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GM CROP AND FOOD DEBATE INTENSIFIES

The debate on genetically modified (GM) crops and food in the UK has again been hitting the headlines. The charity, Christian Aid, has published a report, Suicide Seeds, challenging claims about the need for biotechnology to feed the growing world population.  It argues that the real problem is fair food distribution and expresses fears that biotechnology will result in rich nations becoming richer and poor nations poorer. It has joined other groups in demanding a five-year moratorium on commercial planting of GM crops.

Although it makes some good points, the Christian Aid report has missed an opportunity of co-operating with industry in examining how this technology could be used by poor farmers and equitably delivered to them.  Another report by the Nuffield Foundation is more positive about the prospects for GM crops in the developing world. In some respects, industry is not helping its own case and could improve it by allaying public concerns that biotechnology is being primarily driven by the profit motive. Instead of using advertising campaigns and "spin doctors", more altruistic gestures might work better.  Industry is doing this in a small way through ISAAA, the International Service for the Acquisition of Agribiotech Applications (CPM, July 1998), but a lot more could be done.

The UK government’s chief medical and scientific advisers have expressed reservations about GM crops and the British Medical Association has voiced concerns about GM food safety, which has not reassured the UK public. Dr Arpad Pusztai's potato lectin research at the Rowett Research Institute has been discredited this month by a panel of six eminent scientists appointed by the Royal Society, but their names were not revealed, which, although common practice for peer review of scientific papers is not acceptable on a public issue of such importance.

The Supply Chain Initiative on Modified Agricultural Crops (SCIMAC), formed last year (CPM, June 1998) has launched a GM crop stewardship programme, including a commitment to identity preservation, which has been formally approved by the UK government.

A Researcher’s Perspective 
Speaking at the Ghent Conference this month (see next page), Dr Guy Poppy from IACR-Rothamsted (UK) commented that GM issues cannot be left just to molecular biologists and that ecologists and entomologists need to influence them and their future. Dr Poppy himself is involved in the development of tiered risk assessment studies and protocols for insect-resistant GM crops (from lab studies through to field-scale observations) and is currently undertaking studies for the UK Department of the Environment and the European Commission, the latter in collaboration with INRA in France. 

As with some other research centres, IACR-Rothamsted has been the target of "eco-warriors" and had a site where apple trees transformed by cowpea trypsin T1 were targeted by SHAG (Superheroes against Genetics). Dr Poppy and fellow scientists are concerned about the attacks on their integrity and independence in the GM crop and food debate, but also acknowledge that they have to play a larger role in such a public issue. It had been the policies of the previous UK Conservative administration (now a critic of GM crops in opposition) which compelled research centres to seek more commercial sources of funding.

View from Down Under
This month we feature a special report on GM crops in Australia, where the government has made a budget commitment to public education on biotechnology, and the Agrifood Alliance Australia (AAA) has been launched with similar objectives. AAA comprises a mix of industry, farmer and research groupings. Dr Joanne Daly, from CSIRO Entomology, Canberra, told CPM that Australia is taking a tougher stance than the USA on Bt crops partly due to their variable performance. No more than 30% of Australian cotton planted can be the Bt form until a second gene is available. 

Dr Daly raises the question of "tying up varieties" as more seed companies are acquired by multinationals. She argues that there will be fewer opportunities for local plant breeders to develop varieties suited to conditions in Australia and that those offered will not necessarily be the best for local conditions. This was the situation some years ago in the cotton industry before Australian breeders produced varieties better than the Delta Pine US variety which everyone used when cotton growing was starting up.

With growing international concerns this month about the safety of mobile phones, there has been a little respite for the biotechnology industry from the close attention of the media as they divert to a new target! 

Ghent Crop Protection Symposium

Well over 400 delegates from some 26 countries attended the 51st International Symposium on Crop Protection at Ghent University, Belgium, on 4 May. From this year English has became the one and only official language for the conference (For abstracts and proceedings: Tel: + 32 9 264 61 58  Fax: +32 9 264 62 39  E-mail: Patrick.DeClercq@rug.ac.be).

INSECT-RESISTANT TRANSGENES

The opening plenary lecture was given by Guy Poppy from the Department of Entomology and Nematology at IACR-Rothamsted (UK) on Insect-Resistant GM Crops. Even with current control methods, Dr Poppy estimates that 14% or more of agricultural outputs are destroyed by insect pests. There are currently over 40 transgenes for insect resistance available, derived from plant, animal and microbial sources, with which some 37 different crops have been transformed.  

Many transformed crops have used Agrobacterium and the 35S promoter, but this is not favoured now as it is expressed in all tissues. Other tissue-specific promoters are now being used, where expression is localised to, for example, green tissue or the pollen. “On-off switches” may lead to other changes and the use of stacked genes may cause resource allocation problems within plants.

NEMATODES IN CROP PROTECTION

The second plenary lecture was due to be given by Dr Pierre Baujard on nematode taxonomy, but a French rail strike prevented him from arriving.  Professor Derek Brown of the Scottish Crop Research Institute stepped into the breach, with support from other European nematologists, due to have their own meeting after the Ghent Conference. Dr Brown has spent almost 30 years of research on nematodes and diseases transmitted by them.  

There are two main types, Longidoridae, 2-10 mm long and Trichoridae, 1-1.5 mm long. When Dr Brown started his research career, nematodes posed important problems in crops, but these have been largely overcome by the use of soil sterilants and nematicides. However, over the last 7-8 years there has been a resurgence as some chemicals have been banned and many diseases have been re-appearing. 

Examples include raspberry ring spot in strawberries and raspberries in Scotland; hen and chicken virus in vines in Southern Italy; tomato ring spot in peaches; cherry rosette virus in Switzerland; mosaic virus in barley (even though the literature says graminaceous crops are not affected). Nematodes are also a big problem in potatoes in the UK and elsewhere, with Temik (aldicarb) an expensive solution at £150($240) per hectare. Tobacco rattle virus is an increasing problem in North America and also important in Europe. Research techniques are improving and last year an anti-serum with fluorescent marker helped to show how this virus is transmitted.

LOTUS DEVELOPMENTS

Mr K Jilderda of BASF Agro Benelux presented findings on BASF 61500 (cinidon ethyl), the new broadleaf herbicide recently launched in the UK as Lotus (October CPM). Approvals have now also been obtained in Germany, the Netherlands and the Czech Republic, with Belgium expected to follow shortly. It has a very fast mode of action and is broken down within four days, its metabolites within 16 days.

PRIMUS IN GRASS CROPS

Dominique Lepièce of Dow AgroSciences revealed some promising findings relating to the use of Primus (florasulam) for control of broadleaf weeds in grass crops, for both main crop and seed production. The company has conducted extensive trials work. It is particularly effective against Mercurialis, Matricaria and Solanum spp. Surprisingly, it also shows good activity against Echinochloa crus-galli, a result which Lepièce and other Dow researchers find hard to explain or understand. A reduction in phytotoxic effects has been found in mixtures with ethofumesate and fenoxaprop-p-ethyl.

NEEMAZAL PROGRESS & APPROVALS

Hubertus Kleeberg, managing director of Trifolio-M GmbH, Lahnau, Germany, updated delegates on progress with the company's azadirachtin product, NeemAzal T/S (1% azadirachtin A) which received its first EU approval in Germany last October for control of sucking insects, spider mites and leaf miners on ornamentals in greenhouses. 

The product is being distributed by Sautter and Stepper, a company based near Stuttgart which specialises in beneficials. German approval is also expected later this year for control of Colorado beetle and rosy apple aphids in field crops. NeemAzal has been sold in India and Switzerland for some years now (CPM, May 1997).  Registrations have been obtained in Turkey and Sri Lanka, and are expected shortly in the Netherlands, Spain and Italy. One of the problems of marketing NeemAzal is its mode of action, which Dr Kleeburg describes as "insectistatic". After a few hours, larvae stop feeding, with 100% mortality achieved in ten days. Egg production is also reduced in females.

European News and Markets
WEATHER IMPACTS ON UK SALES
Last year was the wettest in the UK for over 30 years and contributed to a significant reduction in herbicide sales as well as a marked increase in molluscicide consumption, according to the British Agrochemicals Association (www.baa.org.uk). Carryover stocks are likely to depress herbicide sales again this year. UK sales of BAA members (>95% of the market) fell by 1.7% in 1998 to £480.3 million (US$792 million). Exports increased by 5% in 1998 to £1,096 million ($1,808 million), thanks to buoyant fungicide sales (and azoxystrobin in particular).

	UK Domestic Pesticide Sales (£ million)

	
	
	
	

	 
	1998
	1997
	Change

	Herbicides
	211.3
	232.6
	-9.2%

	Fungicides
	154.5
	147.0
	5.1%

	Insecticides
	42.4
	44.5
	-4.7%

	Seed Treatments
	23.7
	26.1
	-9.1%

	Growth Regulators
	17.6
	13.9
	26.6%

	Molluscicides
	10.9
	4.3
	253.4%

	Others
	19.9
	20.2
	-1.5%

	Total
	480.3
	488.6
	-1.7%

	Source: British Agrochemicals Association (BAA)
	


Garden pesticide sales grew by 21% to £38.1 million ($63 million), whilst sales to the industrial, amenity and forestry sectors dropped by 6% to £19.3 million ($32 million). The number of UK employees of BAA members fell from 6,150 to 6,020 in 1998. A further fall can be expected with the creation of Aventis, which has now been brought forward to November 1999, subject to shareholder and regulatory approvals. 

The BAA has made strenuous efforts with other food and farming organisations to counter proposals for a pesticide tax being considered by the UK government. BAA wants more dialogue on the issue, but says this has distracted it from some stewardship activities. It is, for example, promoting a European initiative to standardise couplings for refillable containers.
The BAA is continuing to work on ways of reducing packaging waste and has a pilot recovery scheme initiative underway with JSR Farms in Yorkshire. There has also been a continuing high interest in incineration on farms and in collection and recovery systems. BAA is currently distributing a new leaflet, The Facts about Crop Protection to every UK farmer and in poster form to the 800 or so farms which welcome the public. The leaflets will also be distributed by the National Farmers Union "roadshow" trailer which will be visiting UK tourist and shopping centres for 15 weeks this summer. 

UK CROP PROTECTION DIRECTORY

The third UK edition of The Crop Protection Directory has just been published in hard copy and electronic versions. The 450-page directory contains a wealth of information on 1,500 UK-based organisations working in all areas of the business (including biotechnology) with a new feature, over 400 web-site listings. For further details, contact publisher, Elaine Warrell (Tel: +44 181 852 6158  Fax: +44 181 297 0789). 
STROBIES DRIVE FRENCH GROWTH

Sales of crop protection products in France in 1997/8 are estimated to have risen by 4-5%, although the trade association UIPP is anticipating static sales this season. There were mixed fortunes for the companies last season, according to figures published this month by the French trade journal, Circuits Cultures.  

BASF (+16%) and Zeneca's subsidiary, Sopra (+32%), once again recorded the best gains in trade sales, largely thanks to their strobilurin fungicides.  Others gaining ground included AgrEvo (+14%), Philagro (+10%), Cyanamid (+9%) and Stefes (+12%).  Among those losing sales were Monsanto (-8%), DuPont (-8%) and a number of the generic product companies, including Agtrol and Phytorus.

	Company Pesticide Sales in France     
	

	(by trade sales in Million Francs)                

	
	1998
	1997
	1996

	Rhône-Poulenc Agro 
	1810
	1700
	1600

	Sopra (Zeneca)
	1705
	1295
	1097

	BASF
	1530
	1320
	1170

	Parthéna (Novartis)
	*
	1350
	*

	Bayer
	1340
	1300
	1300

	Evolya (Novartis)
	*
	1200
	*

	AgrEvo
	1250
	1200
	1100

	Cyanamid
	700
	640
	723

	DuPont
	600
	650
	610

	Dow AgroSciences
	*
	600
	600

	Monsanto
	549
	600
	585

	Sipcam-Phyteurop
	500
	485
	490

	Améthys (Novartis)
	*
	380
	*

	Philagro
	267
	245
	230

	Elf Atochem Agri
	260
	270
	265

	Calliope
	225
	250
	240

	RP Leadagro
	190
	220
	220

	Tradi Agri 
	120
	122
	137

	Stefes
	120
	107
	97

	Makhteshim-Agan
	102
	100
	90

	Phytorus
	80
	125
	120

	Agtrol International**
	40
	57
	*

	Source: Circuits Cultures 
	
	
	

	* no  figures disclosed
	
	
	

	** formerly La Cornubia

 
	
	
	


American News and Markets

MAJOR US CO-OPS IN MERGER 

Farmland Industries Inc, Kansas City, and Cenex Harvest States, St Paul, Minnesota, are pressing ahead with merger plans following approval by their boards of directors. Cenex Harvest States was itself formed from the amalgamation of two Minnesota-based farmer co-operatives last year (CPM, February 1998). The plans will be developed over the next few months and government clearance is expected before the end of the year. Member meetings should take place in early 2000, followed by an approval vote, with 1 June 2000 the target for completing the deal.

Farmland Industries (www.farmland.com) is the largest farmer-owned co-operative in North America with sales of over $8 billion (nearly $12 billion if affiliated businesses are included) in all 50 states and to 90 countries. It has 600,000 farmer-owners in the USA, Canada and Mexico. Sales of Cenex Harvest States (CHS) in 1998 were $8 billion. 

Acquisition from Terra

CHS has an agricultural input distribution joint venture with another co-op group, Land O'Lakes.  It has been revealed this month that the jv, Cenex/ Land O' Lakes Agronomy Company, has agreed to buy the agricultural distribution business of fertiliser producer, Terra Industries Inc, Sioux City, Iowa, for $361 million, in a deal due for completion within three months.  Terra will use the proceeds to reduce its debt. 

The sale includes some 400 retail farm service centres in the US and Canada, and joint ownership (with Farmland Industries) of the Omnium pesticide formulation plants in St. Joseph, Missouri, and Blytheville, Arkansas (CPM, October 1998).  The Terra distribution business, which includes 2,600 employees in 31 states and Canada, had 1998 sales of $1.73 billion and operating income of $21.4 million. 

AGRITOPE RESEARCH GRANT

Agritope Inc, Portland, Oregon, has been awarded a $65,000 Phase I Small Business Innovation Research (SBIR) grant by the US Department of Agriculture for research on the development of red raspberry plants that are resistant to Raspberry Bushy Dwarf Virus (RBDV).  The research project will be carried out over the next six months in collaboration with the USDA Horticulture Crops Research Lab (HCRL) in Corvallis, Oregon. HCRL will supply RBDV genes to Agritope where transgenic plants will be generated. The modified plants will be transferred to HCRL for field trials and related evaluations. Meeker, the most widely grown raspberry variety in Oregon and Washington, is susceptible to RBDV, which reduces quality and yield. 

DROSOPHILA GENOME PROJECT

Celera Genomics, Rockville, Maryland, has begun sequencing the genome of the fruit fly, Drosophila melanogaster, a model organism in biological research for over 80 years (www.celera.com). It is expected to be the first insect genome to be fully sequenced (by the end of 1999) and will serve as a model in medical and agricultural research. Celera will offer academic and commercial subscriptions to the database. In January, Dr Craig Venter, president of Celera, and Gerald Rubin, leader of the Berkeley Drosophila Genome Project (BDGP), signed a memorandum of understanding for a scientific collaboration in the sequencing of the insect genome.

LAWSUIT AGAINST CHEMINOVA

A class-action lawsuit has been lodged against Cheminova Inc (Wayne, New Jersey) by 100,000 Florida residents who claim to have suffered health problems because of exposure to malathion. The lawsuit claims Cheminova improperly handled and stored the insecticide, which was spayed in 1997 and 1998 in several Florida counties as part of a campaign to eradicate the medfly. The claimants are seeking damages for past and future medical bills, property damages and other expenses. It is alleged that malathion was stored at too high temperatures, causing decomposition to malaoxon and isomalathion. 

GLYPHOSATE PATENT FOR VERDANT

Verdant Brands Inc, Minneapolis, has been granted a patent on the use of a synergistic combination of fatty acids and glyphosate, which speeds up herbicidal activity and offers environmental benefits. Verdant has received similar patents in Japan, Israel and New Zealand and the company is now evaluating licensing and direct product marketing options.

OTHER AMERICAN NEWS

DuPont's acquisition of Pioneer Hi-Bred International Inc has now been cleared by the US Justice Department (March CPM). The deal is due to be completed during the summer.

The leading US cotton seed company, Delta & Pine Land Company, Scott, Mississippi, has extended the deadline for its acquisition by Monsanto to the end of June. This will allow Monsanto more time to sell its cotton seed business, Stoneville Pedigreed Seed, to help satisfy the US anti-trust regulators.

GM Crops - An Australian Perspective

CONSENSUS CONFERENCE

Australia held its first "consensus conference" in March, on the topic of biotechnology, to test consumer reactions to locally-grown genetically modified (GM) crops and the consumption of foods produced from them. The country has come late to the GM debate but the prospect of increasing competition from Canada and the US has caused concerns. 

Consumers are also reacting to "Frankenstein food" and "terminator gene" stories in the media. Several small but effective consumer lobbying groups are now active in Australia, such as the Toxic Alliance Network and Gene Ethics. The conference "lay panel" listened to evidence, presented conclusions and made two main recommendations: a better regulatory framework and more information for consumers. 

At present, recommendations on health, safety and food labelling are the responsibility of the Australian and New Zealand Food Science Council (ANZFSC), a combined operation between the Agriculture and Health Ministries of both countries. Decisions are implemented by the Australian and New Zealand Food Authority (ANZFA). Food containing derivatives from 20 different GM crops will be permitted to remain on sale after approval applications were made by a May deadline. However, safety assessments on these will be made over the next 12 months.

GM FOOD LABELLING

Foodstuffs which may contain GM derivatives can be imported freely at present and are not labelled. In December 1998, the Ministries decided that labelling was necessary. A couple of months ago, ANZFA, facing difficulties in implementing a GM labelling policy, did an "about face" and decided it was not necessary. One result is that the food regulators are now seen as too aligned with industry, a view reinforced by the Australian Food and Grocery Council's decision to set up a Food Science Bureau to look at biotechnology and general health aspects of food "as a community service".

INDUSTRY'S APPROACH

The crop protection industry association, Avcare, is actively involved with the GM crop issue. Head of Public Affairs, Anna Manzoney, says industry is facing a lack of consumer confidence and a fear of gene technology. She puts the level of scientific interest and consumers’ belief in regulators in Australia as "half way between Europe and the USA". Avcare’s Director of Scientific and Regulatory Affairs, Colin Sharpe, told CPM that the different industry sectors are now forming alliances to complement the Government’s communications and education programmes. The technology providers and users are focusing on education and promoting the benefits, as well as discussing environmental concerns, while the food sector concentrates on consumer views and safety.

CONTROL OF GM CROPS

Control of gene technology research in Australia is voluntary; a government organisation, the Genetic Manipulation Advisory Council (GMAC) provides advice only. There is no legislation covering general releases to the environment so GMAC is doing it by default. While industry believes this is satisfactory, there is public concern at the lack of firm regulatory control. The government's intention is to set up a regulatory framework, the Office of the Gene Technology Regulator (OGTR), to bring the existing schemes together and plug the gaps. 

It will be a Federal arrangement, part of the government health portfolio, reporting to a Council of Ministers. All the States and Territories will have to agree the legislation, and transfer some legislative powers to the Federation.  Avcare would have preferred a statutory authority made up of "stakeholders" with a range of interests such as agriculture, health, the environment and industry. 

"We believe it is important to get the missing links in place," commented Colin Sharpe, "especially as consumer perception is that there is no regulation of gene technology. Government and industry have both been slow to recognise this and to act to remove confusion."

FARMER REACTION

Monsanto and AgrEvo are both very active in Australia and another three companies are within two years of having products ready for commercialisation to join Bt cotton and a GM carnation. Bromoxynil-tolerant clover has been approved but not yet commercialised.

Farmer reaction to GM crops is mixed. Australia’s weekly farming paper, The Land, quotes vegetable grower, Graham Sowter: "most people will come to accept GM products in the long run, if only because they can see that such foods come through the retail handling system in much better condition." 

He is concerned whether the rewards from GM crops will outweigh the premium prices paid by markets demanding non-GM foods, and whether supermarkets might “tie up a top-selling line” and want growers to use a GM variety whether or not it suited the farm.

Chinese News and Markets

NEW DELTAMETHRIN PRODUCER

A production process for the pyrethroid insecticide active ingredient, deltamethrin, developed by Nanjing Red Sun Group has been approved by the expert panel of the State Economic and Trade Commission in Nanjing, Jiangsu Province. Nanjing Red Sun, established in 1989, is one of China's largest agrochemical producers with sales of US$37 million in 1998 and net profits of US$7 million. 

Red Sun’s products are sold in 29 Chinese provinces and exported to 18 countries. The company has had co-operations with Zeneca, Bayer, Sumitomo Chemical and Rhône-Poulenc, as well as 13 Chinese universities and research institutions.

Red Sun’s 100 tonnes per annum deltamethrin production facility, which has involved a total investment of US$4.2 million, is expected to generate annual sales of US$23 million and pre-tax profits of US$6 million. Other pesticides produced by Nanjing Red Sun include triadimefon, phoxim, fenvalerate, cypermethrin, cyhalothrin, lambda-cyhalothrin, parathion-methyl, chlorpyrifos, fenpropathrin, imidacloprid, beta-cypermethrin, and pyridaben.

The new plant will provide additional competition and cause some concern for AgrEvo, whose deltamethrin jv has been operating in China for over a decade. AgrEvo China’s MD, Christian Blin, expressed worries about government favouritism for local firms over foreign rivals at a recent conference (March CPM).

prochloraz production

Jiangsu Dafeng Agrochemical has commenced production of the fungicide prochloraz in Jiangsu Province. Until now, prochloraz demand in China has been primarily met by imports from AgrEvo. Dafeng acquired the prochloraz production technology from the China Academy of Agricultural Sciences. The company has a production capacity of 800 tonnes of prochloraz ai per annum. It is launching 50% WP and 25% EC formulations on to the Chinese market.

isoproturon PRODUCER

The proposed 1,000 tonnes ai per annum isoproturon production facility of Jiangsu Wuxian Pesticide Factory has been approved by Jiangsu Petroleum and Chemical Industry Administration. Wuxian Pesticide will be China's first producer of isoproturon. 

The facility was first approved for construction by the State Economic and Trade Commission in 1996. The facility involves a total investment of US$2.2 million. It is reported that the purity of Wuxian's isoproturon has been improved from 93% to 95%. Annual sales of isoproturon are expected to reach US$1.7 million with net profits of US$500,000.
CHALLENGES OF WTO ENTRY

Following prolonged efforts, China is now on the brink of entry to the World Trade Organisation but will face considerable challenges to its agriculture as a consequence. There are wide differences in wheat prices, with the cost of producing wheat in the USA some 70% lower than in China. 

Wheat imports are controlled under a quota system and a tariff as high as 180%. On WTO entry, overall tariffs on farm products will be reduced to 17% by 2004. Chinese farm incomes rose by 9% in 1996, 4.6% in 1997 and 3% in 1998. China has set a target of 4% for 1999. The government is making efforts to improve wheat quality and increase productivity 

MONSANTO IN DISTRIBUTION DEAL

The Israeli generic pesticide company, MA Industries (Makhteshim-Agan), has signed a co-operation agreement with Monsanto, under which Monsanto will distribute its products in China. 

MA Industries has several products approved for sale in China and another five are close to gaining approval. Monsanto has over 100 representatives and sales staff in China, with two country “co-heads” operating from its Beijing and Hong Kong offices. MA Industries is 57% owned by the Israeli conglomerate, Koor Industries, which is currently searching for an international strategic partner to take a 20% stake in MA Industries.

OTHER CHINESE NEWS

A new carbosulfan production facility at Zhejiang Pesticide has been approved by the Zhejiang Provincial Science Commission. It has a production capacity of 1,500 tonnes ai per annum. The company is now focusing on R&D and production of low-toxicity pesticides and intermediates.

Fujian Sannong Agrochemical Co Ltd, a publicly-listed agrochemical producer, achieved total sales and net profit of US$37 million and US$6 million, respectively, in 1998. Sannong Agrochemical has improved its profitability through the introduction of new herbicides and fungicides to its range. To improve its R&D capabilities, Sannong Agrochemical is planning to strengthen its technical co-operation with the universities of Tsinghua, Zhejiang and Fudan.

Other News and Markets

ATUL IN GLYPHOSATE VENTURE

The Indian company, Atul Ltd, Valsad, Gujarat, is collaborating with Rotam China (part of the Canadian-based Rotam Group) in a new glyphosate production venture with an initial capacity of 3,000 tonnes per annum, with plans to expand capacity to 10,000 tonnes over the next two years. Current demand for glyphosate in India is relatively small, and most of the production will be marketed overseas by AtRo, a joint venture between Atul and Rotam. Dr M H Bhatt, the director of Rotam India, has been developing links with Rotam's Chinese operations to capitalise on import and export opportunities. 

Atul is India's leading producer of phenoxy herbicides and has developed its own technology for production of urea herbicides, including isoproturon. The company is expecting its pesticide sales to more than double to exceed 860 million rupees (US$20 million) in 2000, boosted by glyphosate sales.

AGREVO COMPLETES PROAGRO DEAL

AgrEvo has completed its acquisition of the main holding company of the Proagro group, India's second-biggest private seed and biotechnology company, for $200 million, through its Belgian subsidiary, JA Sluimer BV. The take-over is one of the biggest acquisitions in India by a foreign company.

Brazilian Seed Company Acquisitions

AgrEvo has disclosed this month that it has bought three Brazilian seed businesses, Sementes Ribeiral Ltda, Sementes Fartura Ltda and their jointly-owned research company Mitla Pesquisa Agricola Ltda. The total turnover of the three companies was about US$9 million in 1998. The companies control about 8% of the Brazilian hybrid maize seed market and also produce soybean and sorghum varieties. 

AgrEvo’s CEO, Gerhard Prante, commented that the Brazilian seed companies make an ideal match with Proagro, India's leading maize seed producer. AgrEvo has suspended plans to buy Cargill's North American seed interests due to a lawsuit filed by Pioneer.   

BRAZILIAN GM SOYBEAN APPROVALS

Brazil's Agriculture Ministry has approved the sale of five varieties of Roundup Ready soybeans seeds, following the declaration that they are safe by the Commission for Biological Security (CTNBio). Brazil has no law governing labelling of transgenic crops or food products. The environmental group, Greenpeace, is to ask Monsanto to delay planting until the company performs a detailed environmental impact analysis. 

OILSEED RAPE JOINT VENTURE

Danisco Seed, Copenhagen, part of the Danish food group Danisco A/S, and Dow AgroSciences have concluded an agreement to form a 50:50 oilseed rape breeding joint venture. The initial focus will be in North America and Europe. Both companies will pool their oilseed rape interests, including gene pools, breeding materials and products. Any new varieties developed will be sold mainly through each company's marketing channels, with Dow AgroSciences focusing on North America under the Nexera brand and Danisco Seed extending its position in Europe. 

The joint venture will have its main plant breeding facilities in Holeby, Denmark, and Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, Canada, with additional sites in Germany and France. Heading the jv will be Morten Helt Poulsen, recently appointed as Danisco’s vice-president of breeding and trials. Danisco Seed has subsidiaries in seven European countries with sales of over $60 million, mainly from sugar beet, oilseed rape, peas and sunflowers. 

EU BABY FOOD RESIDUE LIMITS

The Council of Ministers has agreed to set limits on pesticide residues in baby foods sold in the European Union at one microgram per kilogram. These had previously been approved by the European Parliament. The law will come into effect 18 months after it has been published in the EU's Official Journal.
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