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BIOTECHNOLOGY AT THE WORLD SUMMIT

Now that the dust has settled after the biggest environmental conference ever, CPM asked W Wyn Ellis (CEO Asia AgConsult) to reflect upon the achievements of the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD), held in Johannesburg from 26 August to 4 September. Biotechnology was always going to be contentious, as Wyn’s previous report on the “Bali Prepcon” indicated (June CPM), especially at the “Global Civil Society Forum”, where up to 15,000 NGO groups held their alternative summit.

After 12 days of intense and sometimes heated debate, the WSSD concluded with significant commitments to improve the lives of people in poverty and to reverse the continuing deterioration in the global environment. 191 governments agreed on the wide-ranging “Johannesburg Plan of Implementation” that sets targets and timetables for initiatives dealing with water, energy, health, agriculture and biodiversity. They also signed a Political Declaration written by South Africa’s president, Thabo Mbeki, reaffirming their commitment to Agenda 21, the Rio Principles and to “the mutually reinforcing pillars of sustainable development, namely economic development, social development, and environmental protection”. Both documents reaffirm the key roles of science, technology and stakeholder partnerships. 

Rio Commitments to Biotechnology

Commitments were made in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 to foster a constructive role for biotechnology in areas such as health, agriculture, biodiversity and environmental protection. These were enshrined in various chapters of Agenda 21, of which Chapter 16, on the environmentally sound management of biotechnology, is the most important. This focuses upon the need to increase availability of food, feed and renewable raw materials; improve human health; enhance protection of the environment; enhance safety and international mechanisms for co-operation; and establish appropriate enabling mechanisms.

Many of the issues discussed in chapter 16 are also reflected in other chapters of Agenda 21.  Recognised as a cross-sectoral issue, biotechnology is linked to the chapters on human health, deforestation, sustainable agriculture, rural development, conservation of biological diversity, oceans, marine resources and sanitation. The Rio Summit ended with a strong endorsement for the responsible harnessing of biotechnology to provide solutions and help meet targets in all these areas. Since then, of course, we have witnessed the biotechnology revolution. 

Achievements since Rio

In the ten years since the Rio Summit, governments have been criticised on numerous grounds for their failure to implement many Agenda 21 commitments. On climate, health, poverty and biotechnology, progress has fallen short of expectations. A notable exception is biosafety, which has received considerable attention. This has led to the adoption of the Biosafety Protocol to the 1992 Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) in 2000, signed by 176 nations. Rio also changed mindsets so that environmental criteria are now integral to institutional thinking at all levels. Globally, the impact of this cannot be overestimated. Most delegates came to Johannesburg with no great expectations, understanding that this was essentially a stocktaking exercise, intended to update and strengthen the Rio principles but not re-negotiate them. There would be no new groundbreaking steps, only an updating of commitments, accompanied by new mechanisms for implementation, and, hopefully, new financing. The challenges were all too clear, although the supremacy of the World Trade Organisation today often appears to run counter to the intent of the Rio principles.

Biotechnology issues and outcomes

The actual and potential contribution of biotechnology was raised in diverse contexts. The following were some of the key areas of debate in both official and alternative fora:

· Biodiversity, access and benefit sharing

· Precautionary principle versus approach 

· Technology for developing countries

· Food security and GM food aid in Africa

· Role of private-public sector partnerships 

· Corporate governance and social responsibility

Clearly, therefore, biotechnology is set to make a major impact across the board. The WSSD ended with major commitments, to reduce biodiversity loss by 2010; restore fisheries to their maximum sustainable yields by 2015; establish a representative network of marine protected areas by 2012; and improve access for developing countries to environmentally sound alternatives to ozone-depleting chemicals by 2010. Altogether, these commitments are supported by 220 partnership initiatives, with US$235 million in additional resources. 

Attempts to amend the wording of the Implementation Plan draft text to expand the Rio precautionary approach into a new and undefined “precautionary principle” were defeated. This found little favour among government delegations, which preferred the wording “precautionary approach” as a more science-based and practical means of addressing risk. 

African concerns about biotechnology

One summit highlight was the Science Forum Workshop on the Role of Biotechnology and Biodiversity in Sustainable Development hosted by AfricaBio. Scientists, farmers and private partner organisations spoke on their experiences and initiatives in developing countries with biotechnology. There was considerable support for “biotechnology capacity building” to address Africa’s pressing food security challenges. The workshop called for increased funding for science and infrastructure development in Africa. A coalition of African scientists presented a declaration urging southern African countries to accept donations of GM maize.

Outside the official conference, biotechnology was one of the most contentious issues, with the debate reaching a hiatus in the final days as Nitin Desai, Secretary General of the Summit, ultimately failed to prevent the Zimbabwe/Zambia GM food aid row from overshadowing the official agenda. Europe's stance on GM crops, together with its support for international NGOs opposing these, has led Africans to fear that if they allow modified genes into their countries, even in the form of aid, they may be barred from European export markets. Sadly, facts and science lost out to rhetoric at times. The debate reached a low point when Zambia’s president, Levy Patrick Mwanawasa, discussed food aid to his country saying, "We would rather starve than get something toxic". Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth were forced to change their position and support imports of GM food aid to Africa.

Andrew Natsios, head of the US Agency for International Development, blasted environmental groups that have campaigned against introducing GM foods in Africa at the time of a famine that has affected 13 million people in the southern part of the continent, especially Zambia, Malawi and Mozambique. Natsios joined WHO, FAO, and the World Food Programme in calling for opposition to GM food aid imports to Africa to be dropped. Fortunately, common sense prevailed in the end, with most governments and stakeholder groups stressing the sovereign right of developing countries to conduct their own assessment of risks and benefits of GM foods and ultimately to choose their own technology options. Some countries went further, demanding access to GM technology as an essential tool for their future development and global competitiveness. The announcement by Syngenta’s chairman, Heinz Imhof, that his company would not seek patent protection for its GM products in developing countries will do much to improve such access.

Farmers demand technology access 

On 28 August, some 300 African and Asian farmers marched on the Sandton Convention Centre to demand the right to access new technologies and to challenge the right of northern NGOs to withhold these from farmers in developing countries. At the end of the march, Ms Vandana Shiva, a leading anti-technology activist from India, was given the “Bullshit Award for Sustaining Poverty”. Commenting about this, Chengal Reddy, leader of the Indian Farmers Federation, asserted: “traditional organic farming, which Shiva recommends, is the very technology that led to mass starvation in India for centuries, with up to a tenth of the population perishing in periodic famines. Indian farmers need access to new technologies. It’s our choice - and our right.”  

Beyond Johannesburg – what’s next?

It is premature today to judge the achievements of Johannesburg. Many contend that the outcomes were diluted, with a failure to address fundamental issues such as finance, corporate governance and subsidies to northern agriculture. The private sector, on the other hand, has been given a major responsibility and an opportunity to make a real difference through the WSSD’s support for public-private partnerships. Biotechnology emerged as a clear winner. The strong official support from international agencies such as WHO, FAO, OECD and WFP, perhaps galvanised by the stark choices of the African food aid crisis, was a major setback for environmentalist groups, whose position had become untenable. In the same way that Rio introduced environmental criteria as “the third bottom line”, Johannesburg will surely be remembered as the catalyst for placing sustainable development criteria firmly at the heart of the agenda for politics, business and research. The true test of its achievements, as UN secretary general, Kofi Annan, said, is the actions that are taken: "We have to go out and take action. This is not the end. It's the beginning."

Wyn Ellis (will@loxinfo.co.th) co-ordinated the biotechnology advocacy strategy of ISAAA (www.isaaa.org) at the Johannesburg Summit. He was formerly secretary-general of the Asia-Pacific Crop Protection Association (now CropLife Asia).

Long Ashton Centenary Conference

The Long Ashton Research Station near Bristol, England, hosted a conference on Science for Sustainable Agriculture to celebrate 100 years of research at the site. Ironically it is due to be closed shortly with many staff relocated to Rothamsted Research. The symposium brought together some of the world’s leading agricultural scientists. They voiced strong concerns that agricultural research must be sustained to assure food supply and environmental protection, as Bruce Knight reports.

Water is the key

Lloyd Evans (CSIRO Plant Industry, Australia) set the scene with a different slant on global population and food. His definition of sustainability was “development that lasts”. Global food production has kept pace with population growth over the last few decades thanks mainly to a twofold increase in use of irrigation water and an eightfold rise in use of nitrogen fertilisers. 

Agriculture already uses half of the world’s “run off water”. As crop losses from pests, diseases and weeds still amount to over 40%, much of this water is effectively wasted. 

The reduction in global arable crop area is close to five million hectares per year due to urbanisation, salinity and erosion. Without considerable research efforts from both public and private sectors to reduce these losses, Dr Evans commented that there is little chance of achieving sustainability until the global population has peaked. 

It is unfortunate that US and other funding agencies are cutting back on support for agriculture in the developing world. From 1988-96, 57% of World Bank funding was for agricultural and food projects compared with only 47% today.

Meeting environmental targets

John Lawton (Natural Environment Research Council, UK) covered two areas where agriculture is judged to be the guilty party in terms of environmental impact. He is “not certain that the combined objectives of increasing agricultural productivity and meeting environmental targets can be achieved”.  

As a contributor to greenhouse gas emissions, UK agriculture is judged to be responsible for 10-14% of the total, largely from nitrous oxide from soil, methane from livestock and carbon dioxide. Even with widespread adoption of biofuels, biomass for energy and tree planting as a carbon sink, the best that can be recovered is 6%, making agriculture still a net contributor.

In measuring impact on biodiversity, at least in Britain, it is the effect on bird populations that is the most common indicator. Total populations in lowland regions have declined dramatically since peaking in 1980. Much of the change coincides with the “larger field, higher yield cereal regime”. 

Although causes are far from understood, loss of habitat is a key factor. In discussion it was pointed out that there are now more large species and that total avian biomass has been maintained. Dr Lawton accepts that the right policies for birds may not suit the rest of the ecosystem.

New directions for biotechnology

Chris Somerville (Carnegie Institute, California) expects that the genomic mapping of rice should be completed in two years. Maize, wheat, soya, tomato and poplar should follow within five years, with most crop plants completed by 2010. However, it is the “application of the knowledge to plant improvement that will redefine biotechnology”.  Dr Somerville commented that today’s discoveries would be resulting in applications in 2010. 

With better understanding of plant gene structure and function, more emphasis can be given to modification “within species” with less regulatory concerns. A chief environmental issue with GM crops is associated with pollen transfer, but it is now possible to chemically sterilise pollen so that gene escapes are harmless. Genetic improvement could pay dividends by reducing “plasticity of yield”. With existing varieties of potatoes and sugar beet, average yields are only a third of record yields and much of this divergence is genetic. 

Plant signals for crop protection 

John Pickett (Rothamsted Research) outlined ideas on plant signalling as a crop protection strategy, particularly in subsistence agriculture (March & April CPM). Much of this work has centred on chemical identification of defensive plant signals that emanate from crops when attacked by insects. Aphid attack results in the release of two key chemicals, methyl salicylate and cis-jasmone, which help repel them with the latter also attracting parasitic wasps.

Signalling from one plant to another has been demonstrated in work in Kenya since 1993. Stem borer control has been achieved with inter-cropping one row of Napier grass to every three rows of maize. Very recently there is evidence that weed control can also be achieved. It is not yet known what the signal chemical is and how it is transferred but it appears to be quite species specific.  

Voluntary Initiative in the UK

The UK’s five-year Voluntary Initiative (VI) was established in April 2001 as an alternative to a pesticide tax in the intermediate term. Many of those involved in its implementation spoke at an SCI conference (www.soci.org) on pesticide stewardship this month in London, including the chairman of its steering group, Professor Barry Dent. Meetings of this large group are held quarterly with observers allowed. The VI involves the enactment of interlocking projects directed at reducing the environmental impact of pesticides in the UK, and, if successful, a tax could be avoided. Dr Dent commented that it will be a “tricky thing to do and measure” but a Pesticides Forum sub-committee on targets and indicators has been helpful and indicators for water quality and biodiversity will be very important (www.defra.gov.uk/environment/pesticidesforum). 

The VI programme includes a survey of current practice that has just been completed and will be repeated towards the initiative’s end. A biodiversity network officer is already in place and crop protection management plans are being drawn up to give farmers a good framework for pesticide use decisions. There are also funded university projects and training programmes being developed for farmers, operatives and agronomists. Special attention is being paid to infrequent pesticide users in sensitive areas. Communication and environmental stewardship projects are also underway. 

Dr Dent admitted that the VI had got off to slow start but was now more or less on schedule with some reports accepted and put up on the website (www.voluntaryinitiative.org.uk). He said it was “essential now that farming industry buys into this initiative”. Certainly the signs are positive with demand for the Crop Protection Association’s roadshow running at triple what was expected (May CPM). The UK government wants incentives to encourage farmers to get more training and sprayer testing. 

PSD perspective

David Williams, head of a new enlarged pesticide environmental policy unit at the Pesticides Safety Directorate (PSD), has recently taken over responsibility for the VI in the government ministry DEFRA. He reviewed developments in policy over the last fifty years and commented that the system cannot ensure that pesticide use is minimised and optimised although best practice could be encouraged. He also commented that a proposed EU strategy under the sixth Environmental Action Programme, in its early stages at present, could impact on pesticides and the tax position.

Industry considerations

Patrick Goldsworthy (Crop Protection Association) told delegates that the industry had estimated that a potential pesticide tax could have cost up to £125 million (US$195 million) per annum and concluded that the VI was a much better way forward. There are some 24 VI projects and sub-projects which are estimated will cost the farming industry about £11 million and the pesticide industry a similar figure. One project led by CPA is aiming to improve water catchment protection with strong support from Water UK. There are six problem catchments being studied with farmer groups. Research is being done into pesticide handling facilities with the aim of designing safer filling areas on farms, a source of much of the pesticide pollution. There is a project on conservation and biodiversity training and another is examining how to manipulate arable crop canopies to make them more attractive to threatened bird species. 

Survey work is producing valuable data, based on the experiences of some 562 spray operators and 887 sprayers. It has been found that 99% of the UK arable area is “influenced by BASIS qualified staff” and 93% of the arable area is in an assurance scheme of some kind. There are estimated to be some 60,500 spray operators (excluding contractors) on UK farms and 53,000 sprayers. About 92% of the arable area has access to conventional hydraulic sprayers with an average age of seven years, but only 1% are AEA tested. Some 95% of UK farmers are taking steps to protect water, but not always keeping records. 

65% of the arable area is covered by certificated sprayers but there was little evidence of in-service training, which helps explain the popularity of CPA’s spray operator roadshow (May CPM). This was at 97 events in 2001/2002 providing training for over 1600 operators. Mr Goldsworthy said there was confusion about what is best practice and that consistent messages were needed.

Farmer viewpoints

Chris Wise (National Farmers Union, UK) said that the UK farming industry was in trouble and “there was not £125 million to take out”. He argued that there is a need for “cut-down versions” of crop protection management plans (CPMPs) for small mixed farms. There is a target of 30% of the sprayed area to be using CPMPs by next year. He said it was the small pesticide user that might pose the biggest risk and needed most help, including the equestrian sector. Dr Wise said that his NFU members wanted a low cost common approach, effective software assistance and no unnecessary duplication of efforts. 

10th IUPAC International Congress

Brian Hicks reports on some further content from last month’s 10th IUPAC International Congress on the Chemistry of Crop Protection (Innovative Solutions for Healthy Crops) in Basel. 

FROM GENOME TO FUNCTION

Wilhelm Gruissem (Functional Genomics Centre, Swiss Federal Institute of Technology, Zurich) spoke about novel developments in agricultural research, in particular elucidating genome function. He is the successor to Dr Ingo Potrykus, who developed the “golden rice” technology. Dr Gruissem said there was still a need to increase the pro-vitamin A content of these rice lines as well as removing the selectable marker genes. He said that it was still maybe up to seven years away from using golden rice in agricultural production

Some 60% of the function of the Arabidopsis genome is now known, but the function of some 10,000 genes are not. Dr Gruissem’s laboratory has been looking for new proteins for the last 20 years, with the chloroplast as the main target. He wants to establish if it is possible to describe the proteome of a chloroplast, i.e. the complete complement of proteins within it. 

The chloroplast contains some 2500–3500 proteins and probably developed from a Cyanobacterium. Most of its proteins are encoded by the cell nucleus. Little is known about other plant cell organelles. It is now possible to go from identifying a gene to finding its function in a few weeks and Dr Gruissem’s group has identified some 1200 proteins, some of which could be new targets for crop protection and new crop varieties.

INSECTICIDES AND INNOVATION

There was a wide range of posters and presentations on insecticides, with a number of novel compounds discussed. Researchers are continuing to find new leads from insect genomic studies and natural products. For the larger companies, research groups of 20 or so scientists are typically involved in discovery projects. There were posters on a number of new acaricides, including six about Bayer’s spirodiclofen and a new compound from Uniroyal. 

Dr Gerhard Krautstrunk (Bayer CropScience AG, Germany) gave a presentation on 4-cyclohexylamino pyrimidines. These are a new class of broad-spectrum insecticides that were originally discovered by Aventis CropScience. There were several other posters on this new chemical group whose members exhibit good activity against mites at 25-100 g ai/ha. They are also effective as soil insecticides and nematicides, although at very much higher application rates.

There was an interesting poster and presentation from Dobler Markus (Syngenta Switzerland) on the compound rocaglamide. It was originally discovered in the early 1980s from the stem bark of a tree. Rocaglamide itself is phytotoxic and has photostability problems but other related chemicals show more promise. The mode of action is still unclear.

Cyanotropanes as insecticides

Dr Chris Godfrey (Syngenta UK) discussed the discovery of cyanotropanes, a new class of insecticides isolated from stems and leaves of Stemona japonica. Syngenta collaborated with Oxford Botanical Gardens to find enough plant material to work with and isolated a number of other related compounds. These displayed good and rapid activity against Heliothis virescens but none was a viable commercial product in its own right. Syngenta found some compounds of similar structure in its pharmaceutical compound collections and also prepared many analogues, some of which displayed good activity against aphids, whitefly, scale insects and psyllids. 

Need for new insecticidal proteins

In a discussion session about Bt insecticides, there was agreement that other good new bacterial proteins are needed. Bt products have weaknesses against coleopteran pests, sucking insects and flies. Ian Denholm (Rothamsted, UK) commented on possible alternatives from higher plants and animals, including inhibitors of digestive enzymes such as proteinases and amylases. A number have been put in model plants. Chitinase and cholesterol oxidase have been examined, the latter by Monsanto, but the first results have not shown good efficacy.

SOME HERBICIDE PERSPECTIVES

Many of the herbicide posters came from Syngenta, with German contributions also prominent. Dr U Schirmer (BASF Germany) argued that industry is in great need of new herbicide leads. However, some promising ones can often lead to dead ends. 

William Whittingham, senior team leader in discovery chemistry, described one such instance with potential inhibitors of the synthesis of dehydroquinone synthase. This enzyme is present in the early stages of the shikimate pathway for aromatic amino acid biosynthesis. Glyphosate acts on an enzyme several steps later in this pathway, so the research looked very promising. Dr Whittingham’s team carried out some complex syntheses of two known inhibitors but found that both lacked any herbicidal activity. 

Dr William Shiang, supply chain leader for early molecules at Dow Chemical described some elegant work to improve the economics of production for a new rice herbicide. This proved very successful and would have enabled the herbicide to be commercialised. However, it was found after extensive field trials that the herbicide only worked well at very high temperatures, so further development was dropped. 

European News and Markets

FRENCH DEAL FOR LION

The German information technology company, Lion Bioscience AG, Heidelberg (CPM, October 2000) has signed two licensing agreements with the French companies, Biogemma and RhoBio. RhoBio will use Lion's SRS technology for better integration of genetic data related to plant disease research in order to develop more effective crop treatments. SRS integrates information from hundreds of publicly available databases with in-house research data. Biogemma will be using Lion's bioSCOUT application for quick analysis of thousands of gene sequences to develop better crop protection strategies. 

RhoBio is a joint venture between Bayer Crop Science (formerly Aventis CropScience) and Biogemma (CPM, April 1998 and October 1997). Its research activities focus essentially on identifying new genes and their function in Arabidopsis and crops such as maize, wheat, rice and oilseed rape. 

Biogemma is a biotechnology company with more than 100 researchers and focuses on developing new crop varieties for Europe. It was created in early 1997 by the French seed companies Limagrain and Pau-Euralis, together with the holding companies Unigrains and Sofiprotéol. Founded in March 1997 using expertise from the European Molecular Biology Laboratories (EMBL) in Heidelberg, Lion now has more than 500 employees and subsidiaries in the UK and USA (www.lionbioscience.com).

RESTRUCTURING AT LONZA

The Swiss fine chemical company Lonza AG has announced 225 job cuts this month as part of rationalisation moves that include the closure of a plant in Los Angeles, California. The move has been made in the face of “difficult market conditions in the area of exclusive chemical synthesis of intermediates and active ingredients for the pharmaceuticals and agrochemical industry” according to the company. 

Lonza is aiming to shift it focus from speciality chemicals to using chemical and biotechnology processes to manufacture ingredients that go into making pharmaceuticals and other products.

UCB SELLS METHYLAMINE BUSINESS

The Belgian chemical company UCB is selling its methylamines and derivatives division to a US company created by Morgan Stanley Capital Partners and Sorgenti Investment Partners specifically for the purchase. With some 520 employees and factories in Belgium, Germany and China, the division had sales of about EUR187 million last year. Methylamine is an intermediate for a number of pesticides.

NEW ALLIANCE FOR SOREX 

The UK-based pest control company Sorex International, has formed a partnership with Whitmire Micro-Gen, one of the leading US manufacturers and suppliers of insecticides and equipment. Sorex will introduce Whitmire’s Prescription Treatment brand products and support services to Europe, while Whitmire will market selected Sorex technologies in the USA. Sorex places great emphasis on formulation expertise and is currently evaluating its new patented dry gel insect control technology on a wide range of pests.

DIETARY RISK ASSESSMENT

The Akademie Fresenius, Dortmund (www.akademie-fresenius.de) is organising The 1st International Fresenius Conference on Food Safety and Dietary Risk Assessment in Mainz from 5-6 December. There is an impressive European and American line-up of specialist speakers from industry, consultancies and government. (for details see the website or fax: +49 231 758 96 53). Subjects under the spotlight include the relative merits of probabilistic and deterministic approaches to this subject. The event follows on from an April workshop organised by the European Crop Protection Association which published a leaflet on the issue last month, entitled Acute Dietary Risk Assessment – a multi-stakeholder approach to the way forward in the EU. This document can also be downloaded from ECPA’s website (www.ecpa.be). 

THIRD ROTHAMSTED BIOMARKET

IACR-Rothamsted is holding its Third Rothamsted International BioMarket, entitled Biomarkets from Plants and Microbes, from 5-7 November. The European Commission is one of the sponsors again and there will be presentations and a workshop on EC Cell Factory research projects. The keynote speech will be given by Dr Mich Hein, president of the US company Epicyte Pharmaceutical, on Pharmaceutical protein production in plants. For further details, contact Roger Atkin or Amanda King at IACR-Rothamsted (+44 1582 763133 Ext 2840/42 Fax: +44 1582 760981 Website: www.biomarket.iacr.ac.uk).

BIOCIDAL PRODUCTS DIRECTIVE

IBC Life Sciences (www.ibc-lifesci.com) is holding its 9th Annual Conference on the Biocidal Products Directive in Brussels from 29-30 October. For further details, contact Laura Beachus (Tel: +44 1932 893856  Email: cust.serv@informa.com). 

American News and Markets

BAYER’S EVEREST DISPOSAL
Bayer is to sell its Everest wheat herbicide business to Arvesta Corporation (formerly Tomen Agro Inc), San Francisco, as part of the disposals required for its purchase of Aventis CropScience. Arvesta is a subsidiary of Arysta LifeScience Corporation, Tokyo, Japan, which was created from the life science interests of the Japanese trading companies, Tomen and Nichimen. The Everest sale requires approval from the US Federal Trade Commission and the Canadian Competition Bureau.

Everest (flucarbazone) is a selective post-emergence herbicide for early-season control of wild oats, green foxtail and other grass weeds in spring wheat, durum wheat and winter wheat. It also has a wide range of tank-mix options for broad-spectrum control of broadleaf weeds and offers wheat growers a rotational tool to manage resistance. 

“The acquisition of Everest marks a major milestone in the growth of Arvesta Corporation in North America and throughout the world,” commented Dr Dennis Krass, president of Arvesta. Dr Krass added that Arvesta currently has two other herbicides under development, a pre- and early post-emergence herbicide, amicarbazone, for maize and sugarcane, and a post-emergence broadleaf herbicide for cereals and maize. He expects that annual sales of Everest will reach more than US$40 million with a share of 17% in US and Canadian wheat herbicide markets. 

Further Arysta acquisitions

Arysta also plans to expand Everest sales in CIS, the Middle East and China while it will develop its sales possibilities in EU, Central Europe and Australia where the herbicide has not been sold as yet. Arysta has a five-year growth plan, which includes further acquisitions of agrochemicals over the next two years. Earlier this year, Arysta acquired the worldwide licensing rights to amicarbazone from Bayer and the insecticide thiocyclam from Syngenta. 

RESEARCH GRANT FOR AGRAQUEST

The US Department of Agriculture has awarded AgraQuest, Davis, California, a Phase II Small Business Research (SBIR) grant for the development of a novel microbial biopesticide. The two-year grant, worth $296,000, will assist AgraQuest in the commercialisation of its first biological insecticide, Virtuoso. This is a continuation of the $70,000 Phase I SBIR grant awarded last year (CPM, June 2001). Virtuoso is a Streptomycete-based insecticide that is being developed to control caterpillar pests in fruit, nut, and vegetable crops. AgraQuest has completed the Phase I objectives, including the isolation and characterisation of active components, development of analytical detection methods, increasing the yield through fermentation improvements, expanded laboratory scale evaluation of efficacy, small plot field tests and some toxicology.

AgraQuest previously received Phase I and Phase II SBIR grants to support the development of the company’s fungicide Serenade, which is a formulation of Bacillus subtilis. This product was recently granted registration by the US Environmental Protection Agency for four new uses on blueberries, greenhouse vegetables, green beans and mint. It is already approved for vines, melons, squash, hops, peanuts, leafy vegetables, potatoes, peppers, tomatoes, cherries, apples, pears and walnuts. The company is awaiting EPA approval of its second biofungicide, Sonata, for controlling downy and powdery mildew. 

With the recent issuance of a new patent, AgraQuest now has four US patents supporting Serenade. In total, the company has 20 US patents, nine foreign patents and has filed an additional three on a new biofungicide, a bio-insecticide and a bio-fumigant. The company recently appointed Humberto Alba as director of international business to develop sales outside the USA. He formerly worked for Syngenta Seeds, Valent, Mycogen and Monsanto.

MICRO FLO IN EPA SETTLEMENT 

The US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has settled an administrative complaint against Micro Flo Company LLC this month for violations of the Federal Insecticide, Fungicide and Rodenticide Act (FIFRA).  This requires the generic pesticide company, now a subsidiary of BASF, to pay a fine of $1,053,858. This is the second largest penalty imposed under FIFRA by EPA but less than a third of that first proposed.

Following EPA inspections in May 2001 at Micro Flo's main pesticide formulation facility in Sparks, Cook County, Georgia, and its warehouse in Tifton, Georgia, it was alleged that Micro Flo was in violation of FIFRA on 669 counts and a penalty of $3,674,500 was assessed by EPA (CPM, September 2001). Micro Flo had offered for distribution and sale several active ingredients and formulated products that differed in composition from those described in the registrations. Micro Flo falsified shipment documents by using the EPA establishment number of an approved producer while importing from several unapproved producers. The Indian company, United Phosphorus, has a substantial damages claim outstanding against Micro Flo related to these actions (CPM, November 1999).

Other News and Markets

NEW STERILE INSECT APPROACH

A new company, Oxitec, has been set up to commercialise a technique devised by molecular biologist Dr Luke Alphey and colleagues at Oxford University's Department of Zoology. Dr Alphey has found a way of breeding insects that are unable to reproduce in the wild because of small changes in their metabolism. This makes them dependent on a dietary supplement used in the rearing programme. 

The insects can be released in large numbers to mate with wild insects, but since they are sterile no offspring are produced. According to Dr Alphey, existing technology is unsatisfactory as it uses radiation, which often damages the insects. Isis Innovation Ltd, Oxford University's technology transfer company, has provided financial support for the new company which is already in discussions with the US Department of Agriculture about possible pest control applications in cotton. 

NUFARM ACQUIRING CROP CARE

The Australian companies, Orica Ltd and its subsidiary Incitec Ltd, are to sell their 50:50 joint venture company, Crop Care Australasia Pty Ltd, to Nufarm Ltd for A$75 million (US$40.8 million), subject to approval from the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC).

Crop Care has been unable to meet Orica's performance target of 18% return on net assets and its sales have been adversely affected by Syngenta's termination of product distribution arrangements in 2001 (CPM, January 2001). As part of the agreement, Orica and Incitec will still receive the final payments now due owing under the Syngenta termination agreements. Crop Care continues to distribute and formulate some Syngenta products under contract.

Clear Australian market leader

According to Nufarm's managing director, Doug Rathbone, the Crop Care business has many complementary products that will strengthen Nufarm's position in several market sectors, including the cotton crop and selective grass herbicides, as well as some excellent formulation technology. 

Nufarm will also benefit from efficiencies relating to the rationalisation of logistics, manufacturing and administrative functions. The deal is expected to increase Nufarm's crop protection sales in Australia by almost a third, consolidating its position as the largest manufacturer and supplier of crop protection products in that country.

INNOVATIVE SPACE SAVER CONTAINER

Syngenta’s Australian subsidiary has established a new industry benchmark this year by distributing many of its high-volume products in an innovative returnable “Space Saver Container”, the Maxi-100, produced by UK company CypherCo (www.cypherco.com). The high-density, translucent 100-litre polyethylene container has a unique shape combining the ease of handling of round drums with the storage efficiency of square drums. It has a round base but is otherwise square, minimising “dead space” between containers, according to Shane Emms, a business manager at Syngenta Australia. Instead of transporting 550 litres of product on a standard pallet in five traditional 110-litre cylindrical drums, 900 litres can be carried in nine of the new containers, which also facilitate more complete product removal for growers.    

HOUSEHOLD INSECTICIDES SELL-OFF

According to a report in the Financial Times, Bayer is in talks with four companies to sell its household insecticides unit for EUR 700-800 million. Potential buyers include Reckitt, the world's largest household cleaning products group, and the US company SC Johnson. Bayer is number two in this sector with some 12% global market share, behind SC Johnson which has 15%. The unit, part of Bayer's healthcare division, has annual sales of EUR400 million and is best known for its repellent Autan (DEET) and insecticide Baygon. Bayer will retain the unit's active ingredient business interests.
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