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MORE ANIMATED DEBATES ABOUT GM CROPS

The UK national debate on genetically modified (GM) crops started in earnest this month. Although somewhat contrived, it has stimulated some of the British public and media to become more involved. It even prompted CPM correspondent Bruce Knight, a partner in a UK farm, to write a letter that was published in the Independent newspaper. There is also the opportunity to submit your own views in response to fifteen questions via the internet by 18 July (www.gmpublicdebate.org.uk). Formal debates end with a vote but there is no opportunity to do so this time. The UK rarely has national referenda, but on this crucial issue it might still be the best way forward. 

It is surprising that the UK debate is focusing on “GM” but omits to make much reference to the main commercial use of this technology, which is in the healthcare sector. However, British prime minister, Tony Blair, met twenty UK genetics experts on 25 June to discuss developments in this area. His Health Secretary also committed £50 million of UK government funds to support “genetic technology”. 

Tony Blair sacked his Environment Minister, Michael Meacher, as part of a government reshuffle this month. Mr Meacher, known to be unsympathetic to the use of pesticides, has taken this opportunity to align himself with the anti-GM lobby and criticise the soundness of the scientific evaluation of GM crops. However, his first pronouncements have already prompted Robert May, president of the UK’s Royal Society and a former government chief scientist, to make some very public criticism of his actions. Lord May said that Mr Meacher’s newspaper articles “appear to show an ideological opposition to GM crops and present a severely distorted account of the scientific facts and uncertainties surrounding GM foods”. He goes on to comment that Mr Meacher is “not averse to applying his own spin to the scientific evidence on GM”, in this case a Royal Society report. 

The full text of Professor May’s statement is published on the Royal Society’s website  (www.royalsoc.ac.uk) and also criticises Mr Meacher for raising unjustified claims about allergenic effects of GM crops. Professor May has commented in the past that his own views on GM crops are “grey” (CPM, October 1999). Science and politics do not always mix well but confrontations like the May-Meacher one can help to stimulate discussion. However, they can also unduly polarise the debate. Robert May’s statement exposes the shallowness of thinking on the part of some politicians and ends with a rather withering comment: “It is perhaps helpful that Mr Meacher has now made his ideological stance so explicit, so that the public can judge for themselves his statements on GM science.” 

It is good to see prominent scientists like Lord May expressing their own opinions so openly rather than standing on the sidelines. Another who has done so this month is Nobel Laureate Dr Norman Borlaug who said: "Extending the Green Revolution to the Gene Revolution will provide a better diet at lower prices to many more food-insecure people." There is a need for more scientists to become politicians to improve the quality of debate on issues like GM. 

Farmers are also becoming more vociferous in the debate. One of these is Shirley Harrison, who has robust views on GM crops, and is prepared to put “her head above the parapet” to express them (see CropLife International Annual Conference). It seems that farmers and scientists in the developing world are becoming increasingly impatient with the European Union’s ambiguous attitude towards GM technology. 

GM crops may represent the long-term future for crop protection, but until then companies must focus on their traditional businesses. The UK pesticide industry will be relieved to see the back of Michael Meacher but still faces challenges with the Voluntary Initiative (VI). There was considerable discussion about this at the Cereals 2003 event and some UK farm assurance schemes could incorporate it very shortly. However, there are concerns about the number of spray operators that have signed up to VI’s National Register of Spray Operators. The total so far is only about 1,100 against a target of 15,000 to be achieved by March 31, 2004. One of the 1,100 is the UK’s Farm Sprayer of the Year, David Felce, who received his accolade at Cereals 2003.

Syngenta has revealed some details of new products based on the insecticide thiamethoxam at the French arable event Les Culturales (www.lesculturales.com), held at Boigneville this month. The first approvals are expected in France later this year. Thiamethoxam has greater water solubility than imidacloprid, making it more effective in dry conditions and it has a very good environmental profile. Approvals have been sought on eight crops, including wheat, barley, oilseed rape, sugar beet and peas.

CropLife International Annual Conference

CropLife International held its annual conference in Brussels this month in association with fellow trade association, EuropaBio, bringing together a wide mix of international speakers with differing perspectives on agricultural technologies, innovations and sustainable development. The presentations and debate proved very lively and informative, as Brian Hicks reports.

Meeting local needs 

The keynote address was given by Dr Per Pinstrup-Andersen, professor of food, nutrition and public policy at Cornell University, USA. He argued that world agriculture cannot be sustainable without science-based technology. He stressed the need to invest in science in developing countries and suggested that this demanded a combination of public and private investment, a comment echoed and reinforced in several other presentations. Whilst investment in agriculture in developing countries was generally increasing rapidly, particularly in China, in Africa it was going down. He ended with the critical question “who decides?” and also suggested that the way forward might be through combining “GM and organic”, a pathway that many organic organisations seem to have ruled out.

GM stress tolerant traits

Professor Jennifer Thomson (Department of Molecular & Cell Biology, University of Cape Town) suggested that the prospect of drought-tolerant plants being commercially available is nearer to reality than many might think. She is actively working in this area and told CPM that her own experience suggested that the public sector can both compete and co-operate quite well with the private sector to develop the best from biotechnology. Researchers like herself are building up collections of plants that live under extreme conditions. The genes expressed under stressed and non-stressed conditions are being identified and used to genetically modify maize. Some genes can also have an influence on other stresses such as heat, cold and salinity. Researchers are now looking to stack these genes in crops.

European stance immoral

Professor Thomson feels very strongly that the European Union’s current stance on GM crops is misguided and “immoral” as it is depriving Africa of real opportunities to improve its agriculture and meet its own food needs in the face of pressing problems such as the AIDS epidemic. She told CPM that she would like to have participated in the UK GM debate.  

Dr Florence Wambugu, CEO, A Harvest Biotech Foundation International (www.ahbfi.org) is another vociferous proponent of biotechnology for Africa and advises the DuPont board on this issue. She argued that Africa needs projects driven towards food security and economic growth. She discussed some of the shortcomings in Africa, including lack of biotech policies, limited government funding and purchasing ability, undeveloped marketing and distribution systems and poor extension services. She stressed “the need for Africans to become stakeholders in the technology”. Referring to projects such as the development of the GM sweet potato and the tissue culture banana, Dr Wambugu said that Africans were taking leadership of their own destiny with the help of international partners.

Experience in the Philippines

Marga Escaler, International Service for the Acquisition of Agri-Biotech Applications (ISAAA), drew on the Philippine experience with Bt maize. In the first season 100 hectares were planted with 15,000ha expected in the next. Agriculture there is traditionally characterised by low agricultural productivity, high input costs and limited resources but the government recognised the potential of biotechnology to achieve development in the mid-1980's. Bt maize was greenhouse tested in 1997, followed by the first field trial in 1998. The results from nine trials in 2001-2002 showed an average 40% yield advantage.

Scottish perspectives

Shirley Harrison, a farmer from Aberdeenshire with experience of farming in Africa, commented on her experience with GM herbicide-resistant oilseed rape trials. During the three years of growing it as part of the UK’s farm-scale evaluation trials, Shirley has had to contend with widespread negative opinions but the results she has seen have convinced her of the benefits of the technology. The contractor who harvested her crop also commented on how easy it was, just like “velvet”. She only sprayed one herbicide on the GM rape crop, providing benefits for the birds, and three on the non-GM crop. In 2001 her spring GM crop produced a yield of 3.7t/ha, compared with a conventional average of 2.22t/ha. 

Technology tailored to local needs

David King, Secretary General, International Federation of Agricultural Producers (www.ifap.org), commented that the concept of sustainability differed from country to country. He equated the “poverty gap” with a “technology gap”, arguing that technology has a key role in driving progress in agriculture. He said that more needed to be done to ensure that these technologies build on local knowledge and add value to local resources.

Problems of co-existence

Professor Nicholas Kalaitzandonakes (University of Missouri) argued that effective regulation would be central to the optimisation of innovations. He called for more attention to be paid to regulatory impacts across the whole supply chain rather than just looking at isolated markets or industries. He has recently conducted detailed analyses into the costs of co-existence of GM and non-GM crops with access to detailed internal company information from a leading seed company. This is unusual in an industry that is traditionally very secretive. 

Taking two representative grain facilities in the American Midwest, Dr Kalaitzandonakes stated that costs could increase by 34% if threshold levels for GM were lowered from 1% to 0.5%, but could be as high as 50%. He argued that higher costs would result in greater consolidation, driving smaller companies out of business.

Lessons from the history of coffee

Professor Calestous Juma (Harvard University) made some interesting points about the introduction of coffee, originally developed in Ethiopia, to Europe in the Middle Ages. There was an outcry at the time that makes the current GM debate seem fairly subdued. Several centuries passed before it became a respectable drink. There were concerns that coffee would replace more traditional drinks. French doctors noted in 1679 that coffee “disaccustomed people from the enjoyment of wine”. Frederick the Great said in 1777: “It is disgusting to see the quantity of coffee used by my subjects and the amount of money that goes out of the country. My people must drink beer.” 

Even the church got involved, with Pope Clement VIII (1593-1605) “baptising” coffee to make it a truly Christian beverage. Adding milk to coffee made it more acceptable in Europe and a monk was later beatified for his discovery of cappuccino. Some scientists argued that coffee “dried up the cerebrospinal fluid….the upshot being general exhaustion, paralysis and impotence”. There are some interesting parallels with developments today and the involvement of Britain’s monarch-in-waiting, Prince Charles, in the GM debate. His predecessor, Charles II, banned coffee houses in 1675 but this was due to the plotting against him that went on in them. 

Getting good science to farmers

Willy De Greef (International Biotech Regulatory Services) said that research organisations and those at the forefront of developing new technologies must work closer together to ensure that the benefits actually make it to the farmers. From his own experience, he pointed to the lack of institutional infrastructure among the scientific and research community, especially in parts of Africa, which often prevents good science from reaching the farms. 

Henk Knipscheer of the US charitable foundation, Winrock International (www.winrock.org), said that the purpose of public-private partnerships in agriculture was to increase the number of commercial farmers and reduce the number of subsistence farmers. He said that the private sector and NGOs could link to make subsistence farming commercial. He discussed a Nigerian partnership project that had resulted in significant improvement in smallholder access to inputs and opened up new markets for soybeans.

Paradoxes in food and agriculture

Anurahda Mittal from the US activist group, Food First (www.foodfirst.org) pointed out some of the paradoxes related to food and agriculture today. She said that some 78% of nations claim malnutrition and yet are exporting food, adding that there was a shortage of purchasing power not food. She expressed concerns about the use of patents in agriculture and  commented: “This is about our culture, our life and our livelihoods. We are not about to surrender it to corporations to boost their profits”. 

Conference Debate

In some robust comments at the conference, Steve Johnson, deputy regulator for the US EPA, said that the continuing EU moratorium on GMOs was creating a horrible travesty whereby countries facing famine were not accepting GM food imports because of the politics surrounding this issue. This produced some animated debate and divided opinions. 

New president for CropLife International 

Mr Michael Pragnell, CEO of Syngenta, has been unanimously elected as the new president of CropLife International by its general assembly for the next two years. He outlined some of the challenges industry faces, including water scarcity, declining farm production subsidies and food safety requirements. Mr Pragnell said that the fundamental power shift towards the consumer means that distrust towards biotechnology could be particularly damaging. He commented: "The life-cycle approach from R&D through to the disposal of waste - in other words stewardship - is critical."

For further conference and presentation details, visit http://www.croplife.org/website/pages/Annual_Conference_2003.aspx

Fusarium Control and Mycotoxins

The UK government’s Central Science Laboratories (CSL), York (www.csl.gov.uk), are at the forefront of monitoring the occurrence of Fusarium ear blight (FEB) in wheat. CSL’s Dr Philip Jennings says there are five main fungal species which cause FEB in the UK, namely Fusarium culmorum, F graminearum, F avenaceum, F poae and Microdochium nivale. Increasing attention is being paid to these types of fungi as many of them produce mycotoxins, in particular deoxynivalenol (DON) and nivalenol (NIV). 

New European mycotoxin legislation

Currently proposed EU legislation, expected to be introduced later this year, will set limits for DON of 500 parts per billion (ppb) in flour as a raw material and 500 ppb in cereal products for consumption. The main toxin producers and yield reducers are F culmorum and F graminearum.

CSL has been monitoring Fusarium in the UK since 1986 and taking isolates for PCR analysis since 1998. The strains found depend on weather conditions in autumn and spring and there are considerable variations. M nivale, which does not produce mycotoxins, accounted for 58% of infections monitored in 1998. There were also high levels of F culmorum throughout the UK. The main strain found in 1999 and 2001 was F poae. In 2002 there was no predominant species, although levels of F graminearum were at their highest ever. 

In general, there is more M nivale and F poae found in the North of England, whereas no species predominates in the South East. F graminearum is found mainly in the South and increasing levels are attributed to increasing areas of maize and minimum tillage. Work conducted last year showed that 3.5% of 360 random samples taken in England and Wales exceeded the proposed DON limits, mostly in the South West in wheat sown after maize crops.

Andrew Flux (British Cereals Exports) comments that UK wheat has the lowest levels of DON. Exports vary from 2-4 million tonnes each year,  2-4% of world trade. Most is destined for Spain and other EU markets but some goes as far away as Australia as it meets the strict phytosanitary requirements there. 

Customers are becoming increasingly wary about mycotoxin levels and wheat from North America and the former Soviet Union is coming under increasing scrutiny. The US is looking at bringing in mycotoxin legislation and Canada has a limit of 1000 ppb DON. Germany is putting forward legislation that would specify lower levels for baby food products.

A decade of tebuconazole sales

Bayer CropScience’s product Folicur (tebuconazole) has been sold in the UK market since 1993 and is the clear market leader in T3 wheat fungicide applications for control of all types of Fusarium spp and many other diseases. It has been applied to about 200,000 hectares of wheat annually for the last three years, accounting for 50% of product applications. Sales of Folicur are still growing on a global basis, according to Bayer’s UK arable crop manager, Neil Waddingham. Folicur is recommended at 0.75 l/ha (£15-£16 per hectare) in medium to high-risk areas for Fusarium and at 0.5 l/ha if a strobilurin product is used as well. Best results are obtained from GS60-65, says product manager Andy Albert, with double spray passes giving the best results.

Darrell Yarwood (Grainfarmers) recommends that growers should be careful about the wheat varieties grown and make sure that wheat moisture levels are down to 15%. He warns that tests from buyers will become more stringent. Grainfarmers is the UK’s biggest grain handler and recently took over Dalgety’s grain marketing. Dr Bob Bulmer (Dalgety Arable) admits to being a “fan of tebuconazole” but comments that growers are not applying enough triazole products to reduce Fusarium.

New competition for Folicur

Folicur faces new UK competition from BASF’s Swing Gold this year (see European Markets). However, Bayer claims that its own new triazole compound JAU (prothioconazole) will soon be setting new standards for Fusarium control. It is being developed in mixtures with HEC (fluoxastrobin) and spiroxamine (CPM, November 2002). Both have outperformed Folicur in Fusarium control trials in Europe over the last few years. Bayer has been working closely with CSL to test the potential of these new treatments.  

JAU, HEC and other development products were being widely demonstrated by Bayer this month (see Cereals 2003). The company plans to launch a co-formulation with both JAU and HEC that will be well suited for barley disease control. JAU will also be launched as a seed treatment for use alone on wheat and barley and in combination with HEC on wheat. Bayer will be marketing the seed treatments Galmano (fluquinconazole) and Galmano Plus (fluquinconazole + prochloraz), acquired as a result of the Aventis CropScience merger, for foliar disease and take-all control.  Bayer is also developing the insecticide TI435 from Takeda. This is similar to imidacloprid but gives a greater duration of aphid control. It will not be available to UK growers until 2005.

Cereals 2003

Attendance at Cereals 2003,  the premier arable event of the Royal Agricultural Society of England’ (RASE), (www.cerealsevent.org.uk), which now incorporates Syngenta’s Sprays and Sprayers, was very high. There was little to suggest any lack of confidence in the UK farming industry, as Bruce Knight and Martin Redbond report from Velcourt’s Vine Farm, near Royston, Cambridgeshire.
Atlantis WG

One year on from receiving the green light to set up Bayer CropScience (CPM, June 2002), the company was enthusiastically discussing its bulging pipeline of new products. The “04H project” (CPM, June & July 2003) has now yielded a cereal herbicide, Atlantis WG, a safened combination of mesosulfuron (30g/kg and iodosulfuron (6g/kg). Atlantis WG has been approved for use in the spring (0.4 kg/ha) and Bayer is eagerly waiting approval for autumn use. It has excellent efficacy against blackgrass and ryegrass with good control of wild oats, bromes, annual meadowgrass and troublesome broadleaf weeds such as chickweed and mayweed. 

Bayer recommends that Atlantis be used in a programme following a suitable pre-emergence herbicide such as Avadex (triallate) or Crystal (flufenacet + pendimethalin). As Atlantis is a contact herbicide with very little residual activity, Bayer suggests that it should be mixed with products such as Stomp (pendimethalin) at 2.5 litres/ha. Bayer will encourage growers to pursue sequences and tank mixes as part of a grass weed resistance management strategy and expects to announce its own new pre-emergence herbicide in 2004.

This autumn could be the last that Avadex is available. Monsanto is discussing the sale of the global rights and a decision is expected in 2-3 months time (January CPM). Syngenta is aiming to fill the gap by launching prosulfocarb, sold as Boxer in France. It will be recommended for use pre or early post-emergence for wheat and barley but not as a stand-alone product. Syngenta is conducting trials to establish the optimal timing. The farm management group, Velcourt, included prosulfocarb in its blackgrass and ryegrass trials. For the latter it gave excellent results as well as control of many broadleaf weeds. 

World’s first hybrid barley

Syngenta’s most exciting new development is the UK launch of the six-row hybrid barley, Colossus, a world first. Yield benefits in trials have exceeded equivalent conventional varieties by 17%, achieved by increasing the first nitrogen application by up to 40%. It may be possible to grow Colossus as a replacement for a second wheat but with lower growing costs. On some poorer soil types it could prove more economical than first wheats. The seed has been packaged with Syngenta products into a Hybrid Barley System. Developed over five years at many UK sites, this includes Amistar (azoxystrobin), Unix (cyprodinil) and Moddus (trinexapac-ethyl) with a growing programme. 

This bundled package is proving rather controversial. Syngenta took the opportunity to conduct a survey of farmer reactions at Cereals 2003 before and after the agronomic reasons had been explained. Initially only 27% of them were positive to the concept, increasing to 60% after it was explained how it offered a way to ensure that Colossus was grown to its full potential. About 600 tonnes of seed for 6,000 crop hectares should be available this autumn in ten-hectare units. 

Other new Syngenta products

Syngenta is developing new seed treatments based on thiamethoxam as an alternative to imidacloprid. The main targets will be a range of cereal and oilseed rape soil pests. Co-formulations with fungicide will be marketed but it could be two years before registration is granted. Fusilade Max, based on Syngenta’s novel ISOlink formulation technology, is being launched this autumn. Offering improved rainfastness and droplet dispersion, this herbicide is being targeted for control of volunteer cereals in oilseed rape.

BASF seed treatments 

BASF has now established its UK seed treatment business following the acquisitions from Aventis. It will market Jockey (fluquinconazole + prochloraz) and Jockey F (fluquinconazole) with a new emphasis on the foliar disease control and physiological benefits rather than on take-all control. Premis (guazatine + triticonazole) and Robust (imazalil + triticonazole) are also in the range and more products will be added. 

Lurmark renamed Hypro EU
Leading nozzle and spray component supplier, Lurmark Ltd, has announced a name change to Hypro EU Limited (www.lurmark.com). Lurmark was acquired by US pump manufacturer, Hypro Corporation, Minneapolis, in 2000. The company launched a new “long throw” nozzle, the XT 010, at the show. This will meet a need where conventional boom sprayers cannot be used, such as around obstacles in the field and close to field edges near residences. It can be mounted on a low-ground pressure vehicle and each nozzle can deliver a non-boom spray to a distance of 3.7 metres.  The nozzle will also be useful for amenity and forestry work. 

European News and Markets

FIRST APPROVAL FOR SWING GOLD 

BASF has launched a new fungicide, Swing Gold (133g/l dimoxystrobin + 50 g/l epoxiconazole), in the UK for late-season use at the T3 growth stage to provide a “quality finish” to winter wheat for milling. Swing Gold contains a new active ingredient, dimoxystrobin, the first strobilurin to control a wide range of late foliar diseases as well as the major ear disease Fusarium. The UK is the first market in Europe where the product has been launched so far. 

The diseases on the approved label are Septoria tritici (both protectant and curative), brown rust and Fusarium. and the product also has good activity against other fungal infections. BASF also claims that in trials in the UK and Europe, Swing Gold out-performed other T3 fungicides for improvements in yield (irrespective of the timing of the previous T2 spray) and in the quality parameters of thousand-grain weight, specific weight and protein content. 

The label recommendation is to apply a single 1.5l/ha application of Swing Gold between the start of ear emergence (GS 51) up to and including ‘flowering just complete’ (GS 69). BASF has been actively monitoring strobilurin resistance in the UK and Ireland and promoting the use of higher triazole rates to minimise Septoria resistance. Resistance does not appear to have increased significantly.

BENAZOLIN BOWS OUT OF EU

The herbicide active ingredient benazolin is not being supported through the European review process. The principal producer, Bayer CropScience, has disclosed that three popular benazolin-based herbicides will lose their UK approval this July. The loss of Legumex Extra (benazolin + 2,4-DB + MCPA), Galtak (benazolin) and Benazalox (benazolin + clopyralid) may well cause some problems for growers in the short term. Benazalox is used mainly on winter oilseed rape, Legumex Extra on undersown cereals, grass and clover and Galtak for oilseed rape. The following cut off dates, which also apply to other unsupported products, have been set by the regulatory authorities:

· 24 July 2003 - last day of sale by any person or company

· 31 December 2003 - last day for use in the field 

· 31 March 2004 -  last day of storage (for disposal purposes only).

Bayer is looking at several possible replacements for Legumex Extra based on Squire (amidosulfuron). However, the news is not so good for oilseed rape growers who have relied on benazolin for the past 20 years to control post-emergence broad-leaved weeds, including cleavers and chickweed, as there is no replacement. The Home-Grown Cereals Authority (HGCA) is considering funding a research project into post-emergence broadleaf weed control in rape as a matter of urgency. Limited stocks of the herbicides are still available.

ACHEMA 2003

The 27th ACHEMA Congress and Exhibition was held in Frankfurt from 19-24 May, as Alan Knowles reports (www.form-ak.com). First held in 1920, it is the leading international event for the chemical and process industries (www.achema.de). There were 3,819 exhibitors from 48 countries and some 192,000 visitors from over 100 countries. There were fewer Asian stands and visitors due to the SARS outbreak, but an ACHEMA spokesman commented that the event had “consolidated its European and international significance”. The next ACHEMA will be held in May 2004 in Beijing (ACHEMASIA), followed by Mexico City in April 2005 (ACHEMAMERICA) and a return to Frankfurt in 2006.

There was increased emphasis at ACHEMA on pharmaceuticals, biotechnology, functional foods and genetics with less prominence for the agrochemical industry, although much of the equipment, plant and technology on display can be applied in this sector. Many robotic systems were on display for automated sampling and analysis as well as equipment for predicting the long-term stability of liquid suspensions and emulsions using centrifugation and laser scattering techniques. There was a lot of equipment for producing water dispersible granules by extrusion, fluid bed spray granulation or spray drying techniques. 

Netzsch, Germany, showed methods of particle grinding to reduce solid particles to less than 500 nanometres diameter. APV, Denmark, has developed a high-pressure valve homogeniser which can reduce liquid emulsions to 100-200 nanometres diameter. These sizes are an order of magnitude smaller than those produced by conventional equipment. Other techniques being investigated include molecular self-assembly by crystallisation or solubilisation and the use of carbon nanotubes to carry the active materials. 

New business service from Bayer 

Bayer announced at ACHEMA that it is setting up Bayer Industry Services, some fully serviced chemical parks centred on Leverkusen that will offer start-up facilities for new businesses. As Bayer knows just what chemical companies need, it can offer the optimum operating and safety conditions for production in Germany. 

FRENCH MARKET FALLS

The calendar year 2002 was a difficult one for the crop protection industry in France, as reflected in the sales reported by members of the French trade association, UIPP (www.uipp.org). These fell by 7.7% from EUR2,026 million in 2001 to EUR1,869 million in 2002. There was a reduction in the tonnage of pesticide active ingredients sold of 18%, from 99,600 tonnes to 82,500 tonnes. UIPP’s latest “campaign year” figures were somewhat better, up from EUR1,863 million in 2000/2001 to EUR1,935 million in 2001/2002, with herbicides accounting for EUR731 million, fungicides for EUR711 million and insecticides for EUR181 million. Sales prospects for the current campaign year are not looking good, according to UIPP. 

Frank Garnier, president of UIPP, commented at the association’s colloquium and annual general meeting in Paris this month that UIPP’s initiatives and actions were making products safer for the environment and that the benefits of product usage clearly outweighed the costs. UIPP has a co-operation with the sustainable farming network FARRE (www.farre.org) this year for 50 “pilot farms” to play a role in demonstrating and informing French farmers about good crop protection practices, as well as the general public and opinion makers. 

UIPP has also committed itself to improving the advice and training of pesticide users in co-operation with other partner organisations such as the garden and amenity association, UPJ. Adivalor, the company set up two years ago by UIPP and other partners (CPM, October 2001), collected 1300 tonnes of empty pesticide containers in 2002 and 1,000 tonnes of unused pesticide products.

GERMAN MARKET BUOYANT

After four years of declining crop protection sales, the fortunes of the members of the German trade association, IVA (Industrie Verband Agrar), improved in 2002. Domestic sales of crop protection products rose by nearly 10% from EUR 1,030 million to EUR 1,130 million. Sales of herbicides and fungicides rose by 7% and insecticides by 20%. Export sales of crop protection products also increased by nearly 6% from EUR 2,400 million to EUR 2,540 million.

Domestic sales in 2002 were equivalent to 26,600 tonnes of active ingredients (12,000 tonnes herbicides, 9,700 tonnes fungicides) compared with 26,200 tonnes (13,300 tonnes herbicides, 8,400 tonnes fungicides) in 2001. Use of phenoxy herbicides fell due to wet conditions in the spring of 2002. According to IVA, crop protection sales from producers to wholesalers in the first few months of 2003 in Germany have been stronger than last year. 

IVA reports that the global crop protection market fell by 2% from US$25,500 million in 2002 to US$25,100 million in 2002. Poor weather conditions in North America, economic problems in Latin America and SouthEast Asia and fierce price competition all contributed to the decline. Another factor was the increasing sales of GM crop seeds, which grew by 10% from US$3,100 million to US$3,400 million. 

IVA’s director, Oskar Böttcher thinks that the German government must recognise the potential advantages offered by “green gene technology” (Grüne Gentechnik) for agriculture and consumers when it completes the revision of its existing biotechnology legislation. He highlighted the fact that GM crops cannot be grown in Germany, “with cultivation plans on ice”, yet discussion is all about the freedom of consumer choice, something which does not exist in practice as there is no domestically grown GM produce available to choose. 

PESTEX 2003

The PestEx 2003 show at the National Exhibition Centre, Birmingham, UK on the 3-4 June attracted 65 exhibitors from the USA and nine European countries as well as over 1,000 visitors. 

As the deadline looms for phasing out methyl bromide in developed countries, a seminar at the event on The Fumigation Revolution looked at critical use exemptions and how one alternative, sulphuryl fluoride, will be stewarded.  Simon Clack, operations director of Smiths Flour Mills, outlined the pro-active measures that can be taken by mills to reduce reliance on methyl bromide through improved building and equipment design, hygiene and training.

Sorex acquiring global Ratak rights 

Sorex International held a dinner for customers and staff during PestEx where it announced that it had signed a letter of intent for the acquisition of the worldwide trademarks and registrations of all the difenacoum products owned by Syngenta AG. These rodenticide products are mainly sold as Ratak, whose European rights Sorex had previously acquired from Zeneca (CPM, February 2000). 

The arrangements under which Sorex manufactures and supplies formulations of brodifacoum to Syngenta worldwide and, in turn, markets the Syngenta rodent control brands Klerat and Talon in the European market remain unaffected by the new deal. 

Other News and Markets

AGRAQUEST AGREEMENT WITH SDS 

The biological pesticide company, AgraQuest Inc, Davis, California has received approval and commenced initial sales of Impression (Bacillus subtilis) in Japan for use on grapes and greenhouse tomatoes. The product is sold under the tradename Serenade in the USA, Chile, Mexico, New Zealand and Costa Rica. Further approvals for use of Impression are expected in the first half of 2004 for Botrytis control on eggplants and strawberries and for powdery mildew control on vegetables. 

AgraQuest has signed an agreement for distribution of Impression in Japan with SDS Biotech KK. "SDS has conducted excellent research and development with Serenade since 1998," commented Dr Pam Marrone, AgraQuest's CEO. Takashi Shirai, president of SDS Biotech KK, said that he was very optimistic that this marked the beginning of a solid partnership with both companies benefiting from each other’s strengths. 

Limited US approval for Sonata

AgraQuest has received a US Experimental Use Permit for its biofungicide Sonata for use this year on a total of 4000 acres (1,653 hectares) of a number of crops, including grapes, melons, apples, and forestry. Sonata is based on a patented, naturally occurring strain of Bacillus pumilus, discovered and developed by AgraQuest scientists. "Sonata has shown excellent control of downy and powdery mildews," said AgraQuest's director of product development, Don Edgecomb. "It has a good fit in resistance management programmes, where growers are looking for performance and value." AgraQuest hopes to receive full approval of Sonata sometime next year.

KOOR CUTS MAI HOLDING

One of Israel’s leading investment holding companies, Koor Industries Ltd, Tel Aviv, has disclosed this month that it has sold 9,356,517 shares in Makhteshim Agan Industries (MAI) for just over US$24 million, giving Koor a capital gain in the second quarter of 2003. As a consequence, Koor will hold 49.8% of the voting capital of MAI. 

Jonathan Kolber, CEO of Koor Industries commented: "Makhteshim Agan Industries has presented strong financial and share performance in recent quarters and we continue to believe this is one of the strongest companies in our portfolio. However, as an investment company, the current sale is in line with our strategy of identifying high yield investment and sale opportunities. We continue to work closely with Makhteshim Agan, strongly support its management and strategy, and intend to continue to hold a significant share in the company."

Hermes takes stake in Koor

Koor announced at the end of last month that Hermes Investment Management Ltd, one of the UK’s largest fund managers, had become an investor in the company. Hermes approached Koor Industries and acquired 500,000 treasury shares from it for about $US10 million. The shares were acquired on behalf of two Hermes clients, the UK pension funds Britel Fund Nominees Ltd and Possfund Nominees Ltd. Hermes now holds 1,365,336 of the issued capital of Koor Industries, representing approximately 8.7% of the voting rights in the company.

ORYZALIN ACQUISITION FOR UPL

The Indian company, United Phosphorus Ltd (UPL), Mumbai, has purchased the main assets of the oryzalin herbicide business of Dow AgroSciences. This includes Surflan and all Surflan pre-mixes throughout the world apart from Switzerland and the European Union countries where Dow AgroSciences will continue to sell these products. Oryzalin is a pre-emergence herbicide for the control of many annual grasses and some broadleaf weeds. It is used mainly in citrus, fruit and nut trees, vines, turf and ornamentals. UPL will begin selling Surflan with immediate effect and sales in the USA and Australia will be very significant for the Indian company. 
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