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CREATING THE RIGHT FOOD PRODUCTION & TRADE POLICIES

National and international agricultural and trade policies have far-reaching effects on crop protection markets, so it was not surprising to see Syngenta and Monsanto amongst the sponsors of a conference on Food Production and the New Trade Agenda on 19-20 May, organised by the Royal Institute of International Affairs, Chatham House, London (www.riia.org). It was a timely meeting as the next World Trade Organisation (WTO) meeting will be held in Cancun, Mexico in September.  

Chairing the first day, Ben Gill, president of the National Farmers’ Union, London, expressed his concerns about the growing power of the leading food retail chains and the impact on farmers worldwide, for whom survival was getting ever harder. He said that the price of food could not keep going down, especially when regulatory costs are rising. His own award for farming enterprise went to the US farmer who had managed to claim both drought and flood aid in the same year. 

David Plunkett (Canadian High Commission, London) told delegates that his government was watching the EU’s mid-term review closely and applauded the move towards decoupled production, even if it was only “hesitant baby steps” at present. He also referred to “muddled messages” coming from current US farm policy. Canada is concerned about the high level of agricultural support given in OECD countries, some US$311 billion in 2001, as well as the high level of foreign food aid (US$52 billion). Discussing trade-distorting subsidies, he cited the case of Ghana, which was once a significant rice exporter, but now imported as it was no longer economically viable to produce there. If subsidies were removed, Canada estimates that food exports from the developing world would increase by 25%. Mr Plunkett added that developing countries needed to protect their own agriculture and the power to do so.

Uganda’s High Commissioner in London presented a paper on behalf of his country’s agriculture minister. He noted the great importance of agriculture to Africa, accounting for 40% of the continent’s export earnings. He stressed the need to increase the level of trade between African countries, which only accounts for about US$1 billion per annum currently, whereas trade with the rest of the world accounts for US$135 billion. There has been a worrying decline in expenditure on agriculture in Africa. In 1985, this accounted for about 25% of public expenditure, whereas today it varies between countries from 3-7%.

Stefan Tangermann (OECD economist) commented that current agricultural subsidies were inefficient as only about 25% reached the farmer. In OECD countries, nearly 66% of support payments are made through prices and the rest from direct payments. He is positive about the effects of decoupling support from production and sees the policy priority as “creating flexibility for developing countries”.

Anderson Gomes (Celeres, Brazil) gave a positive view of developments in Brazil. Although government support there has dropped by two thirds, output has gone up, supported by the private sector. Agriculture now contributes 40% of export sales, some US$24 billion, six times the value of agricultural imports.

Maeve Doran-Schiratti, the deputy head of the cabinet of the agriculture commissioner, Franz Fischler, gave a perspective from the European Commission. With ten new member states joining the existing 15, the number of farmers in the EU will soon increase from seven to 11 million, although the total level of support will remain the same. The proposed new decoupled support system should be simpler to administer with a single farm payment linked to satisfying new standards, although scepticism was expressed by delegates about how this could be achieved. 

David Baldock (director, Institute for European Environmental Policy) commented that there had been little change in EU agriculture in recent years, unlike the US or Eastern Europe where centres of production had moved in response to economic drivers. He expects EU cereal output to drop by 2.1% by 2009 and that the EU will take its main policy decisions “behind closed doors”, with a rational decision unlikely.

Some of the most telling conference comments were made by Bob Roberts (Countryside Agency, UK). He said that there was an increasing disconnection between the consumer and agriculture, especially in Europe. Citizens do not understand the complexity of the issues but want to take part in the debate. It is critical that this debate is as wide as possible and encouraging to see the crop protection industry actively involved in it. After all, the outcomes will contribute to determining its future.  

BioControl 2003

The International Biocontrol Manufacturers Association (IBMA) held its first global congress, “BioControl 2003 - Bringing Science to Practice”, in Béziers, France, from 28-30 April.  Attended by delegates from some 30 countries as far afield as New Zealand, Thailand, Canada and India, there were presentations and discussions on products, technical issues and legislation, as Martin Redbond reports.

Margreet van Harn (Greenery BV, the Netherlands) set the scene by predicting that consumer health will be a driver of increasing importance in coming years, closely linked to the need for food safety. Whilst claiming that food has never been safer, she believes that consumers will continue to express concerns about production, artificial additives, the presence of contaminants and the use of pesticides. 

Claude Alabouvette (INRA, France) discussed alternatives to conventional pesticides, in particular the use of antagonistic micro-organisms for control of plant diseases. He outlined the problems of developing a biological control method from the initial screening through to final integration in crop management systems. Taking the product through the registration process is sometimes the hardest step. It is necessary not only to describe the characteristics of the strain, its biology and mode of action but also to demonstrate that it has no adverse effects on human health and the environment. 

Variable product performance

Growers often report variable performance with biocontrol agents according to Lucius Tamm (Research Institute of Organic Agriculture, Frick, Switzerland). This can be due to inconsistent product quality, but is more likely to be due to poor handling, storage, spraying equipment and application timing. Better training of growers and provision of technical information are necessary. A number of growers described their experience of using biocontrol agents in organic and IPM systems on fruit, vegetables and vines. 

Biocontrol in cotton

Mr Vaissayre (CIRAD, Montpellier, France) described the use of beneficial insects and pathogens in cotton where there are more than 70 arthropod pest species. Natural enemies of cotton pests are numerous and their effect on population dynamics can be spectacular. The current IPM trend is to let the beneficials regulate pest populations by excluding pesticides at specific stages. This requires cultural practices that increase biodiversity and provide more refuges and food for the beneficials. 

Research co-ordination and support

Research into biological control is not well supported or co-ordinated, argued Michel Guillon (IBMA president). One exception is the USDA-ARS European Biological Control Laboratory (EBCL), part of CIBLA (Complexe Internationale de Lutte Biologique Agropolis), Montpellier, which was set up in 1989 (CPM, December 2002). CIBLA shows how relationships can be organised to develop common perspectives in biocontrol at local, national and international levels. It comprises some 100 scientists who are studying the mechanisms and regulation processes of pest populations in crop protection, health and the environment using natural enemies.  

Their approach requires fundamental and applied research on population dynamics, genetics, epidemiology and microbial ecology, the selection and rearing of suitable enemies and the development of control programmes. CIBLA also enables EBCL and CSIRO Australia to share skills and technologies with local French institutes. Ongoing work includes the control of Phytophthora on cocoa and projects on Plutella, termites, fruit flies and soybean aphid.

IBMA working groups

To reflect member interests, IBMA is divided into four working groups - micro-organisms, macro-organisms, semiochemicals and natural products. Members of each group made presentations. Denise Munday (Valent BioSciences) described the success of Bacillus thuringiensis and Bacillus sphaericus and how these larvicides have been used to replace chemicals such as DDT and malathion. Ms Munday expects these agents to play an increasing role in eradication of insect vectors as they are extremely effective and pose lower health and environmental risks. 
Use of beneficials

Phil Walker (Certis UK) described the development of beneficial insects and mites. Whilst early efforts were disrupted by the advent of synthetic pyrethroids, subsequent resistance problems led to a re-examination, particularly on glasshouse crops. Over the last twenty years many novel species have been added to supply lists. Currently there are some 50-60 producers globally with 80-100 different macro-organisms. Certis estimate the global market at EUR120-150 million at end-user level. Beneficials are mainly used on protected vegetable crops but also on citrus, cotton and avocado. New introductions have been made  to plug gaps in the pesticide armoury and combat pest resistance and invasions by exotic pests.

The industry, although small, is adaptable and has provided beneficials to control western flower thrips and various exotic leaf miners. Its ability to respond quickly is partly due to lack of regulation. Whilst future legislation on environmental grounds is inevitable, it must be within the means of the industry otherwise innovation will stop.

Semiochemical market

Owen Jones (AgriSense BCS, UK) estimated the global market for semiochemicals (predominantly pheromones) at US$80-90 million at manufacturer level, with Europe representing around US$18.5 million. Some 80% of the semiochemical market is controlled by 20 companies. Significant growth is expected in the future and the European market is expected to double by 2007. “For the growth to be realised, the regulatory process, in terms of data requirements must be simplified”, said Dr Jones.

Viewpoint on natural products

Hubertus Kleeberg (Trifolio-M, Germany) argued that organic and biological farming was a logical response to more stringent controls and regulation of farm inputs. Whilst high levels of efficacy are needed to justify conventional farming systems, he believes it should only be necessary to demonstrate satisfactory performance for sustainable management systems in a natural balance with the environment. Many substances in “everyday products” such as milk or cooking oil have been shown to be effective in plant protection. It seems unreasonable to demand expensive registration dossiers for these as there is no documented evidence of adverse effects on human health or the environment. For less widely used natural products there may be a case for further evaluation. More research and development efforts for natural products such as plant strengtheners and resistance inducers should be encouraged. 

European regulatory situation

Bas Druker (SANCO, European Commission, Brussels) updated delegates on the pesticide directive (91/414/EEC) and explained that the Commission has a positive attitude towards biocontrol. Its policy paper, Sustainable use of plant protection products, stresses the importance of IPM and the replacement of toxic pesticides by safer and more selective products. The directive covers microbial and viral products but not larger organisms such as invertebrates. As yet there are no clear guidelines for biocontrol agents or uniform principles for their evaluation so responsibility reverts to member states under subsidiarity. Few standard test methods have been developed and the regulators are uncertain about the way forward. This often means that they request more data rather than less. Of the 835 existing actives to be reviewed under 91/414, 25 are microbials (3%), 69 semiochemicals (8%), 61 plant extracts (7%) and 680 synthetic pesticides (82%). Of 98 new active substances submitted there are now 29 new inclusions in Annex I but only one is a biocontrol product. There are another 60 new dossiers to be considered, of which nine are microbials. Mr Druker commented that current discussions on the substitution principle and comparative assessment within the regulatory framework (February CPM) could have positive consequences for microbial products.

UK perspective on regulations

The UK government recently set up a business regulation team within the Regulatory Impact Unit (RIU) of the Cabinet Office. Its remit is to work with government departments, agencies and regulators to ensure that regulations in all industries are necessary and fair, imposing the minimum burden on the private sector. David Pendlington (RIU, London), told delegates that one area being addressed is the regulation of the biopesticide industry. One finding is that European pesticide regulations are preventing innovative companies from introducing crop protection solutions for both organic and conventional agriculture. Although the fees for registering biopesticides are less than for synthetic pesticides, they appear disproportionate compared with the market potential. RIU is now trying to ensure that the “principles of good regulation” are applied and that regulators deliver quicker decisions. Relevant pilot schemes are being set up and two companies with pheromone-based products will be helped through the registration system and to market. 

Industry re-modelling 

Richard GreatRex (Syngenta Bioline, UK) said that the agrochemical industry is trying to re-model itself to meet the increasing environmental, regulatory and consumer pressures. Biological control is not seen as a threat by the multinationals but more as a source of valuable synergies. The aims of larger businesses such as Syngenta are often constrained by economic considerations and this will continue to create numerous opportunities for smaller biological control companies. Business prospects could be improved by exploiting these potential synergies and by targeting niche markets where bigger players have no interest.

IBMA was created eight years ago (CPM, November 1995 and January 2002). Further information may be found at its website (www.ibma.ch) or by contacting the IBMA secretary (sara.chatham@wanadoo.fr).

Pesticide Residues in Food

Many of Europe’s leading food safety and analytical experts gathered in Darmstadt, Germany, from 6-7 May for the 2nd Fresenius Conference on Pesticide Residues in Food. The first conference had been held two years previously in German but the organisers, Akademie Fresenius (in association with Institut Fresenius), decided to attract a wider audience this time and conducted the event in English (www.akademie-fresenius.de). Brian Hicks reports on some of the presentations and discussions.

Conference chairman, Dr Volker Bornemann (BASF AG, Limburgerhof, and acting chairman, Residue Expert Group of the European Crop Protection Association) commented that food analysis methods were becoming ever more sensitive and efficient. However, a question remained as to what should be done with the results and whether they could be used for better risk assessment. How samples are prepared and cleaned up is also important as this can lead to widely differing results. 

A number of analytical experts discussed development work with new techniques and modifications of older techniques for detecting and quantifying pesticide residues in food. Hans Mol (TNO Nutrition and Food Research, Zeist, the Netherlands) discussed how the introduction of techniques based on combinations of liquid chromatography (LC) and mass spectrometry (MS), in particular LC-MS/MS, became more widely used in the mid-1990s, firstly in water and then food. This led to much more accurate detection of pesticide residues in food and produce. It also precipitated the European “chlormequat crisis in pears” in the late 1990s when high levels were found of this growth regulator, well above the maximum residue level (MRL). 

LC-MS/MS methods are increasingly being recognised by the European Commission and member state authorities. A big advantage is the ability to detect residues of many pesticides in a sample, up to 100 or so. The pesticides most amenable to this approach are those which form positive ions in the mass spectrometry. About 90% of pesticides fall in this category, although others do not such as bentazone, dicofol and folpet. Some food sources can present difficulties for analysis, so-called “matrix effects” with cabbage and onion the worst for these. 

EU Pesticide residue monitoring 

Almut Bitterhof from the European Commission’s Food and Veterinary Office (FVO), Dublin, Ireland, outlined to delegates the legal basis and objectives of the European Union’s pesticide residue monitoring programme. This is based on European Council Directives 90/642/EEC and 86/362/EEC, the first applying to fruit, vegetables and other plant products, the second to cereals. As well as individual national objectives, the aim is to work progressively towards a system that permits the estimation of actual dietary pesticide intake for the population of the European Union. The co-ordinated programme is operated through the Commission. It started in 1996 with a five-year rolling programme with specific commodities analysed each year. 

National monitoring programmes are designed according to national priorities and national MRL levels and there are wide variations in these. There are also big differences in laboratory performance and methods, as well as whether single or multiple residue analysis is used. FVO monitors the framework of the two directives and also inspects control systems for plant protection approvals. 

The inspection missions comprise two inspectors and an expert from another member state. The overall evaluation and summary report will be presented in June, including a focus on the ten accession countries. Most countries sample at random but others have specific follow-up programmes based on their previous experiences. 

Wide variations across EU

There are wide differences in the sampling methods and other procedures followed by member states. Denmark was the most prolific with 65 samples taken per 100,000 inhabitants over the period 1996-2001 and the UK the least with five samples per 100,000. The EU average was 11 samples per 100,000 inhabitants. The Netherlands tested for residues of the most pesticide active ingredients (161) in its 1996-2001 programme, Luxembourg for the least (52), with the EU average at 161.

There is only limited co-ordination between the authorities in individual member states and often no follow-up of findings, according to Ms Bitterhof. In countries with regional structures, there are “some problems in communications with the centre”. Sampling points vary, in most countries being at the distribution level (import, wholesale, and retail) but in some others also at the farm level. 

Most countries sample in accordance with Directive 79/00/EEC or CODEX but deficiencies have been found in this area. There are areas of weakness in the validation of methods and where MRL infractions do not always lead to enforcement action. 

The European Commission's report on the 2001 monitoring programme was published last month (April CPM). Over the five-year period from 1996-2001, the proportion of food samples tested across the EU with no detectable residues varied from 59-64%, with 32-37% having residues at or below the MRL and 3.0-4.3% having residues above the MRL. The proportion of food samples with more than one pesticide residue found varied from 14-20%, with up to 10-11 pesticides found in a few samples. 

The most common pesticide residues found in fruit and vegetables were  maneb, chlormequat, imazalil, benomyl, thiabendazole, chlorpyrifos, iprodione, procymidone, bromide and endosulfan. The most common residues found in cereals were pirimiphos-methyl, malathion, chlormequat, bromide, glyphosate, dichlorvos, chlorpyrifos-methyl and deltamethrin. 

The most frequent pesticide-commodity combinations in cases where MRLs were exceeded were the maneb group in lettuce and benomyl, endosulfan, dicofol and methamidophos in strawberries. The seven cases where the highest residues of any pesticide were found all related to lettuce. Although there were no problems with respect to chronic toxicity, Ms Bitterhof commented that there were some acute toxicity issues with endosulfan in lettuce and triazophos in apples. 

Residue monitoring in the UK 

Richard Fussell leads a team of analysts that underpin the UK national monitoring programme at CSL, York. He told the conference that reporting had been too slow in the UK and noted its position “at the bottom of the sampling league table”. He commented that this should be put in context as the UK conducted a very large number of single residue analyses such as chlormequat and glyphosate. However, sampling numbers have been increased. There have been targeted programmes in the UK looking at pesticide residues in milk, bottled waters and fruit juices. Another also focused on yams imported from Brazil that contained high carbendazim levels and this has become an ongoing programme. 

There has been a decrease in emphasis on processed food such as pizzas as few residues had been found and analysis was expensive. The UK residue monitoring programme for 2003 will cost about EUR 3 million and is based on average diet and consumption patterns. It also takes into account the results of UK pesticide usage surveys as well as new pesticide registrations such as pyraclostrobin. Until recently, most samples were drawn from supermarkets and when problems occur the retailer’s details are published. This “naming and shaming” has caused some problems and disputes, but does encourage retailers to do more of their own monitoring. Retailers now also have six weeks to respond to adverse residue findings. There were past problems in the UK with findings of methamidophos, acephate and endosulfan above the MRLs in Spanish sweet peppers. Reports were sent to the supermarkets and this resulted in changes in insecticides applied and the problems have now been resolved. The UK publishes its monitoring results quarterly on the web (www.pesticides.gov.uk).

Residue monitoring in the Netherlands 

Renske Hittenhausen-Gelderblom (Food Inspection Service, Amsterdam) told the conference about the Dutch programme. This is based on 25 main products, including apples, carrots, grapes and cauliflower, and covers 80% of the national diet. Some 89 commodities were sampled in 2002 by government inspectors with a specialised team based at Rotterdam and Schiphol Airport, Amsterdam. Grape samples are collected throughout the year and there has recently been a problem with monocrotophos in Indian consignments. One laboratory in Amsterdam carries out all the analyses and can detect 400 pesticide active ingredients. An LC-MS/MS method for detecting 150 pesticides simultaneously is currently being validated.

Effects of the Baby Food Directive

Sonja Riediker (Nestlé Research Centre, Lausanne, Switzerland) discussed the consequences of the “Baby Food Directive” (regulations 1999/50/EC and 1999/39/EC) which imposed an MRL of 10 parts per billion for pesticides and their metabolites. Two further regulations (2003/13/EC and 2003/14/EC), which decrease the MRLs for a few pesticides such as fipronil, will come into effect in March 2004. 

Nestlé has nine baby food factories and over 150 suppliers provide 90,000 tonnes of raw materials for these. To minimise the risk of residue contamination, Nestlé decided to apply the Baby Food Directive to the raw materials and obtain these directly from growers under contract. Nestlé’s supply group selects the growers and sometimes the fields for production. A lot of residue, soil and water quality analysis is required, with traceability systems from farm to factory gate. Nestlé’s internal laboratory network has annual analysis costs of almost EUR 4 million. The company database recognises and provides alerts for pesticide risks and residues. From experience to date, the most high-risk raw materials are pears and apples, followed by peas, beans and courgettes. Carrots and cereals are low-risk materials. 

Perspectives & Developments at Monsanto

Thomas McDermott, director of public affairs for Monsanto in Europe and Africa, gave some perspectives of his company’s strategies at the Chatham House conference in London this month (see front page). Today, crop protection or “agricultural productivity” as Monsanto dubs it, accounts for about 69% of company sales, with seeds and genomics accounting for the remaining 31%. However, this will change in the future to somewhere near the division of current R&D expenditure (US$560 million), some 83% of which is devoted to seeds and genomics. 

Of the current global area of genetically modified crops, soybeans account for 51%, cotton of 20%, oilseed rape for 12% and maize for 9%, according to Mr McDermott. Some six million farmers now grow GM crops, 75% of these in developing countries, mostly with small acreages. Two of these small farmers were at the conference and told delegates of their experiences with Bt cotton and maize in South Africa. As with testimony from another farmer at the CropGen conference (January CPM), these crops have brought increased prosperity with health and environmental benefits to some very poor farming communities. 

Mr McDermott said that Monsanto was focusing its seed breeding programmes on yield, quality, pest resistance, stress resistance (including drought tolerance) and bio-energy. With the implementation of the US Clean Air Act, there are now better economic prospects for producing ethanol from grain. He also referred to the “Monsanto pledge” (CPM December 2000), which has helped the company to move forward in a more positive way. 

UK farm survey findings

Mr McDermott revealed the changing attitudes of UK farmers to GM crops. Monsanto has studied the views of 15,000 UK arable farmers through monthly surveys by the National Farm Research Unit since April 2001. During the first quarter of 2003, over 50% of the farmers were in favour of agricultural biotechnology. Another 22% felt that, after “market consideration”, they were also in favour. This was a marked increase on 2002, when only 40% of farmers were in favour. He commented: “Like consumers, farmers feel that they do not yet have all the facts about GM at their fingertips, but when giving the matter consideration are increasingly seeing the benefits.” Monsanto will continue its farmer survey programme until the end of the UK national debate on GM crops (January and February CPM). It will be making further data available, including a regional analysis.

R&D priorities

Speaking this month at a conference in Boston, Dr Robert Fraley, Monsanto’s chief technology officer said that the company typically divides its R&D equally between discovery of new products, improving current products and providing ongoing support to the company's commercial organisation. 

Dr Fraley expects that the gross profit generated from the seeds and biotechnology traits business during 2003 will exceed those from Roundup. He sees Monsanto's biggest “near-term growth opportunity” as its maize seed and traits business and reckons that Roundup Ready maize could be used on some eight million hectares in the US by the end of 2005, up from less than 3.3 million ha in 2002.

Increasing use of stacked traits

Monsanto is increasingly “stacking” GM traits in one seed. Dr Fraley said: "Farmers have told us they don't want to choose between dead weeds and dead bugs. Stacking traits not only provides farmers with one-stop shopping, it represents incremental margin on a bag of seed corn for Monsanto." In 2003, about 75% of Monsanto's branded maize seed will carry at least one Monsanto trait, and about a third will have stacked traits. 

Dr Fraley also discussed Monsanto's R&D pipeline, including as its drought-tolerance projects in maize and soybeans, still in the “proof-of-concept” stage of development. Another project is a plant source of omega-3 fatty acids, which is in early product development phase. These acids, important for cardiovascular health, form an essential part of the human diet, but cannot be produced by the body and must be obtained from food. Monsanto is aiming to produce a plant source that would be more effective than current sources such as algae, fish or flax.

Patent victory

A unanimous decision of the Board of Patent Appeals and Interferences for the US Patent and Trademark Office has upheld the patent rights and priority of DeKalb Genetics (a Monsanto subsidiary) for glufosinate-tolerant (Liberty Link) maize and rejected claims for patentability of the same technology by Bayer's Belgian subsidiary Plant Genetics Systems. 

The dispute dates back over six years (CPM, February 1997). It is estimated that about 500,000 hectares of Liberty Link maize were grown in the US in 2002, whilst another 1.4 million ha of Bt maize contained glufosinate-resistance as a selectable marker. 

International News and Markets

US TAKES GM GRIPES TO WTO 

As expected, the US administration has decided to take action against the European Union and its stance on genetically modified crops at the World Trade Organisation. The move has been welcomed by some trade associations in Europe such as EuropaBio, although it raised mixed feelings amongst delegates at the Chatham House conference (see front page). It will help fuel the ongoing debate, but might well jeopardise progress in winning over the hearts and minds of European consumers. A better approach might have been to encourage European states to widen the debate and hold referenda, thereby letting voters exercise their democratic rights on this critical issue for the future of agriculture worldwide. 

One influential voice to come down on the American side is Lord Henry Plumb, a former president of the National Farmers Union. He went on to become a member of the European Parliament (MEP) and later its president. “Politicians and consumers should be made aware of the evidence confirming the safety of biotechnology,” he said. “The anti-campaigners must not be allowed to reiterate unsupported arguments and rekindle unwarranted consumer fears.” Lord Plumb, who chaired the European Parliament’s committee overseeing relations with developing countries, said: “New technology can help the poor countries overcome environmental challenges, such as drought and salinity, and fight the diseases and pests which destroy their crops.” 

NEW UK CROP HEALTH INITIATIVE

The UK’s ministry of agriculture (DEFRA) is funding a major three-year collaborative project to help improve crop health and crop protection practices in major combinable crops. The project started last month, following a workshop last November, and also incorporates a revision of the national crop disease surveys of cereals and oilseed rape. A need was identified for “real-time data for in-season decision making” and part of this will be met by a new website that will provide growers and advisors with pest and disease alerts and forecasting services (www.crop-disease-surveys.com). The service will also provide background data for decision support systems. 

The Central Science Laboratory (CSL), York is leading the project in association with ADAS, Morley Research Centre, NIAB, Arable Research Centres, Crop Evaluation Ltd and the Association of Independent Crop Consultants. A “live monitoring network” of wheat and oilseed rape crops (treated and untreated) will provide weekly data on incidence and severity of disease and effectiveness of control treatments applied. This will be accompanied by consultant reports identifying disease risk and advising appropriate management action. 

CSL has been monitoring the occurrence of Fusarium spp in cereal crops since 1986. The toxins produced by these fungi are coming under increasing scrutiny and regulatory control. Next month, CPM will have a special feature on some of CSL’s findings and current and future products to combat these fungi.

PROMAR INTERNATIONAL DISPOSALS

The UK company, Kynetec Ltd, Newbury, has acquired the agricultural and animal health interests of Promar International’s market research business, Produce Studies Research, Newbury. Kynetec was established last year by a group of six former executives from Promar International, itself a subsidiary of the UK-quoted Genus plc. The deal coincides with the acquisition of a minority stake in Kynetec by the US company, Doane Marketing Research, which is based in Cleveland, Ohio, and St Louis, Missouri. 

The Promar interests acquired include the Key Markets for Agrochemicals research programme and database which covers over 60 countries, previously acquired by Promar from Landell Mills Ltd, Bath (CPM, February 1998). Kynetec has also taken on Promar’s Beijing market research office and staff (CPM, April 1999). This will complement its growing Japanese farm-level market research, which this year will take in 11 different crops, according to Jonathan Crowe, one of Kynetec’s directors.

Promar International has also sold off its food market research operation and some other interests to Precision Prospecting Ltd, Woodbridge, Suffolk, which already owns the National Farm Research Unit.  

TOP UK BROADLEAF WEED

A farmer survey by the National Farm Research Unit (www.nfru.co.uk) has revealed that the most widespread weed in UK winter wheat, winter barley and spring barley is still cleavers (Galium aparine). It is also the most widely targeted broadleaf weed when it comes to preventative action, with 84% of the wheat area treated with a specific herbicide for its control.

In 2002, some 99% of winter wheat was reported as being infested by cleavers.  The next most frequent broadleaf weeds identified by farmers were mayweed (infesting 86% of winter wheat), chickweed (82%), charlock (75%), common field speedwell (69%), fat hen (68%), volunteer oilseed rape (68%), field pansy (65%) common poppy (60%), knotgrass (59%) and groundsel (58%).

SIGNIFICANT SALES GROWTH AT MAI

First quarter sales at the Israeli company Makhteshim-Agan Industries (MAI) jumped 38% from US$236.1 million to US$325.1 million and net profits from $20.7 million to $32.1 million. European sales accounted for 57.0% of total sales (US$185.4 million) compared with 43.3% (US$102.2 million) last year. The rise is mainly due to product acquisitions from Bayer and the takeover of the German company Feinchemie. The new CEO of MAI, Shlomo Yanai commented, "We intend to maintain growth and to exploit business opportunities of additional purchases for stable markets. This will be done by investing in new products and acquiring companies.”
DIVERSA ALLIANCE WITH DUPONT

Diversa Corporation, San Diego, California, has entered into a six-year alliance with DuPont to develop novel enzyme catalysts for the production of fuel ethanol, 1,3-propanediol, and other “added-value chemicals” from renewable resources such as maize and biomass. As the leader of a grant-aided consortium to develop a biorefinery to produce chemicals from biomass, DuPont will receive US$19 million in matching funds from the US Department of Energy over the next four years. Syngenta recently increased its stake in Diversa to over 18% (December CPM) and Monsanto is also looking closely at a number of potential biofuel projects.

Diversa will collaborate with DuPont and receive research funding as well as milestone payments and royalties on any new products developed under the collaboration. Under the agreement, DuPont and Diversa may also co-operate on other projects. The project, known as the Integrated Corn-Based Bioproducts Refinery (ICBR), was selected from nearly 200 proposals submitted to the US Department of Energy. It is designed to demonstrate the feasibility of alternative energy and renewable resource technology. ICBR will produce sugars from maize and biomass, and use them in a fermentation process to manufacture ethanol and chemicals more economically than with current methods.

LAUNCH OF WILDCAT GENETICS

Kansas State University (KSU), Kansas City, is to set up a new non-profit making company, Wildcat Genetics, later this year to sell GM soybean seeds in a deal with Monsanto. This sets a new precedent for a US “land grant” university. Wildcat Genetics will sell parent seed that incorporates Monsanto's Roundup Ready trait in varieties developed by KSU. KSU’s conventional soybean varieties have lost market share in recent years as a result of the introduction of Roundup Ready technology. It now aims to gain a 20% market share of the Kansas soybean market through the deal and its drought-tolerant and disease-resistant varieties. 

EDEN STAFF CUTS

The US company, Eden Bioscience Corporation, Bothell, Washington, has made a further 20 full-time staff redundant, mainly in research and administration. The company has run into difficulties with sluggish sales of its main product, Messenger (harpin), and also laid off staff last year (CPM, May 2002).

DEVGEN IN ANOTHER COLLABORATION 

The privately owned functional genomics and drug discovery company, Devgen NV, Ghent, Belgium, has signed a three-year research collaboration with the Japanese company, Sumitomo Chemical Company Limited, to develop novel insecticides. Devgen will select and further validate novel insecticidal targets and format high-throughput assays to screen compounds from Sumitomo for potential commercial development. Under the terms of the agreement, Devgen will receive an undisclosed initial payment and research funding with milestone and royalty payments. The deal follows the successful completion of a smaller collaboration in 2001. Earlier this year, Devgen and the US company FMC extended their insecticide collaboration (April CPM).
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