markets. Agricultural Glycosystems, which is a subsidiary of SafeScience, recently received US approval for its natural carbohydrate, Elexa, as a "plant defence booster" to combat fungi (CPM, January 1997).

SPINOSAD ASSAY APPROVAL

The US Environmental Protection Agency's Office of Pesticide Programs has ruled that a residue immuno-assay for the insecticide, spinosad, developed by Strategic Diagnostics Inc, Newark, Delaware in co-operation with Dow AgroSciences, is suitable for tolerance enforcement practices.  This is the first immunochemical-based method to receive this status.

The decision was part of a final ruling to establish permanent tolerances for spinosad, which is being developed by Dow under brand names such as Tracer (CPM February 1997). The method based on the Spinosad RaPID assay kit, a laboratory or field diagnostic device for quantitative measurement, has enabled Dow to speed up product approvals and should help avoid foreign trade restraints on crops treated with spinosad products (CPM, April 1996). 

NOVEL ENCAPSULATION TECHNOLOGY

Scientists at the US Department of Agriculture laboratories in Peoria, in co-operation with researchers from Mexico, have developed a novel method of encapsulating bacteria and viruses with corn starch for use as biopesticides.  An industrial partner is currently being sought to develop the technology for commercial application.

Other News and Markets

SOUTH KOREAN ACQUISITIONS

Novartis has signed a letter of intent with Oriental Chemical Industries (OCI) to acquire its crop protection business in South Korea, including a formulation plant, the distribution and sales organisation, and business licence and registration rights. Novartis is to make a significant investment to scale up formulation capacity at OCI's Iksan plant.  

The South Korean crop protection market is the eighth biggest in the world and, until recently, it has been difficult for multinationals to have a direct presence there. With a market share of about 17%, OCI is South Korea's second largest formulator and distributor of crop protection products, with sales in 1997 of 120 billion Korean Won ($90 million).

Dong-Wha Pharmaceutical Industrial Co has sold its insecticide manufacturing facilities to the US company, Clorox, for $27 million.

CHINA 

The Ministry of Agriculture has issued a notification requiring that all genetically engineered products for agricultural use must now pass official safety evaluations before commercialisation in China.  All existing and new products must be submitted to the Safety Evaluation Office of Genetic Engineering Products of the Ministry. Evaluations must be conducted at designated experimental centres, with approval granted by the Pesticide Inspection Institute.  

Annual pesticide production in Hebei Province has more than doubled since 1990 to reach over 30,000 tonnes of active ingredients with 54 different products. Herbicides and PGRs now account for 33.5% of production compared with 10% in 1990. 

R&D SCREENING AGREEMENTS

A flurry of R&D collaborations has been concluded over the last month.  Novartis signed a crop protection discovery agreement at the end of May with CombiChem Inc, San Diego. CombiChem will use its proprietary Discovery Engine to generate compounds for in vivo testing in whole organisms (plants, insects and fungi). CombiChem will receive fees and royalty payments, with Novartis having exclusive global rights to develop and market any resulting products.

Bayer and Exelixis

Bayer AG and Exelixis Pharmaceuticals signed an agreement last month to identify novel screening targets for crop protection agents.  Exelixis will receive up to $30 million in payments, as well as royalties on product sales. It will use its PathFinder technology, FlyTag Drosophila "expressed sequencing tag" database and bio-informatic tools to identify and validate novel targets and develop assays for high-throughput screening. Bayer will use assays from Exelixis to evaluate lead structures in vivo.

Zeneca and Alanex

Alanex Corporation, La Jolla, a subsidiary of Agouron Pharmaceuticals Inc, entered into a three-year research agreement with Zeneca Agrochemicals this month. It will provide compounds from its chemical libraries on a non-exclusive basis for screening in Zeneca's agrochemical assays. Zeneca will have exclusive rights to any leads for use in agriculture, horticulture, forestry and public health, with Alanex retaining pharmaceutical and animal health. 

DuPont and Acacia

DuPont made an agreement with Acacia Biosciences Inc, Richmond, California, this month to use its Genome Reporter Matrix to aid in the selection and optimisation of lead compounds with agricultural uses. 

Acacia will provide chemical and biological profiles of leads with its yeast assay computer modelling system.  This can pinpoint any changes in gene expression induced by a compound of interest, incorporating chemical and genetic response profiles.  Earlier this year, Acacia concluded a screening agreement with American Cyanamid (January CPM).
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