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THE ADVENT OF AVENTIS
Big business deals do not fit in neatly with print deadlines, so we have held back this edition for a day to report on the proposed formation of a leading new company. The chairmen of Rhône-Poulenc SA and Hoechst AG, Jean-René Fourtou and Jürgen Dormann, have today announced their intention to merge their life sciences activities into a new entity called Aventis, with each holding a 50% stake. 

Aventis will comprise the pharmaceutical and agricultural businesses of both groups and will be incorporated in France, with its global headquarters in Strasbourg. The company will do its accounting in Euros and its creation will not involve either exchanges or acquisitions of shares at the parent company level. The background of the new name has not been revealed, although it appears to have "avenir" (French for future) as part of its origins.

The 1997 pro forma sales of Aventis were US$20 billion (28% from agriculture) with consolidated EBITDA (earnings before interest, tax, depreciation and amortisation) of $3.8 billion. The new company will have 95,000 employees (and a combined R&D budget of almost $3 billion) and will hold leading positions in both pharmaceuticals and agriculture. 

It is expected that Jürgen Dormann will become Chairman of the Aventis Board of Management and Jean-René Fourtou Vice Chairman. In a joint statement, the two men said: "We want to create a new company, with European roots and global reach, to take full advantage of the extensive opportunities of life sciences in the 21st century".  This move forms the first phase of a plan which will lead to a full merger of the French and German companies within 2-3 years, following the divestiture of the remaining non-life sciences assets. Earlier this month, Hoechst announced plans to hive off its Celanese and Ticona interests into a new quoted company, Celanese AG. 

Aventis Agriculture and CropScience

Aventis Agriculture will comprise CropScience (Hoechst Schering AgrEvo and Rhône-Poulenc Agro), Animal Nutrition (presently belonging to R-P) and Animal Health, through Merial, the 50/50 joint venture between R-P and Merck. Aventis CropScience will be looking for more investment in germplasm and new technologies. Schering has agreed in principle with Hoechst that it will join the partnership in CropScience.

With total 1997 sales of $4.5 billion, Aventis CropScience will become the world leader in crop protection, just nudging out Novartis, with about 14% market share.  However, the deal will be subject to scrutiny from the competition authorities in the European Union as Aventis CropScience will hold about 25% market share in both the UK and France.

A top priority will be the US, where Aventis will be comparatively weak, but the herbicides Liberty (glufosinate) and Balance (isoxaflutole) offer considerable growth potential. Aventis is aiming for a 10% market share there in the next few years. 

Management Team Already Nominated

Horst Wäsche is expected to become chairman of Aventis Agriculture and Alain Godard the CEO. The executive committee will include Gerhard Prante (CEO of AgrEvo) as deputy CEO, Jürgen Asshauer (technology), Pascal Housset, Jean-Pierre Lac (finance) Jan Leemans (biotechnology R&D), Ian McManus (manufacturing), Jan Stranges, Hans-Jorg Timner and Esmail Zirakparvar.

Aventis is expected to gain $1.2 billion in operating efficiencies over the next three years (60% from pharma, 40% from agriculture), but there will be a price to be paid in terms of job cuts, which is causing concerns for staff and trades union representatives. 

The merger is expected to be completed by mid-1999, following shareholder and other approvals. At that time, the two parent companies will be renamed Aventis Hoechst and Aventis Rhône-Poulenc, whilst still retaining their current stock market listings.

Strasbourg seems an appropriate choice for the union of the leading French and German pharmaceutical companies to be consummated. It is a city whose history has been intimately involved with those of both France and Germany, and has swapped nationhood between the two several times. 

The key task for the new organisation will be to maintain business momentum and confidence. A critical factor will be how the French and German company styles can be blended together and how soon an effective new ésprit de corps can be established. It will be very much an experiment in European union.

Brighton Crop Protection Conference 

Over 1,300 registered delegates attended the 1998 Brighton Conference on Pests & Diseases, organised by the British Crop Protection Council (BCPC). Delegates received an unexpected bonus in their conference packs with a book entitled The Bawden Memorial Lectures 1973-1998, a collection of all the opening conference lectures over that period. It provides a fascinating insight into the evolution of key ideas, practices and issues in crop protection (This book, conference proceedings and other publications can be obtained from BCPC Publication Sales, Tel: +44 118 934 2727  Fax: +44 118 934 1998).

NEW BCPC PUBLICATIONS

BCPC launched a new electronic version of The Pesticide Manual (in publication now for over 30 years) at Brighton. The CD-ROM version of this publication contains all the information from the 11th hard copy edition (some 1606 pages) that was published last year, together with many other features such as hyperlinks, additional new information and very useful custom search facilities.  

Much to the surprise of delegates, BCPC was (and still is) offering a free-trial, fully-functional version on CD. The only catch is that it will work until the 31 January and then cease functioning, so make the most of your free time!  There is a special offer price of £150 until that date, after which it rises to £250 (+ VAT). The Electronic Pesticide Manual will be updated yearly.  BCPC's The UK Pesticide Guide 1999 is also being published as a CD-ROM.

BCPC also launched a new publication at Brighton, The BioPesticide Manual, which is complementary in content and style to The Pesticide Manual.  The 333-page book, edited by Dr L G Copping, details 188 biocontrol agents, with five sections covering natural products, pheromones, living systems, insect predators and genes (sample pages can be obtained from the BCPC website at www.bcpc.org).

SILVER JUBILEE BAWDEN LECTURE 

The 25th Bawden Lecture  (named after Sir Frederick Bawden, the first president of BCPC) was given by Professor Martin Parry of the Jackson Environment Institute and Department of Geography at University College, London,  on the theme of The Impact of Climatic Change on European Agriculture.  

In the course of a very detailed analysis of the history of climate change, Professor Parry commented that "85-90%" of climatology researchers are now convinced that the "greenhouse-gas effect" is giving rise to global warming. This was not the case a few years ago when there was much more scepticism, but many scientists had been won over by new evidence in the last year. Professor Parry's work is focused on very long-term projections of climate and his prognoses were not very comforting. 

Average global temperatures have risen by 0.5°C over the last 30 years (to 15°C) and could rise by a further 2-3°C over the next century. The overall effects, for the most part, will disadvantage the developing world much more than the developed world. In Northern Europe, it is likely to become wetter and hotter, whereas in Southern Europe it will become much drier.  Ironically, the USA is one of the main contributors to global warming but is one of the countries that will be least affected by it.  At a press conference after the lecture, Professor Parry was very critical of the US complacency on this issue and its reluctance to cut back on fossil fuel consumption.

NEW INSECTICIDES

The first two presentations in the conference session on New Compounds, Formulations and Uses for Pest Control were on neonicotinoids insecticides, MTI-446, under development by Mitsui Chemicals Inc, and thiamethoxam from Novartis (the latter described in detail in October's CPM). The Mitsui compound will be launched initially in Japan, after 2000. Dr I Ishaya of the Volcani Center, Bet Dagan (Israel) gave a paper on optimisation of beet armyworm and greenhouse whitefly control with novaluron, which is in the final stages of development by Makhteshim-Agan. 

Green Muscle for Africa

Dr David Dent of CABI Bioscience, Ascot (UK), described progress with a new myco-insecticide that is showing promise in locust and grasshopper control. It is based on an isolate of Metarhizium anisopliae from Niger and has been developed by an international research programme, LUBILOSA. The product is in the process of registration in South Africa by a local company, Biological Control Products SA, Pinetown, and will be commercialised by the end of the year under the trade name Green Muscle.

After intensive efforts, an oil suspension formulation has been developed (for use at 2.5 l/ha) which is suitable for storage and application under very hot and dry conditions. Although not as fast acting as fenitrothion (typically taking 7-21 days for insect kill), the myco-insecticide has proved more effective over the longer term.  Over $400 million was spent in controlling the last major desert locust and grasshopper outbreaks from 1986-89 in Northwest Africa and the Sahel.

Zeon Technology

Dr R M Perrin of Zeneca Agrochemicals described a new "fast release" formulation of lambda-cyhalothrin. This has recently been launched in a number of countries for boll weevil control in cotton under the name Zeon Technology. The formulation contains the insecticide dissolved in a small amount of aromatic solvent, enveloped in a polyurea wall and in an aqueous suspension. Once the capsules lose their water barrier, diffusion of lambda-cyhalothrin is very rapid on insect cuticle or leaf surfaces.  The new formulation offers improved operator safety, extended residual control and reduced environmental impact.

NEW OOMYCETE FUNGICIDES 

Eight new fungicides presented at Brighton, four of which are specifically directed at Oomycete diseases and have novel chemistry. Richard Mercer of Rhône-Poulenc described RPA 407213 (fenamidone), a novel imidazolinone fungicide which is the S-enantiomer of a racemic compound. It gives good control of early and light blight through its protectant and curative effects and is very effective in mixtures with fosetyl-Al against downy mildew in vines and vegetables. It also controls Pithium as a seed treatment or soil drench.  Fenamidone is being developed as a 500 g/l SC, with dose rates of 150-300 g product/ha.

Dr Klaus Stenzel from Bayer's R&D centre in Monheim gave details of SZX 722 (proposed ISO name: iprovalicarb), which is from a new chemical class of amino acid amide carbamates. It is being developed both alone and in mixtures at rates of 100-300 g ai/ha for control of late blight and downy mildew, as well as soil-borne Phytophthora spp on citrus and tobacco.

Dr Ann Egan of Rohm and Haas presented RH-7281, which shows strong preventive activity against Oomycete fungi at dose rates of 125-200 g ai/ha.  Shiguro Mitani of ISK introduced IKF-916, a novel systemic cyanoimidazole compound, which shows good residual activity and rainfastness at 60-100 g ai/ha.  ISK is developing 100 g/l and 400 g/l SC formulations, as well as mixtures with other fungicides.

NEW STROBILURIN FROM NOVARTIS

Novartis revealed details at Brighton of its new strobilurin, CGA 279 202 (proposed ISO name: trifloxystrobin), set to become a very important product for the company. It has recently received approval in South Africa for use on vines and apple orchards (as a 50% WG formulation).  It has a very wide spectrum of activity and will be sold under the brand name Flint for control of the main diseases on cereals, bananas, top-fruit, vines and peanuts. According to product manager, Ian Dalton, Flint is not systemic but "mesostemic", an activity characterised by its high affinity to the waxy layer of the plant's surface, making it very rainfast (by redistribution, re-absorption and translaminar movement). 

In comparison with current commercial strobies, trifloxystrobin has high levels of activity against a broader range of diseases.  It is being developed alone and in combination with other fungicides such as propiconazole and cyproconazole for cereal disease control.  Further approvals are expected soon, with launches in the main European and American markets by 2000.  The UK is acting as the rapporteur for the European approval process.

OTHER NEW FUNGICIDES

H-J Rosslenbroich gave an update on Bayer's botryticide, fenhexamid, which is being developed alone and in mixtures with tolylfluanid, tebuconazole and chlorothalonil. The fungicide recently received its first approval, in the UK, as Teldor (September CPM).

Dr Robert Beale of Monsanto introduced MON65500, a new seed treatment for the control of take-all (Gaeumannomyces graminis) in wheat. Monsanto has been developing the compound since the late 1980s. It is from a new area of chemistry, the hindered silyl amides, and should be launched in 2000 as a 125 g/l flowable formulation. 

Dr Sieverding of American Cyanamid presented details of AC 382042, a new rice blast fungicide originally developed by Shell Chemical researchers. It is a phenoxyamide compound which inhibits melatonin biosynthesis and is being developed in co-operation with Nihon Nohyaku.  It is expected to be launched in the Far East in 2001.

FURTHER IPM INITIATIVES

Since the public commitment made by its corporate members last year to Integrated Pest Management (IPM) programmes, the Global Crop Protection Federation in Brussels has launched a number of R&D, education and training initiatives in many parts of the world. The projects feature in a new booklet; IPM Case Studies of GCPF Member Companies and Associations, launched at Brighton. Dino Vlahodimos, director general of GCPF, expects the commitment to increase as his members integrate IPM principles and thinking more fully into corporate practices. The booklet can be obtained from Norma Deasy at GCPF (Fax: +32 2 542 04 19; e-mail: norma@gcpf.org).

Discovery Technologies in R&D

Approaches to new pharmaceutical discovery are having a major influence on crop protection, as was evident at the conference, Discovery Technologies in Agrochemical R&D, held by IBC in Mainz, Germany, from 12-13 November.  These include the growing use of genomic techniques and combinatorial chemistry to produce and evaluate specialised compound libraries,  (Proceedings are available from IBC: Tel: +44 1932 355244  Fax: +44 1932 354576).

STRUCTURE AND FUNCTION GAPS

The number of crop genes that have been sequenced outnumbers the number of gene product structures many times over. There is also a new complication which is being increasingly recognised, as outlined by Professor Dagmar Ringe of Brandeis University (USA), one of the founders of Arqule - that some proteins have more than one function eg phosphoglucose isomerase, which also acts as a signalling protein. No-one knows what many gene products do, which is providing a lot of work for the crystallographers, although some “common motifs” are emerging. A number of targets are becoming very common in both pharmaceutical and pesticide research, such as G-coupling proteins, kinases and nuclear-acting proteins.

GROWTH IN OUTSOURCING

Pesticide companies today are more willing to contract out some of their discovery research activities to specialist companies, something which they were very reluctant to do in the past.  A number of new companies have been springing up and several gave presentations at the conference. Although they have been focusing on pharmaceuticals, many are now looking to crop protection for new opportunities. 

Two have been established by former Novartis staff, Discovery Technologies (Basel, Switzerland) and Paradigm Genetics in the USA (October CPM).   Discovery Technologies is unusual in not charging royalties on any new products that emerge from collaborations, according to CEO, Helmut Kessmann. 

Dr Scott Uknes, one of Paradigm’s founders, told CPM his company has the goal of becoming the best agricultural genomics company in the world. It chose its venture capital backers with care to ensure very long-term funding (October CPM). Dr Uknes commented that only about five of the top 25 fungicides had modes of action that were well known. The efficacy of azoles has recently been found to be due not to the lack of ergosterol but to a build-up of toxic compounds.  His aim is to find novel targets as well as elucidate the mode of action of some current products, by both genetic and biochemical profiling.  Paradigm is using Magnaporthe grisea as a test disease and rice as a model plant in a major project to elucidate the nature of plant disease. 

ROBOTICS AND MINIATURISATION
Companies have been increasing their annual screening rates to well over 100,000 compounds per year using robotic techniques and miniaturisation of screens, according to John Ormrod of Zeneca Agrochemicals. For Zeneca, this high throughput screening is being “bolted on to the front end” to enable promising compounds to be fed into conventional screening programmes. 

Dr Allan Marchington of Cambridge Combinatorial extolled the virtues of combinatorial chemistry and the use of polymer-supported synthesis, even to the extent of scaling up for larger quantities, although another speaker, Dr Anthony Baxter, Oxford Asymmetry, questioned the economics of this.

Two German service companies gave presentations:  the protein structure R&D specialists, Proteros Biostructures GmbH, founded this June and relying on scientific expertise provided by the Max Planck Institute in Martinsried; and nucleotide sequencing specialists, Lion Bioscience AG, set up in March 1997 using expertise developed at EMBL, Heidelberg.  

BIOLOGICAL OPPORTUNITIES
Developing a new synthetic pesticide costs $100-200 million, making it a big company activity. There is scope for smaller companies in the biological pesticide area, as outlined by Jennifer Ryder Fox of the US company, AgraQuest Inc, which has found that these are a lot quicker and cheaper to develop than synthetic chemicals. It has cost AgraQuest about $300,000 to screen 5000 micro-organisms to produce its new fungicide, Serenade. It was first isolated in March 1996 and the company hopes to have US approval by the third quarter of 1999.

BAYER'S RESVERATROL RESEARCH

Professor Rüdiger Hain of Bayer updated delegates on his research into the transfer of the stilbene biosynthesis genes into tobacco and other crops, thereby conferring resistance to certain diseases (August CPM). The German seed company, KWS, has since transferred these to potato lines, giving resistance to post-harvest diseases. In a collaboration with Möet and Chandon, the genes, showing high levels of expression, have been transferred to vines and give good protection against Botrytis. 

European News and Markets

AMISTAR FORMULATION FACILITIES

A new £17 million ($28 million) formulation and packaging plant for Amistar (azoxystrobin) was officially opened at Zeneca’s production facility near Grangemouth, Scotland, on 27 November, by Michael Cantlay, Chairman of Forth Valley Enterprise. Combined with a second azoxystrobin synthesis plant, due to come on stream next year, the new facility, constructed in just 16 months, is mainly intended to meet the exceptional demand for Amistar from UK growers. Some 53 new jobs have been created. 

Total investment in the Grangemouth azoxystrobin plant is in excess of £75 million ($122 million). The fungicide has now been registered in 46 countries on 36 crops. Global sales of Amistar were £120 million ($194 million) in the first half of 1998, almost three times the comparable level in 1997. Commenting on the new plant, Zeneca's business support manager, Trudy Brake, commented: "The demand for Amistar worldwide has outstripped our expectations". According to manufacturing director, Bruce Bissell, it "is well on course to become the world's leading fungicide by the year 2000". 

Results of field-scale Amistar evaluations by over 100 "pioneer" farmers in the UK have demonstrated cereal yields averaging over 0.8 tonnes/hectare higher than triazole programmes. Zeneca has recently introduced new field recommendations, advising against cutting rates. The company has been testing azoxystrobin extensively in the UK and Europe for use on horticultural crops, with good yield and quality results.

EURO SALES BOOST FOR BASF 

BASF expects that its crop protection sales will increase by 7.2% this year, with pre-tax profits up by 10% according to Friedrich Vogel, head of the crop protection division, who was speaking at a press briefing in Tarragona, Spain. BASF has made major investments in kresoxim-methyl production and other facilities in Tarragona (CPM, January 1997).

Vogel also disclosed that the company is planning to introduce a new maize herbicide based on diflufenzopyr (acquired from Sandoz before the formation of Novartis) and a clefoxydim rice herbicide. BASF will spend a further DM 500 million ($296 million) on biotechnology research in the next three years, in addition to DM 100 million announced earlier this year (August CPM).

In the first nine months of 1998, BASF's crop protection sales in Western and Central Europe rose by 19.7% compared to the same period last year, with epoxiconazole and kresoxim-methyl providing most of the growth. Sales in North America declined by 3.5% in the same period, due to competition from herbicide-tolerant crops, although the company expects sales growth from 2000 as a number of new products are commercialised.

Successful UK Introduction

BASF estimates that Stroby WG was applied to 35% of the UK apple orchard area in 1998, its first year of sales.  According to product manager, Tony Grayburn, growers welcomed the fungicide as they had concerns about disease resistance with older products. 

OILSEED RAPE CLEARS HURDLE

The European Union Scientific Committee on Plants, an independent advisory board of the European Commission, has stated that it has no objections on safety grounds to the marketing of AgrEvo's glufosinate-tolerant winter oilseed rape. In an interview with Reuters, Jürgen Aßhauer, responsible for R&D on AgrEvo's board, expressed his satisfaction at the decision "at a time when politically motivated discussions on a moratorium are confusing the public in Europe on the safety of plant biotechnology''. 

EUROPEAN FRUIT AND VEGETABLES

About 40% of fruit and vegetables consumed in the European Union contain pesticide residues, with 3% exceeding authorised EU limits, according to a review of 1996 results by the European Commission.    The findings are based on the analysis of 41,000 fruit and vegetable samples, ranging from 212 in Luxembourg to 11,015 in the Netherlands. Lettuce was found to contain the most residues, followed by grapes, strawberries, apples and tomatoes.  The Commission may now introduce checks on fruit and vegetables at EU frontiers for pesticide residues.

MAISADOUR JV WITH NOVARTIS 

Novartis is setting up a joint venture with the French co-operative, Maisadour, to develop new genetically engineered maize varieties. Maisadour will control 60% of the new jv, to be named Maisadour Semences, with Novartis Seeds owning 40%. The jv will incorporate the seed interests of Maisadour, which has sales of over US$280 million and 250 employees.   

CHIMCOMPLEX SALE 
The Romanian authorities are to sell off 51% of state-owned chemical company, Chimcomplex, which also makes pesticides and intermediates.  Outside capital investment is still being sought for another pesticide producer, Oltchim (July CPM).

American News and Markets

MONSANTO FUNDING PLANS

Monsanto has announced plans to fund its spate of seed company acquisitions through a series of financing transactions, divestitures and cost reduction.  The company will raise up to $4 billion through issuing about $1 billion of common stock, $500 million of adjustable conversion-rate equity security units and $2.5 billion of long-term, unsecured debt. Company restructuring is expected to eliminate 700-1,000 jobs in the first quarter of 1999, with a further 1,300-1,500 lost from business disposals. 

Monsanto's administrative costs will be cut by about 20% in 1999. Marketing costs will rise with the launch of new products, as will technology costs, mainly as a result of seed company acquisitions. Monsanto's CEO, Robert B Shapiro, commented that Monsanto is not planning any other major acquisitions once the current purchases have been completed.

NOVARTIS IN R&D AGREEMENT

The Novartis Agricultural Discovery Institute (NADI), La Jolla, California, has signed a $25 million, five-year research agreement with the University of California at Berkeley. It will provide opportunities for scientists at Berkeley in all areas of genomics relevant to agriculture, including gene-library construction, sequencing, mapping, and bio-informatics.  In return NADI will receive first rights to up to 40% of any discoveries with commercial potential.  It may grant Berkeley scientists access to its proprietary databases that include data sequencing and map positions. NADI was established earlier this year with funding from the Novartis Research Foundation (July CPM).

BIOTECH LAWSUITS

The Court for the Northern District of Illinois has dismissed patent-infringement lawsuits filed by DeKalb Genetics Corporation in mid-1996 against AgrEvo and Pioneer Hi-Bred International Inc. It transpired that AgrEvo had used a different method to develop herbicide-tolerant maize hybrids to DeKalb, but they are continuing to dispute the patent rights. 

Novartis has lost a claim to $194 million damages from Monsanto and DeKalb for patent infringement, following a two-week trial and a decision by a federal jury in Wilmington, Delaware. The patent, filed in 1987, was awarded last year. Monsanto and DeKalb claimed that their scientists invented the technology for inserting a modified Bt gene into maize plants to produce the protein that kills insects. Novartis plans to appeal, but has indicated that the dispute will not affect its ability to supply Bt maize hybrids to farmers.

In June, a federal jury in Delaware decided that Novartis and Mycogen did not infringe a Monsanto Bt patent and invalidated the patent. In the latest case, Novartis claimed damages from Monsanto and DeKalb for lost sales and royalties for using its patented process. The lawsuit was originally filed in 1997. A key question in the case was whether research workers could make viable Bt maize plants using the techniques outlined in the Novartis patent. Monsanto asserted that the 1987 patent application was merely "prophetic'' as Ciba could not produce Bt maize at the time and was unable to do so until 1994.

AGREVO SEEKS PRICE CUT

AgrEvo is looking to cut its outlay for the acquisition of Cargill's North American seeds business, following the lawsuit lodged against it and other US seed companies by Pioneer Hi-Bred International Inc last month, alleging misappropriation of some of its proprietary parent hybrid maize seeds (October CPM).

AgrEvo agreed to buy the business for $650 million (September CPM), but now its lawyers are looking for concessions. AgrEvo has cut its offer to $350 million, with another $150 million if Cargill can show it has not used Pioneer's parent seeds to develop its own varieties. AgrEvo was intending to put its Liberty Link technology into Cargill's maize varieties next year.

BENLATE CRIMINAL INVESTIGATION

US District Court Judge, Hugh Lawson, of Macon, Georgia has ordered prosecutors to investigate DuPont for possible criminal wrongdoing while fighting lawsuits over its fungicide, Benlate (benomyl), which was withdrawn from the US market seven years ago amid a flurry of damage claims and lawsuits. DuPont has already spent about $1 billion in settlements and legal fees on resolving the disputes. 

US DEALS COMPLETED

Crompton & Knowles Corporation and Bayer have this month concluded their agreement to form 50:50 joint ventures for the agricultural seed treatment markets in Canada, Mexico and the USA, using the existing Gustafson business operations. Gustafson previously operated as a unit of Uniroyal Chemical Company, a wholly owned subsidiary of Crompton & Knowles. It will continue to be based in Plano, Texas, under current management. 

Dow Chemical announced on 2 November that it had completed the acquisition of Mycogen Corporation, San Diego, California.  The company plans "to quickly integrate Mycogen's resources" into its agricultural and industrial biotechnology efforts.

GENOMIC RESEARCH COLLABORATION

Lynx Therapeutics Inc, Hayward, California has agreed a research collaboration to provide DuPont with exclusive access to its proprietary genomic technologies for the study of maize, soybeans, wheat and rice to develop new crop varieties and crop protection products.  The value of the deal will initially be $22 million and, depending on specific "milestones" and the delivery of a genomic map, could reach $60 million over a five-year period. 

The Lynx agreement will apparently "enable DuPont to isolate genes that would otherwise be inaccessible with current technologies" with advanced techniques to study the differences between varieties and accelerate gene discovery and breeding programmes.  This will complement DuPont's extensive collection of crop gene sequences.

Founded in 1992, Lynx specialises in developing proprietary technologies for the handling and characterisation of DNA molecules and fragments. Its "bead-based technologies" enable various parallel manipulations and analyses of large libraries of cDNA or genomic DNA molecules or fragments, whether their sequences are known or not.

DuPont expects improved efficiencies to result from working with a single, integrated technology platform for both gene discovery and genetic mapping. Up to two million genes can be simultaneously handled with the Lynx parallel clone sorting technology.  Genes for yield enhancement, drought tolerance, oil content and improved nutritional value will be accessible through this technology. 

FARMER CONCERNS OVER MERGERS

The National Farmers' Union is demanding that the authorities investigate the growing consolidation in US agriculture. It has concerns about this month's announcement by Cargill Inc, Minneapolis, that it is buying the international grain operations of its main rival Continental Grain Co. The combined businesses would control about 20% of US crop exports. The union has also expressed concerns about merger and acquisition activity in the US seed, packing, pesticide, meat and transportation industries. 

It estimates that the three leading beef processing companies now control some 80% of the US market, compared with about 40% thirty years ago. The union’s 300,000 members are currently struggling, with farm incomes expected to drop by 16% in 1998. Agriculture Secretary Dan Glickman is asking the Justice Department to review the Cargill deal. 

HERBICIDE JOINT MARKETING DEAL

The US subsidiaries of Bayer and Rhône-Poulenc Agro are to introduce and jointly market a new broad spectrum pre-emergent herbicide, Epic, for the US maize market. Epic is a combination of Bayer's new herbicide, Axiom (FOE 5043) and Rhône-Poulenc's Balance (isoxaflutole). 

As well as excellent control of problem weeds such as velvetleaf, foxtail, woolly cupgrass and waterhemp, the herbicide also controls triazine-resistant weeds such as lambsquarters and kochia.  Regulatory approval is expected by the end of 1998, allowing sales next year in some key maize-growing states.

Bayer has announced plans for a US manufacturing plant in Kansas City for Axiom and Rhône-Poulenc has recently obtained US EPA approval for Balance (September CPM).  Last year, Rhône-Poulenc also agreed a marketing deal with Monsanto whereby each would sell distinct mixtures of isoxaflutole with acetochlor (CPM, May 1997).

AGRIBIOTECH DISPOSAL

The forage and turfgrass seed specialist, AgriBioTech Inc, has signed a letter of intent to sell the assets relating to the chemical and fertiliser division of Willamette Seed Co to Wilbur-Ellis Co, San Francisco, for approximately $10 million. The division has approximately $20 million in sales from the distribution of pesticides and fertilisers to farmers in the Willamette Valley of Oregon, many of whom are contract growers for turfgrass seed production. Founded in 1921, Wilbur-Ellis specialises in the marketing of crop protection products, fertilisers and animal feed, primarily in the Western states. 

OTHER AMERICAN NEWS

Monsanto expects its Roundup Ready transgenic soybeans to account for as much as 50% of Argentina's 1998/99 crop (over 7.5 million hectares), its third season of sales, and up to 80% by the 2000/2001 season. Monsanto is just introducing its Bt cotton and maize in Argentina and expects them to account for 40-50% market share in 4-5 years time. 

The Scotts Company has finally signed a definitive agreement this month to acquire the assets of Monsanto's Ortho product line and other consumer pesticide brands for approximately $300 million. The deal also includes the assets of Monsanto's Green Cross business in Canada, the Phostrogen business in the UK and the Defender business in Australia. The deal is subject to government review and approval.

Chinese News and Markets

price stabilisation efforts

The authorities in Jiangsu Province, China’s largest agrochemical production region, have established a “sales union” to help co-ordinate company marketing activities and bring some pricing stability after a period of cut-throat competition in the market. The union comprises provincial agrochemical producers and is headed by Jiangsu Pesticide Co Ltd. It will draw up sales agreements, co-ordinate and regulate marketing activities and try to set up a unified nationwide sales network. Some sales outlets affiliated to provincial agrochemical producers in Heilongjiang, Henan, Sichuan, Xinjiang and Guangxi Province have been restructured into sales companies of the union.

Following a period of very fierce price competition, 14 major Chinese manufacturers of the agricultural antibiotic, jinggangmycin, have decided to co-operate and set a uniform price to try to improve profitability.  It is estimated that the production cost of jinggangmycin will climb by 10% in China in 1999 due to the implementation of a uniform national standard for production. The price of 5% jinggangmycin solution has been set at US$524.10/tonne and will be raised to US$548.19/tonne in 1999.

administrative protection 

The State Petroleum and Chemical Industry Bureau of China is currently evaluating six applications for "administrative protection" of crop protection products: the fungicides, difenoconazole (Score) and fludioxonil (Celest) from Novartis; Uniroyal Chemical's herbicide, quizalofop-p-tefuryl (Pantera);  DuPont's fungicide, famoxadone (Famoxate); FMC's herbicide, carfentrazone-ethyl (Affinity); and Dow Chemical's herbicide, cyhalofop-butyl (Clincher).

A new patent law in 1993 was applied in China to crop protection compounds and additional administrative protection has been granted so far for 11 pesticides developed by foreign companies during the period 1986-93 (September CPM). 

research centre OPERATIONAL

Construction of the National Pesticide Engineering Research Centre, based at the Shenyang Research Institute of Chemical Industry, Liaoning Province, has been completed.  The centre will be involved in R&D of new pesticides, as well as their production and commercialisation. It is one of the two major pesticide R&D centres the Chinese government has recently decided to establish (September CPM).  Shenyang Research Institute is also a shareholder in Nantong Jiangshan Pesticide Chemical (May CPM). 

New seed dressing regulation

The Pesticide Inspection Institute (PII) of the Ministry of Agriculture has introduced a new seed treatment regulation, whereby the content of active ingredients in individual products must be higher than 15%. In addition, organophosphorus insecticides will not be permitted for this type of usage. 

Existing producers of seed dressings which do not comply with the new regulation will be required to submit their products for re-evaluation.  According to a PII survey covering eight provinces, only 12 of the 27 officially approved seed dressings attained the national standards.

OTHER CHINESE NEWS

In order to protect its brand image and deter counterfeiters, Dow AgroSciences has launched new packaging for its herbicide, Gallant Super (haloxyfop-R-methyl), in Jiangsu Province, making use of the latest advanced anti-forging techniques.

Zhejiang Research Institute of Chemical Industry and Hangzhou Pesticide General Factory have started pilot production of the herbicide, pretilachlor, which they plan to launch on the Chinese market next year. 

Production of chlorothalonil technical and a 75% WP formulation developed by Jiangsu Jiangyin Ligang Fine Chemical Factory has been approved by Jiangsu Provincial Petroleum and Chemical Industry Bureau.
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