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ROGUE RELEASES AND MORE GM CONTROVERSY
With the huge areas of genetically modified (GM) crops grown in North America and the international nature of the seeds business, it could only have been a matter of time before some GM seeds found their way inadvertently into Europe. Experts had already warned governments and seed companies of these risks, but they were still caught off-guard when the inevitable happened this month. The German authorities first detected a problem in oilseed rape containing small amounts of herbicide-resistant GM material and alerted other European Union states. 

In turn, France, Sweden and the UK also found that “contaminated” rapeseed supplied by the Dutch joint venture, Advanta, had found its way into conventional supplies produced in Canada.  In the case of the UK, it also transpired that thousands of hectares of the contaminated seed had been planted in 1999 as well. The discovery caused uproar amongst groups opposed to GM crops, concern amongst governments and farmers about how to deal with the issue and a general “media feeding frenzy”. 

Prince Charles did not help the situation with his BBC Reith Lecture in which he questioned the role and value of science in society and re-iterated his anti-GM views and support for organic farming. However earnestly held and well intentioned his views, they drew considerable criticism from eminent scientists who underlined the Prince’s own lack of scientific training and his privileged access to the media.

On health and safety grounds, there seemed little to be concerned about, but many principles are at stake, as opposition groups have been quick to highlight. With UK farmers under considerable financial pressures, it was an unwelcome distraction and further cause of worry. One of the 600 UK growers affected has already ploughed in his offending crop. Others are considering legal action against Advanta.  France and Sweden will destroy the crops affected.

The environmental group, Greenpeace is now also claiming that up to 15% of the European maize crop planted this year could have contained GM seeds. Tests show that a significant proportion of conventional maize planted in the USA has some GM content. The European Seeds Association is suggesting a 1% maximum GM content in conventional seed as a legal limit in the EU.

Golden Rice Initiative

Drowned amongst the general media frenzy was the news that Zeneca has made a commitment this month to help make freely available to the developing world the so-called “golden rice”. This is genetically modified rice with high levels of beta-carotene and other carotenoids, precursors to Vitamin A. This vitamin is deficient in the diet of many in Asia, Africa and Latin America, accounting for irreversible blindness in 500,000 children each year, according to the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO).

The inventors of the technology for golden rice are Professor Ingo Potrykus, Institute for Plant Sciences, Swiss Federal Institute of Technology (SFIT), Zurich, Switzerland, and Dr Peter Beyer (Centre for Applied Biosciences, University of Freiburg, Germany). It was developed with funding from the Rockefeller Foundation (RF), SFIT, the EU and the Swiss Federal Office for Education and Science. Dr Gary Toenniessen, RF’s food security director, welcomed the agreement, which he expects to speed up the nutritional and safety testing and regulatory approvals. 

Zeneca has contributed since 1996 to the EU’s carotenoid research project of which ‘golden rice’ formed a part. Other specialist organisations are being requested to assist in the development and free delivery.  Zeneca will also explore commercial opportunities for sales of the rice into the growing health food markets in the developed world. At the same time, Zeneca will provide regulatory, advisory and research expertise to help make it available in developing countries. 

Professor Potrykus commented that “Zeneca have demonstrated an awareness and sensitivity to the needs of impoverished people in the developing world” and will “help us to deliver more speedily to those that need it most.”  The collaborators anticipate that the golden rice will not be available for planting and consumption until 2003 at the earliest. 
The golden rice initiative is sensible. If Monsanto had made a similar grand gesture, the history of GM crops might have been very different, but we can all learn by hindsight. However, several activist groups question it, arguing that it would be better to encourage more vegetable crops in affected areas, thereby providing the necessary vitamin A in a more natural way. 

European News and Markets

NAME CHANGE FOR BAA

After mulling over the move for some time, the British Agrochemicals Association Ltd (BAA) changed its name to Crop Protection Association (UK) Ltd (www.cropprotection.org.uk) on 16/17 May. The transformation reflects the changing interests of its members, many of which now have considerable investments in biotechnology and biological pesticides. It also brings it into line with the European umbrella organisation, ECPA, itself part of the global organisation, Global Crop Protection Federation (GCPF). The association will be known as the Crop Protection Association for short and hopes that no acronym will come into common usage.   

There were a few problems in the past with BAA, an acronym shared with the British Airports Authority!  The Crop Protection Association also has a new brown and green logo, which represents a seedling emerging from the ground. The new chairman of the association’s executive committee is Dr Mark Brown, general manager of Zeneca’s crop protection business in the UK, who succeeds John Drinkwater of Aventis CropScience.  With the recent industry changes, the Crop Protection Association can expect a reduction in the number of full members (currently 36, accounting for over 95% of the UK market) in the coming year. The employees of these companies reduced by over 5% in 1999, from 6,611 to 6,268. A further significant reduction can be expected this year. 

The number of associate distributor members has increased to 14 in the last year, with the addition of Sands Agriculture Ltd. Together these members account for about 85% of crop protection sales to farmers in the UK. 

UK Sales Decrease

Pesticide sales of members of the Crop Protection Association in the calendar year 1999 were £1,594.7 million (US$2,552 million), up 1.1% on the revised 1998 figures. When inflation is taken into account and the retail price index, this represented a 0.7% decrease on 1998. 

Domestic sales fell for the fourth consecutive year, by 3.8% (5.6% when adjusted for inflation) to £473.3 million (US$757 million). Sales for the calendar year 1998 were adjusted slightly upwards when compared with the information published last year (CPM, May 1999).  UK insecticide sales have declined steadily over the last five years and in 1999 were less than 75% of the 1995 figures.  Poor autumn weather resulted in higher than usual spring herbicide applications in winter cereal crops. Yellow rust was a significant disease in wheat crops due to the high proportion of susceptible varieties grown. 

	UK Domestic Pesticide Sales (£ million)

	
	
	
	

	 
	1998
	1999
	Change

	Herbicides
	217.3
	215.4
	-0.9%

	Fungicides
	155.8
	146.2
	-6.2%

	Insecticides
	42.5
	38.0
	-10.6%

	Seed Treatments
	25.7
	24.8
	-3.5%

	Growth Regulators
	17.6
	13.9
	-21.0%

	Molluscicides
	10.9
	11.1
	1.8%

	Others
	22.0
	23.8
	8.2%

	Total
	492.0
	473.3
	-3.8%

	Source: Crop Protection Association
	


There were decreased sales for all product types in the UK garden sector, except for lawn products based on ferrous sulphate, with overall sales down 4% to £34.3 million. Sales to the industrial, amenity and forestry sectors fell by 5% to £26 million. The agriculture and horticultural sectors accounted for 87% of overall pesticide sales.  The tonnage of active ingredients used rose by 2% to 25,744 tonnes. Herbicide sales were up by over 1,800 tonnes ai, whilst fungicide and insecticide volumes were down by 1,072 tonnes and 151 tonnes respectively. 

Fungicide Exports Soar

Pesticide exports rose by 3.3%, from £1,085.5 million to £1,121.2 million (US$1,794 million). The increase came chiefly from fungicides (azoxystrobin in particular), exports of which rose by over 20% from £280.3 million to £339.0 million (US$542 million). There was an increase in exports of growth regulators and a significant decline in exports of seed treatments. Herbicide exports fell by 2.3% to £534.9 million, insecticides by 3.4% to £218.2 million.  

Incinerator Facing Phase-Out

The simple and effective on-farm incinerator for waste packaging designed and developed by the former BAA, is facing possible extinction in the UK due to the introduction of a new European Union directive which sets stringent controls on emissions.  The provisions in the directive, to be implemented in 2001, are expected to become UK law by 2006. 

The association has been pleading with the Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions (DETR) for an exemption from the provisions of the directive, so far without success. Ross Dyer, the association’s pesticide waste disposal expert is “amazed at the government’s attitude”.

The incinerator, based on a perforated steel drum, burns at 950C compared with 350C for a bonfire, giving a rapid burn without dark smoke and with very little ash. Mr Dyer estimates that the incinerator is being used by 10-20% of UK farmers. The association frequently receives request for details of the incinerator both in the UK and abroad, particularly from developing countries.

GERMAN SALES DECLINE

Total crop protection product sales of members of the German trade association, Industrie Verband Agrar (IVA), fell by 3% to DM 6,200 million (US$3,388 million) in 1999, according to its annual report. Domestic sales fell by 1.8% to DM 2,059 million (US$1,125 million) in 1999 compared with a 10% sales gain the previous year (CPM, May 1999). 

Herbicide sales fell by 4% to DM 1,002 million (US$548 million), mainly due to a decrease in spring applications. Fungicide sales rose by 2.1% to DM 799 million (US$437 million), with potatoes and oilseed rape accounting for most of the increase. Fungicide sales in cereals were down, largely due to a decrease in the area grown of some 500,000 hectares, accounted for by the rise in set-aside and lower disease pressure. Insecticide sales rose by 1.1% to DM 172 million (US$94 million), with expenditure on oilseed rape increasing significantly due to high levels of pest infestations. 

Weather and climatic conditions have mostly influenced changes in product usage in Germany in recent years. However, the stringent approach of the authorities last year with respect to approvals resulted in numerous products being available only in limited quantities or not at all, according to the IVA report. 

Total pesticide export sales fell by 3.7% to DM 4,130 million in 1999. Domestic sales of fertilisers by IVA members rose by 2% in 1999 to DM 1,150 million, but exports fell by 3.2% to DM 1,576 million. The IVA report estimates that there was a decline in global pesticide sales of 4.6% to US$27,200 million in 1999. With the US dollar appreciating by 6.2% against the Deutschmark during 1999, this equated to a 0.8% decrease in German currency to DM 49,800 million.

There was a significant reduction in the tonnage of pesticide active ingredients sold to the German domestic market, down from 30,886 tonnes to 27,500 tonnes. Herbicide sales were down 16% in volume and insecticides down by 6%. These volume reductions were largely due to the use of newer, lower dose rate products.

ECPA LAUNCHES NEW FORUM

The European Crop Protection Association has launched a web-based forum, IFIN (Integrated Farming Information Network), which can be accessed via the website of EEA, the European Environment Agency (http://ew.eea.eu.int). It is part of the EEA’s EnviroWindows service for promoting best environmental protection practices. EnviroWindows is a combination of web-based networks of various interest groups, and an information clearing house. 

IFIN is intended to attract all those with interests in agriculture to share information and experiences of integrated farming and progress towards sustainable agriculture. It provides practical information about integrated farming such as guides on integrated crop management and contact details of members participating in the on-line forum. IFIN will enable users to access private and public spaces on the internet where they can share information, participate in discussions and organise events and meetings. IFIN was formed by ECPA in collaboration with the European Initiative for Integrated Farming in 1999. 

GMO VERIFICATION COLLABORATION

The Swiss group, SGS, Société Générale de Surveillance (www.sgsgroup.com), has teamed up with Ireland’s premier GMO testing laboratory, IdentiGEN, to offer a verification service for food and ingredients that are not genetically modified. This complements SGS’s existing approved test facilities based in France and Germany. 

The service combines the international auditing and inspection expertise of SGS with IdentiGEN's extensive experience in Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR) testing in a wide variety of foods. A modular verification system will enable suppliers and distributors to demonstrate that all reasonable precautions and due diligence have been exercised to ensure the non-GM status of their products. SGS, which claims to be the world’s largest independent inspection, testing and certification organisation, is also involved in certification schemes for the Euro Retailer Group (April CPM).

NEW NOVARTIS GENETIC MARKER

Novartis Seeds AG is developing a new "genetic marker" which could reduce some concerns about growing GM foods. The Positech technology, which is being tested in maize, wheat, barley, sugar beet and vegetables, offers an alternative to markers like antibiotic resistance or herbicide resistance, which have caused considerable controversy in Europe. 

OPTIMISM AT NICKERSONS 

Nickerson (UK) Ltd, part of the French Limagrain group, is very optimistic about future prospects for its cereal seed varieties in the UK. The company’s sales are growing significantly, thanks mainly to the success of its variety Claire, expected to take 25% of the UK winter wheat market this autumn. 

A number of other very good disease-resistant varieties are coming through to commercialisation. Nickerson’s overall share of the UK cereal seed market is currently about 17%, but is expected to rise to 25% over the next few years. The company can operate profitably in the long term with a 20% share. 

Although grain prices are very low at present, Nickerson is confident that its business structure is appropriate for the demands of the market.  Unlike some of the newer entrants to the seed business, Nickerson has a sustainable base for its business and is able to “live with royalty rates that have been frozen in the UK this year”, commented Frank Curtis, marketing director. 

New Wheat Breeding Centre

Nickerson has recently completed a state-of-the-art £1.5 million wheat-breeding centre at Woolpit, near Bury-St-Edmunds. Included in the facility is a biotechnology laboratory and the company’s research staff will transfer there shortly from Cambridge. 

Nickerson does not want to miss out if and when GM crops take off in Europe, according to Bill Angus, senior wheat breeder, speaking at a press briefing this month. The company is committed to cereal breeding for the long term, but does not see the level of returns being expected by some. This may help explain why Monsanto has quietly dropped its hybrid wheat R&D programme in the USA.

Mr Angus anticipates that the uptake of hybrid wheat will be a slow process, but expects it to account for 25% of the UK acreage in 5-10 years time.  He thinks that the NIAB minimum disease resistance ratings are too low to provide UK growers with the protection needed to produce cereals at current prices.  With low cereal prices, cereal growers are looking to minimise input costs such as fungicides. The Nickerson range appears well placed to meet their needs (and those of organic growers), particularly in the less intensive cereal growing areas such as the South West. 

In the past, Nickerson developed a number of varieties with very good disease resistance but disappointing yields. Now it is managing to incorporate both resistance and good yields into its varieties. Paul Fenwick, a cereal pathologist with Nickerson for over 20 years, sees enormous potential for increasing disease resistance in cereals, except for the case of take-all. Nickerson’s strong position now owes much to the company’s long-term commitment to R&D since the 1960s. Over that period, the company has developed a “treasure trove of disease resistance” from a wide variety of sources, particularly for yellow rust and Septoria. Eyespot and Septoria tritici have been the main causes of yield losses in the UK over the period 1995-1999 with losses varying annually in the ranges £6-24 million and £3-24 respectively, according to recent Ministry of Agriculture figures. 

FOL EXPANSION

Following a recent capital injection (March CPM), the UK internet service provider, FOL (formerly Farming On-Line), Leicester, is planning to double its UK staff levels from 70 to 140 by the end of the year. With a registered user base of over 19,000, FOL claims that its farmer subscribers now account for well over 50% of the UK’s arable land.  

BAVISTIN GETS GREEN LIGHT

Further to its revocation in July 1999, the UK approval for use of the fungicide Bavistin DF/FL (carbendazim) on barley crops and dwarf French beans has been re-instated. This follows the submission of additional data by BASF to the Pesticide Safety Directorate.   
UK BEEKEEPERS AGREE TO CONTEST

The British Beekeepers Association has agreed to firmly endorse the use of the Cyanamid insecticide, Contest (alphacypermethrin) in oilseed rape. This follows the removal of the “dangerous to bees” statement from the Contest label. Cyanamid claims trials show that Contest consistently outperforms its rivals, giving much longer control (CPM, April 1999).

MYCLOSS LABEL EXTENSIONS

Philagro has received French approval for Mycloss (60 g/l myclobutanil) for mildew control in tomatoes and aubergines at a rate of 1.25 litres/hectare. The product is already approved in a number of cucurbit crops as well as carrots, artichokes and strawberries at 1 l/ha. It is sold under licence from Rohm & Haas. 

BIOTECHNOLOGY CONFERENCE

The Spanish crop protection journal, Phytoma, is holding its 11th annual conference in Valencia from 14-15 June on the theme of Biotechnology and Plant Health (For further details see www.phytoma.com or Fax: + 34 96 382 65 15). 

Spotlight on Bayer Seed Treatments

Seed treatment products are one of the few sectors of the crop protection market showing growth, according to Bruno Flodrops, Bayer’s UK marketing manager. Globally, sales of seed dressings grew from EUR 560 million in 1994 to EUR 780 million in 1999, when they accounted for some 2.7% of the crop protection market at ex-works level (2.5% in 1998).  

Fungicide seed treatments represented EUR 450 million (cereals 60%) in 1999. Most of the recent sales growth has come from insecticide seed treatments, valued at EUR 330 million (maize 28%, cereals 16%, sugar beet 16% and cotton 15%) in 1999. With the introduction of Bt cotton and other GM crops, Bayer has seen growing sales of its product Gaucho (imidacloprid), a trend it expects to continue. 

Increasing Market Share

New products and investments have enabled Bayer to increase its global share of the seed treatment market from 19% in 1994 to 34% in 1999. Bayer expects the sector to grow in value to EUR 870 million by 2004 and its share to reach 35%. 

Bayer’s involvement in seed treatment dates back to 1911, when it introduced a mercury-based seed treatment, Upsulun, the company’s very first crop protection product. Much later, Baytan became a key product for seed and soil-borne disease control in cereals. This has been complemented more recently by the introduction of Sibutol and Raxil as very successful standard seed treatments for wheat and barley respectively.

Market Leadership in UK

Seed treatment products account for 35-40% of Bayer’s sales in the UK and the company now controls 50-60% of this market. Raxil S (tebuconazole + triazoxide) is the clear market leader in barley. Bayer’s newer imidacloprid-containing products, Raxil Secur and Sibutol Secur, were test marketed in 1998. In autumn 1999, Sibutol Secur took 5% of the wheat seed treatment market and Raxil Secur 10% of the barley market. 

New UK Products

This autumn Bayer will complete its Secur range with the launch of Baytan Secur for cereals, which will retail for about £17/ha compared with £10/ha for Baytan (fuberidazole + triadimenol).  As well as aphid and BYDV control, the presence of imidacloprid helps reduce damage by wireworms and flea beetle and grain hollowing by slugs. The imidacloprid dose rate in the UK is 35g/tonne seed compared with double this in France, where a wider range of risk has to be covered and no “regionalisation of approved rates” is allowed as yet. 

With the demise of lindane last year (CPM, July 1999) Bayer is aiming to launch a new rapeseed treatment, code-named UK894, in autumn 2001. Based on imidacloprid and beta-cyfluthrin, this development product has proved more effective in trials across Europe than either isofenfos or lindane for control of adult flea beetles in autumn-sown rape. There is also better crop emergence than with lindane treatments. The product is already being sold in Poland. The UK and Germany are likely to be the first markets in the European Union to receive it. France will follow in about 2003.  

Quality and Precision Critical

Bayer is focusing on improving the quality of seed treatments and the precision of product application. The UK is a key part of these plans, and forms part of a “triangle of competence” with Bayer’s R&D centre in Monheim, Germany, and its North American 50:50 joint venture with Gustafson (CPM, September 1998). 

With the acquisition of Zeneca’s UK seed treatment and machinery interests (CPM, April 1998), Bayer now has a team of ten engineers managed by Keith Tyler, who has found the transition to new ownership a smooth one. The team is being increasingly requested to assist Bayer affiliates in other parts of the world such as India, Turkey and the Sudan. 

Bayer is developing a new seed treatment machine and a “bolt on” system for existing machines which will add a measured weight of product to each batch of seed. This will avoid frequent pumping system calibration exercises to adjust for changing temperatures. The Bayer machines treat in batches, whereas the other two main UK suppliers have machines relying on a continuous system.  

Precision Seed Treatment Scheme

Bayer has just launched the Precision Seed Treatment Scheme in the UK to help improve standards and traceability. Most major seed companies have already signed up. The Bayer scheme offers operator training, monitoring and random quality control tests. Bayer expects the scheme to cover 70% of its business with certified seed this year. UK seed treatment machinery and operations, such as at Daltons of Peterborough, have become increasingly sophisticated over the years, with robotic systems for bagging and palletting also being introduced. The levels of accuracy and sophistication look set to improve still further.

Ghent Crop Protection Symposium

Over 400 delegates from more than 25 countries attended the 52nd International Symposium on Crop Protection at Ghent University, Belgium, on 9 May. The Professor Josef van Den Brande Award was made to Dr J C Tu of the Greenhouse and Processing Crops Research Centre in Harrow, Canada, for his pioneering contributions to research into the control of root rot diseases. The opening plenary lecture was delivered by Dr Bert Lotz, a senior scientist at Plant Research International (PRI), Wageningen. PRI was recently formed from the amalgamation of a number of research institutes based in Wageningen. (For conference abstracts and proceedings: Tel: + 32 9 264 61 58  Fax: +32 9 264 62 39  E-mail: Patrick.DeClercq@rug.ac.be).
SUSTAINABLE WEED MANAGEMENT

Dr Lotz spoke on the theme of Towards a More Sustainable Weed Management in the Netherlands, an area in which he works closely with collaborators from the Dutch Ministry of Agriculture. Whilst the Dutch government’s pesticide reduction plan reached its target of a 50% reduction of pesticide use by 2000 (largely due to the removal of two key soil sterilants), it has failed to reach the other target of a 40% reduction in herbicide use. 

Although there was a reduction in Dutch consumption over the period 1987-1992, usage was constant or rose slightly over the period from 1992 to 2000. The Dutch government now acknowledges that the herbicide target cannot be achieved. PRI and other organisations are making progress with weed science programmes to reduce usage, in close co-operation with farmers and the Ministry of Agriculture. A variety of approaches are being tested, including stale seedbed techniques and weed suppressive cultivars.  Another technique is to cover the soil with fibre in a matrix, Azofill, using a special applicator. Good weed suppression has been achieved in leek crops and Dr Lotz sees good prospects with this novel technology over the next few years.

Hoeing and Harrowing

Another approach is to harrow or hoe the maize crop during the pre-emergence period, thereby reducing the number of herbicide applications. This has been rarely used in the past, but is expected to be used on over 60% of the Dutch maize acreage this year.  In vegetables, sugar beet and onions, Dr Lotz estimates that some 25-75% of the crop areas are being hoed.  The two main Dutch sugar producers started producing organic sugar last year, taking the organic crop as the first to be processed at the factories, before the main bulk of conventionally grown beet.

Novel Weed Control Methods

A “finger weeding” device, using spinning wheels, is proving increasingly popular in weed control in chicory. It has angle adjusters and sold out last year, with a lot sold this year as well. Intra-row weed control is also progressing, with a new device being tested under laboratory conditions. It detects plants and weeds and has a fast mechanical device to remove the weeds. Another approach is using fungal spores for control of Chenopodium album, part of an EU programme involving Novartis. When used in combination with sulfonylurea herbicides, some synergistic effects have been found.

Minimum Lethal Herbicide Dose

Another approach is the “minimum lethal herbicide dose”, being trialled first with Photosystem II inhibitors. The crop is inspected 1-3 days after treatment to check that the herbicide has been effective, using chlorophyll fluorescence techniques with a device costing about EUR1600. On trials over two years on 30 farms, most farmers have found it very useful. Herbicide doses were cut by up to 50% (even 70% in a few cases). Re-treatments were required in only 10% of cases. The minimum dose methodology is going to be extended to other herbicide groups. Dutch farmers are keen to be included in good agricultural practice (GAP) or certification schemes. 

More promotion of the R&D results is required, according to Dr Lotz. Financial support will be extended this year. In maize, growers will use one mechanical treatment (hoeing or harrowing) followed by an application of less that 1 kg/ha of herbicide. There is also a programme for starch potatoes. By 2010, the authorities are aiming for 10% of the arable crop area in the Netherlands to be farmed organically. Dutch farmers realise that there is no room for complacency with respect to their herbicide practices and Dr Lotz commented that the leading Dutch supermarket group has disclosed that it is aiming to have all its potatoes and vegetable crops produced without herbicides by 2005.

INSECT CONTROL WITH BIRDS

A novel approach to insect control was described to delegates by Anton van der Linden of the Research Station for Floriculture and Glasshouse Vegetables, Naaldwijk, the Netherlands. He has been working with small exotic birds, Alcippe brunnea, which were introduced to a large greenhouse growing peppers. Their natural habitat is dense undergrowth and they prefer foraging near the ground. Good control of caterpillars, moths and other bugs was achieved. 

American News and Markets

US GLOBAL HEAD OFFICE FOR BASF 

The worldwide headquarter for BASF’s crop protection division is to be relocated to Mount Olive, New Jersey. This is a consequence of the agreed acquisition of the American Cyanamid crop protection interests. Commenting on the move, Friedrich Vogel, president of BASF's crop protection division, said: "It is our goal to build a fully integrated operation fast and decisively. In this process, a special focus will be on the business in North and South America. Our aim is to keep the best people and practices of both organisations.” 

Functions at the new headquarters will include marketing, global supply chain management, human resources, accounting, IT and communications. The current agricultural centre in Limburgerhof, Germany, will assume a new role, including responsibility for BASF’s health and nutrition segment. 

Limburgerhof will be the crop protection regional office for Europe, Africa and the Middle East, with international responsibility for fungicide marketing.  It will continue as the headquarters of BASF Plant Sciences, which includes various biotechnology interests. Limburgerhof and Ludwigshafen will retain responsibilities for R&D, product registrations and manufacturing. BASF’s North American business unit will be based in Raleigh, North Carolina, the Latin American unit at Mount Olive, and the Asian business in Singapore. 

AMVAC BUYS DACTAL BUSINESS 

Amvac Chemical Corporation, Newport Beach, California, part of American Vanguard Corporation, has acquired the global Dacthal (DCPA) herbicide business of GB Biosciences Corporation (GBB). Dacthal has been sold for weed control in crops such as onions, garlic, cauliflower, cotton and strawberries for some 30 years. The herbicide is registered in 33 countries and has become a standard in pre-emergence weed control for many specialty crops. It is also playing a useful role in vegetable crops as part of the USDA witchweed eradication programme.

GBB, previously ISK BioSciences Corporation, was acquired by Zeneca in 1998 and is an affiliate of Zeneca Ag Products Inc. The sale forms part of Zeneca’s continuing efforts to dispose of its minor products (February and April CPM). Amvac has been acquiring “mature products” from several major companies and also previously acquired the Vapam (metam sodium) business from Zeneca (CPM, October 1996). Amvac will begin selling Dacthal this autumn, subject to registration approvals. 

BAYER’S E-COMMERCE PLATFORM

Bayer Corporation's Agriculture Division is to launch an e-commerce platform to improve supply to its business customers. "BayerValue.com will enable Bayer to use the internet to provide our customers with a comprehensive and efficient on-line supply chain management platform," according to Emil Lansu, head of Bayer's North American crop protection business and its US agriculture division. 

Customers will be able to improve and speed up their order placement, tracking, inventory management and distribution. Bayer already uses the internet for some e-commerce transactions involving animal health products. A pilot version of the new platform will be operational in the next few months, with a launch scheduled for October. This will first focus on Bayer's crop protection products (sold mostly in the Midwest “corn belt”) for retail and distributor customers.  

MONSANTO IPO FILING

Monsanto Company, St Louis, now part of Pharmacia Corporation, has filed for an initial public offering that should raise at least $1,000 million, equivalent to up to 19.9% of its agricultural business. It is not allowed to sell more shares for a two-year period under the conditions of the merger (CPM, December 1999). Monsanto has filed with the Securities and Exchange Commission to sell common stock, with price and number to be disclosed at a later date. Monsanto will use the proceeds to pay off short-term debt. 

NEW BIOPESTICIDE ALLIANCE

Leading US biopesticide companies have formed a new group, the Biopesticide Industry Alliance (BPIA) to improve market perception of biopesticides and to facilitate registration procedures. Biopesticides are regulated in the USA by the Environmental Protection Agency's Biopesticide and Pollution Prevention Division (BPPD), with which BPIA wants to “develop a strong working relationship”. At the end of 1998, there were approximately 175 registered biopesticide active ingredients and 700 products. BPIA intends to develop industry standards for biopesticides relating to quality, efficacy and regulatory aspects. 

BPIA wants BPPD to use it “as a conduit for proposing new policies and receiving industry feedback on them”. BPIA's Chairperson is Pam Marrone, CEO of AgraQuest. Other companies in the alliance include Valent BioSciences Corporation, Auxein Corporation, Abbott Laboratories, Ecogen, Thermo Trilogy, Bioworks Inc, Becker Microbial, Eden Bioscience, Summus Group, Consep, Mycotech and EcoScience.

Other News and Markets

INDIAN BIOSAFETY CLEARANCE 

The Department of Biotechnology has given "biosafety clearance" this month to Monsanto’s Bt cotton, which is being developed in India by Maharastra Hybrid Seeds Co (Mahyco). This could now open the way for large-scale cultivation of genetically modified (GM) cotton and other crops in India, according to CPM’s local correspondent. A government official has disclosed that trials in India have shown that the Bt cotton can give yields 25-75% greater than conventional cotton crops. 

Mahyco has written to the Genetic Engineering Approval Committee (GEAC) seeking permission to begin large-scale trials and production of Bt cotton in India. The GEAC, which functions under the auspices of the Environment Ministry, could grant full approval or provisional approval and then ask Mahyco to revert for final approval after more trials results. Mahyco, in which Monsanto holds a 26% stake, will produce the Bt cotton for commercialisation once approval has been obtained and the marketing will be conducted by Mahyco Monsanto, a 50:50 joint venture between Mahyco and Monsanto. 

The issue of GM crops in India is still very controversial. A case is pending before the Supreme Court on the issue and objections have already been raised about the biosafety clearance, with critics warning about health and environmental hazards.

The Review Committee on Genetic Manipulation (RCGM), which reports to the Department of Biotechnology, has not yet recommended commercialisation. Mahyco has been conducting research trials on Bt cotton for the last four years after appropriate authorisations from the regulatory authorities. The safety studies and field trials have been carried out under the supervision of RCGM and the Monitoring and Evaluation Committee. 

CHINESE NEWS

A group of four companies in Zhejiang Province has recently started production of diazinon, with annual capacity of 1,000 tonnes ai. Some of the output has been exported to the Middle East and West Europe. The companies are planning to set up a new 3,000 tonne ai production facility this year, which is expected to increase annual sales to US$36 million.

The Jiangling Pesticide Plant, the carbamate production arm of the Sanonda group, based in Hubei Province, has been restructured and renamed Sanonda Jingzhou Agrochemical Co Ltd. The company is equipped with five technical material production lines and four formulation lines. Its annual sales are some US$12 million.

Zhenjiang Jiangnan Chemical Factory achieved sales of US$12 million in the first quarter of 2000, 50% more than a year ago. The increase has come from increased glyphosate production and exports. 

The Ministry of Finance and State Taxation Bureau has published a list of 52 imported pesticide formulations and 15 active ingredients, which will be exempted from VAT. Ten of the product formulations will be subject to import controls. 

ORGANIC SUGAR TRADE SOARING 

Global trading in organic sugar is growing by 20-30% per annum and is predicted to reach 190,000 tonnes by 2005, according to a study just published by the International Sugar Organisation (ISO). ISO estimates organic sugar production in the range 18-40,000 tonnes in 1998/99. 

Demand is growing rapidly for uses such as organic ice cream, jam, baked food and confectionery. The premiums for organic sugar can be up to three times the price of non-organic product, although this level is unlikely to be sustained in the long term. Most organic sugar is currently made from sugar cane, although the use of sugar beet is growing in the Netherlands and elsewhere. 
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