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INDIA ENCOURAGING MORE ECO-FRIENDLY AGRICULTURE

The Pesticide Manufacturers & Formulators Association of India (PMFAI) held its Fourth Asia-Pacific Conference in New Delhi from 18-19 September, as Martin Redbond reports. PMFAI president, Pradeep Dave, welcomed Rajnath Singh, India’s Minister for Agriculture, who “lit the lamp” to open the event. Mr Singh congratulated the pesticide industry on its high rate of growth and role in India’s green revolution, but called on it to develop more “eco-friendly products”. He said that the Indian government would encourage the use of more biopesticides and recommended that farmers should follow an IPM approach. The government’s aim is to produce food in India with no pesticide contamination. He reminded delegates that suppliers of sub-standard pesticide products would be dealt with stringently.

Indian agriculture faces some big challenges to feed a population expected to increase by 30% in the next 15 years. The Indian pesticide market has changed over the last decade from a high-volume, low-value one towards a high-value, low-volume one. Consumption decreased from 75,033 tonnes pesticide active ingredients in 1994/95 to 47,020 tonnes in 2001/2. 

Dr O P Dubey, assistant director-general of the Indian Council of Agricultural Research (ICAR), said that agriculture represented 24.2% of India’s GDP with 67% of the population depending on it for their livelihood. A wide range of cropping attracts an ever increasing range of pests. There are now 17 serious insect pests on rice, 15 on cotton, 43 on sugar cane and 34 on pulses. Dr Dubey described the evolution of pesticides in India: the 1960s as “protection without consideration”; the 1970s as “introduction of products with increased performance”; the 1980s as “consideration of the environment”; and the 1990s by IPM. He predicted that the next decade would bring increased interest in alternatives to chemicals. 

Professor Amerika Singh, director of ICAR’s National Centre of Integrated Pest Management, commented that increasing dependence on chemical pesticides was causing concern about effects on human health and the environment. However, he acknowledged that overall consumption had decreased and that average quantities used, at 0.243kg ai/ha, compared favourably to the USA (2.5kg/ha) and Japan (12.0kg/ha). IPM systems have been developed in India on cotton, rice, pulses, vegetables and sugar cane. However, their development and uptake has been slow and they are only used on 2% of the cropped area in India. Dr P S Chandurkar, an advisor to the Indian government, is responsible for the implementation and enforcement of the 1968 Insecticide Act and the 1971 Insecticides Rules, as well as IPM programmes. He said that biopesticides could be expected to replace pesticides by the middle of the century. New lose-dose pesticides and safer formulations, such as wet and dry flowables, are likely to replace conventional formulations in the near future.

In recent years, crop insurance schemes have been introduced to safeguard the livelihood of Indian farmers. Some 65% of the cultivated area is rain dependent and afflicted by drought, floods and cyclones. Insurance acts as an efficient risk management tool, encouraging farmers to adopt progressive farming technologies. A National Agricultural Insurance Scheme was introduced in 1999/2000, available to all farmers. Some 22 states are involved and share the liability equally with the government. Small and marginal farmers are entitled to a 50% subsidy on the premium, but this will be phased out over five years.

Shilpa Divekar (KPMG) believes that the agrochemical industry has reached a crossroad in its development. India is currently the second largest producer of pesticides in Asia and the ninth in the world with a 2.8% share of the global market. She suggested that India might promote itself as an offshore location for R&D, manufacturing and other support services and called on Indian companies to address data compensation and registration issues globally through effective alliance strategies. 

The conference ended with an address from Vinay Kohli (Ministry of Chemicals and Fertilisers). He said that India was now exporting food rather than importing, lending money to international markets rather than borrowing and was now developing new pesticides. However, he said it was still necessary to establish a suitable pesticide regulatory system as there were deficiencies in current procedures. Misuse had to be eliminated at all levels. The co-organiser of the conference, the Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce, called for another conference in 2004 to bring together all parties and associations involved in the crop protection industry, with regulations to be an important issue on the agenda.

Slugs & Snails Symposium

Some 100 delegates from a wide range of countries attended Slugs & Snails 2003, a symposium organised by the British Crop Protection Council in association with the Malacological Society of London (www.sunderland.ac.uk/MalacSoc). The event was held at Christ Church University College, Canterbury, Kent, from 8-9 September, as Martin Redbond reports 

French molluscicide market

France is the largest molluscicide market in Europe with some EUR45 million spent annually on slug control. Bayer CropScience has developed a decision-support system for the assessment of slug attack risk in arable crops, Activ+Limaces, which was describer by André Chabert (ACTA, Montluel, France). Bayer has made the software available to clients on Psion personal organisers and a PC version has also been marketed. Since autumn 2002, it has also been available on the web via a PIN code. 

Slug risk is assessed by means of a climatic model and recorded agronomic factors. The system was developed and validated on both autumn and spring crops and is currently being run on data from 170 weather stations during the active slug period over all major arable farming areas in France. 

The principle is to describe the slug risk on the basis of climatic parameters, agronomic factors, cultivation stage and slug capture levels and to provide farmers with a risk level that enables them to make decisions about suitable levels of molluscicide application. In a recent survey, over 80% of users agreed that the system helped improve slug control treatments.

UK research project

David Glen (Styloma Research and Consulting, UK) discussed progress in improving prediction methods and integrated control of slugs in winter wheat and oilseed rape. He described work from a UK collaborative research project, the government-supported Sustainable Arable LINK Programme, set up in September 2001. He said that methods of predicting slug damage are rather imprecise, making it difficult for growers to accurately target molluscicide applications. The best predictor is the peak slug number trapped before cultivation, using traps baited with molluscicide pellets. 

A catch of four or more slugs per trap over a three-night period indicates a risk of economically significant damage, defined as 10% or more seeds killed by slugs. Due to the undesirability of current traps that contain concentrated amounts of slug pellets, the project evaluated traps that were baited with mash for chicken layers. These are a safer alternative and a threshold of four or more slugs in one night was shown to indicate potential risk. Ploughing has a substantial effect in reducing slug numbers in winter wheat, although previous research had shown that slugs could survive ploughing. This finding is probably due to slugs that live deep in the soil moving to the ground surface when the molluscicide pellets have ceased to be effective. 

Contrary to previous studies, the work also suggested that stubble applications could be beneficial, as most of the slugs are present at this time on the surface. However, this will need further evaluation in wet summers and autumns when slugs may show a stronger recovery after treatment. Mr Glen also reported that seedbed consolidation could give better results than a loose seedbed and that this benefit extends beyond the period of protection obtained from a molluscicide. 

Chemical slug control pellets

Richard Meredith (Bayer CropScience UK) discussed the use of chemical slug pellets in arable crops and potential side-effects from the main active ingredients. He argued that they were all relatively minor in practice. He supported the integrated use of all means available to minimise slug threats. 

Some 10-30% of UK cereal crops and 50% of oilseed receive an application of molluscicide bait every year. Some 30% of UK potato crops are treated, often with 2-3 applications. This reflects some of the economic consequences of slug damage to tubers and the length of time that the crop is at risk. Molluscicide usage on arable crops can vary greatly according to weather conditions. Hot dry summers, such as in 2003, generally lead to lower autumn slug population levels and a lower risk of crop damage. 

Features of metaldehyde

Marcus Bieri (Lonza AG, Switzerland) described the good environmental profile of metaldehyde. Detailed studies show that the main effects of metaldehyde are on slug mucus cells that are irreversibly damaged. The product is highly specific and there have been no negative effects on carabid beetles, honey bees or earthworms. Studies with living mammals do not show any adverse effects and there is no tendency for the product to accumulate in the soil, water plants or mammals. Under natural conditions metaldehyde completely degrades to carbon dioxide and water. Metaldehyde is currently used on all kind of crops globally with no reports of plant phytotoxicity, even at very high rates of use.

Caffeine for slugs?

The search for alternative methods of slug and snail control is continuing, with some controversy over the potential value of caffeine. Dr Robert Hollingsworth (USDA-ARS Pacific Basin Agricultural Research Center) described his work with caffeine in the journal Nature last year. This activity had been discovered during field tests to control frogs eating potted plants in Hawaii. In follow-up glasshouse and laboratory studies, Dr Hollingsworth showed that caffeine acts as both a toxicant and repellent. In some trials on orchids, it even outperformed metaldehyde. Foliar applications to cabbage, however, gave only moderate control so more work has subsequently been conducted to improve the formulation. 

In more recent studies presented at the symposium, new formulations based on an adjuvant made from cornflour were evaluated, with the aim of increasing water resistance and ensuring even deposition on the leaf surface. Using the slug species Veronicella cubensis, a large brown slug common to gardens in Hawaii, Dr Hollingworth showed that the adjuvant increased the effectiveness of caffeine sprays and reduced the level of phytotoxicity. The tests showed that there was some feeding on treated plants before the anti-feedant effect of caffeine was maximised. Hollingsworth suggests that in a field situation slugs encountering caffeine are more likely to move to other non-treated plants.

Louise Simms and Dr Michael Wilson (University of Aberdeen, UK) have investigated caffeine as an alternative to metaldehyde and methiocarb as it is classified by the US Food and Drug administration as a GRAS (generally recognised as safe) product. They suggested that caffeine might be a less effective molluscicide than previously thought. It is toxic to three earthworm species at low doses with some phytotoxicity observed on plants. Metaldehyde has little effect on earthworms and no phytotoxicity. In conclusion, they suggested that caffeine has no environmental or efficacy benefits over metaldehyde and commented that the public perception of natural products being less detrimental to the environment than pesticides was not always accurate.

Botanical control 

The Croatian researchers Grubisic, Ostrec and Dusak (University of Zagreb) presented data from 2002 field trials on beans, lettuce and Swiss chard. They measured the slug-repellency and molluscicidal effects of a range of botanical treatments based on lavender and rosemary along with physical barriers of sawdust and a product based on sodium bicarbonate. These alternatives were not as effective as conventional methods. Both the lavender and sodium bicarbonate showed phytotoxic effects on plants, but the rosemary justified further investigation. 

The work was extended in 2003 to investigate the nematode Phasmarhabditis hermaphrodita with a single application showing promising results in protecting cabbages from slug damage. However, it is considered rather expensive and will probably not be available in Croatia for some time.

Use of slug-parasitic nematodes
Slug-parasitic nematodes such as Becker Underwood’s Nemaslug, were evaluated in trials by the School of Biological Sciences, Manchester University. Using infra-red time-lapse video recording with the field slug species Deroceras reticulatum, they showed that small slugs died within two days of inoculation with the nematode. Larger slugs were still active up to ten days later. Feeding and copulation ceased two days after treatment. 

This rapid immobilisation may reduce the possibility of infected slugs transmitting the nematode. Secondary infections are less effective than the initial application, making repeat applications of Phasmarhabditis hermaphrodita a necessity. 

Applied Plant Research, the Netherlands, has also conducted trials to develop the nematodes as alternatives to slug bait pellets in Brussels sprouts. Nematodes applied three times were effective in protecting the sprouts and for much longer than with metaldehyde. These nematodes are now used in a wide range of crops in the Netherlands, Spain, Switzerland and the UK.

Alternative food sources

Evans and Henderson (Crop and Soil Research Group, SAC Edinburgh) examined the impact of common arable weeds on populations of Deroceras reticulatum in winter wheat. The slugs exhibited preferences for certain weeds and the weed density was shown to reduce damage significantly on the wheat seedlings with both oilseed rape and dandelions. They suggest that for the foreseeable future a combination of approaches that utilise the conservation of natural enemies, weeds as alternative food and the targeted use of molluscicides are most likely to prevail. 

More details of this conference and the published proceedings are available at http://www.bcpc.org/Events/Slugs&Snails/index.htm

Rothamsted Centenary Building

Rothamsted Research’s new Centenary Building was officially inaugurated on Thursday 4 September by physicist Professor Julia Goodfellow, chief executive of the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC), which provided the main funding for the development (www.bbsrc.ac.uk). It was also the day on which Rothamsted Research’s annual report was released, as Brian Hicks reports. 

Long Ashton Memorial

The new building is viewed as a milestone in the £31 million redevelopment of the 160-year-old Rothamsted site, which is the oldest agricultural research centre in the UK. The Centenary Building is named after the Long Ashton Research Centre, near Bristol, which celebrated 100 years of its existence last year with a special conference to commemorate the event (CPM, September 2002), held shortly before its closure. It was the second oldest UK agricultural research centre and the Centenary Building will be its lasting memorial.

Some 60 Long Ashton scientists have transferred to the new facility. An ancient cider mill, in memory of Long Ashton’s long association with the cider and drink industries, stands on the immaculate turf in front of the new building. The presence of pyrethrum daisies is also symbolic of the discovery of the synthetic pyrethroids at Rothamsted. 

The foundation stone for the Centenary Building was laid on 12 October 2001 by the former BBSRC chairman, Peter Doyle. At a cost of over £16 million, the Centenary Building represents the biggest capital investment that BBSRC has ever made. It is still some way from being completely operational but is nevertheless very impressive in terms of the working environment and resources. 

Other site investments

A new bio-imaging facility with three new electron microscopes and a confocal microscope has also been inaugurated in an adjoining building. The Gilbert Library has been completely refurbished with funding from the Lawes Trust, the owner of the Rothamsted Research site. It contains the biggest and most comprehensive agricultural collection in the UK.

Rothamsted Research’s current director, Dr Ian Crute, took over from Ben Miflin in January 1999, shortly before the Centenary Building investment was confirmed in July 1999. The main expertise of this BBSRC research centre, which employs 500 staff on site with an additional 100 visiting scientists and PhD students, is in ecological and environmental sciences. It is also paying increasing attention to land management options and systems. In the new building, staff specialising in plant, invertebrate and biomolecular sciences will be collaborating to produce new products of a sustainable nature, which are less reliant on non-renewable inputs such as fossil carbon. They will also be focusing on water use efficiency, land management, conservation and soil quality.

Funding sources

BBSRC is the main funding provider for Rothamsted with a strategic grant, which accounts for about 35% of income, as well as a further £2 million in competitive grants. The UK government ministry DEFRA is also a big customer, providing about 25% of research income funding, which totals about £22 million. The European Union accounts for about £2 million, with other bodies such as the Food Standards Agency (FSA) and farm levy bodies accounting for the rest. Dr Crute sees some changes in the future balance of funding and is optimistic that the EU might give more, especially through the framework programmes. 

State-of-the-art equipment

The Centenary Building has some impressive equipment, including top-of-the-range mass spectrometers and NMR machines. These will support basic science on plant hormones and rhizosphere interactions by eminent researchers such as Dr John Pickett (CPM, March 2002), which could well result in novel approaches to weed control through intercropping and new herbicide products. The building also houses a group of 15 researchers working on plant metabolomics. They are focusing on bread-making proteins and also working with the FSA comparing differences in proteins and protein levels between GM and non-GM crops. 

Home for UK National Willow Collection

The UK’s National Willow Collection was transferred from Long Ashton to Rothamsted two years ago. It has over 100 species, a third of the total species in the genus, and a lot of hybrids and clones. 

Funded by DEFRA, it is a valuable resource for pest and disease work, with large sources of resistance naturally available and augmented in co-operation with Russia collections. Willow has a variety of end uses, including basket-making and bioremediation. More recently, it has been used as a source of biomass for renewable energy production with support from the DTI, EU and industry. This work has recently been integrated into a large programme funded by DEFRA, with £1.8 million granted over five years to deliver improved willows for biomass production.

British Potato 2003

Some 6,200 visitors attended the British Potato 2003 event held at Newark, Nottinghamshire, on 3-4 September by the British Potato Council (BPC). One of two main sponsors was Belchim Crop Protection, which only started trading in the UK this year. It has already introduced a number of products, as well as taking over Ranman (July CPM). The potato market is core to Belchim’s business and products launched this year include FMC’s Shark (carfentrazone ethyl) and ISK’s Epok (metalaxyl-M + fluazinam). Belchim plans to introduce at least one new product in the UK every year over the next three years.

RhiNo finally arrives

RhiNo, a new UK potato seed treatment from Certis, was launched at the event. The product has been developed over five years for control of black scurf infection and stem canker from Rhizoctonia solani. RhiNo controls all UK strains. The effects of industry mergers have delayed its UK introduction. The product has been sold in France and the Netherlands for the past six years and is the market leader. RhiNo, formulated as a suspension concentrate, contains Nihon Nohyaku’s flutolanil and is recommended for use at 200 ml per tonne. It must be applied to potato tubers moving across the roller table before chitting and prior to planting.

Future of chlorpropham

A solvent-free formulation of chlorpropham (CIPC) has been launched in the UK as solid briquettes to provide a fast, effective new treatment method for sprout suppression in stored potatoes. The product, from the world leader in CIPC, Aceto Agricultural Chemicals Corporation, USA, will be manufactured and distributed in the UK by Whyte Agrochemicals Ltd under the brand name Sprout Nip. The briquette has undergone extensive trials in the UK and in the USA accounted for about 90% of the market just three years after its introduction. The briquette is being registered in other key European markets this year.

The future of CIPC has been under close regulatory scrutiny for some time and it is expected that an EU Annex I listing will be approved in October or November. Low-dose and other improved application programmes have been under development by several companies, including Luxan, and Aceto launched its Pro-Potato Programme at Newark (www.pro-potato.com).

Growing range of blight products 

Although blight control products based on oxadixyl and tin have been withdrawn, there are many new products under development, as a visit to Agrisearch’s 4.5-hectare potato blight trial site in the Midlands would demonstrate (www.agrisearch.co.uk). 

In an attempt to give growers some independent advice, BPC has funded trials to establish the best positioning in spray programmes for those products already registered. Other recent new products include Bayer’s Sonata (fenamidone + mancozeb) and Sipcam’s C50 (cymoxanil). Trials set up by Dow AgroSciences, manufacturers of Electis (zoxamide + mancozeb) have investigated fungicide and variety interactions. These trials, conducted by Agrisearch on one of the very few sites in Europe to have good levels of blight infection this year, have demonstrated how some varieties such as Pentland Dell have good inherent blight resistance.

Organic Potatoes – EU Co-operation

The ban on copper fungicides for organic potato production has prompted the EU to fund a 5-year, EUR6 million project, Blight–Mop, to develop new methods and strategies for the management of late blight. The first two phases are identification of current practice and research into the efficacy of new technologies and practices. 

The final phase will draw together all the information generated over the first three years and develop and test a strategy for blight control across Europe. Universities as well as private and public research institutions from seven European countries are participating, including INRA (France), Plant Research International (Netherlands) and the Institute of Agricultural Sciences (Denmark).  The Tesco Centre for Organic Agriculture, Newcastle University, has carried out work to quantify the level of genetic resistance to late blight in varieties from European breeding programmes and the Swiss Institute for Organic Agriculture has conducted a survey of current practice on 118 farms in seven countries.

Potato Blight Scouts

BPC recruited some 320 ‘blight scouts’ during 2003. These were farmers, agronomists and advisers and their role was to send samples of suspected outbreaks of potato blight for confirmation. The information obtained from this exercise was then used to compile blight maps that can be viewed on the BCP website (www.potato.org.uk/blight). Despite the dry conditions experienced during 2003 there were 101 reports of blight during the season, including 67 from conventional crops, 18 from dumps, seven from volunteers and seven from organic crops. The programme will be developed further next year following positive feedback.

European News and Markets

BASF IN ACIFLUORFEN DISPOSAL

BASF has sold the global rights to its herbicide acifluorfen to the Indian company, United Phosphorus Ltd, including all registrations, brands and trademarks. The transaction has been completed through the US subsidiaries of both companies. Most sales of acifluorfen are made in the USA and Brazil as the herbicides Ultra Blazer, Storm and Volt. United Phosphorus will start selling Ultra Blazer and Storm immediately in the USA and, from 2004, acifluorfen products elsewhere in the world. Rohm & Haas originally introduced acifluorfen as the soybean herbicide Blazer, but sold the rights to BASF in 1987.

CROPLIFE TARIFF REMOVAL CALL

CropLife International, Brussels, is co-ordinating industry efforts to achieve a reduction or elimination of tariffs for crop protection chemicals around the world.  The association argues that the move would result in lowered farm input costs and increased international trade, as well as facilitating further innovation. CropLife acknowledges that countries with high tariff rates may need extra time to phase them out.

UK GM INSPECTORATE REPORT

The GM Inspectorate based at the Central Science Laboratory (CSL), York, which is responsible for the enforcement of regulations on release and marketing of GM crops, has published its annual report this month (www.csl.gov.uk). The Inspectorate carried out 108 inspections of field releases of GM crops, including all sites in the UK farm-scale evaluation programme. A further 119 inspections were made for routine pre-sowing and post-trial monitoring. Some 59 audits of seed importers and producers were made to ensure that adequate steps were in place to minimise the risk of adventitious GM presence in conventional UK seed. Inspection of all 75 release sites of GMOs found that the conditions of the consents were met in all cases. No seed sold to farmers was recalled because of unauthorised GM presence. 

GM DEBATE RESULTS

A report on the outcome of the UK national debate about GM technology has been published this month (www.gmpublicdebate.org). The result was a resounding “thumbs down” from the general public who are still very uneasy about the benefits of GM crops. It is clear that there is still considerable public mistrust of government and industry on the issue. The UK government has undertaken to take the report's findings seriously and table an official response. National debate was something of a misnomer as there was no referendum or any major TV or radio debate staged. There were only 36,500 completed questionnaires returned, although some 600 local meetings and six regional debates were held.  

European GM crop rulings

Earlier this month, the European Commission rejected Austria's request to exclude GM crops as part of farming practices in one of its regions. The European Court of Justice has also ruled that it could not support the Italian decree to temporarily ban a GM maize variety used in animal feed on the suspicion that it was not substantially equivalent to the conventional variety. Italy provided no scientific justification on health or environmental safety grounds. The trade association, EuropaBio, has welcomed the decisions. 

UK BLACKGRASS PROBLEMS SPREADING

The National Farm Research Unit, Framlingham, Suffolk, has published the results of a 2002/2003 survey of some 400 farmers to measure the spread of grass weeds in English cereal crops, in particular blackgrass (Alopecurus myosuroides). Blackgrass and wild oats were each present on 44% of farms. Wild oats, alone or with couch, was found on 12%. On 27% of farms with blackgrass, the weed was reported to be spreading, on 68% in was fairly constant and on 5% it was reducing. The blackgrass problems are the worst and increasing the most in the intensive cereal areas of Eastern and South Eastern England. 

Syngenta’s Hawk (clodinafop + trifluralin) in combination with Lexus (flupyrsulfuron) from DuPont is the market leader for blackgrass control, being used by 26% of the farmers. These farmers were less likely to report spreading blackgrass problems. Syngenta trials show that this combination gives 97% control in early treatments. The survey results add weight to Syngenta’s argument that treatments should be based on early applications of the most effective herbicides. Isoproturon was used by 10% of farmers. 

Syngenta’s brand manager, Alison Bosher, expects that this autumn will see an even bigger blackgrass problem if correct measures are not taken, due to hot conditions since harvest. Syngenta is advising application of Hawk through low-drift, low-volume nozzles. The company has its own nozzle design under development for the 2005 season. 

The much-heralded launch of Atlantis WG (June CPM) has been delayed through registration delays, but Bayer is confident that this will come in time for some usage this autumn. In the meantime, Avadex is no longer available in the UK and Crystal (flufenacet + pendimethalin) is reported to be in short supply.

American News and Markets

DUPONT SHIFTS FOCUS 

DuPont is to concentrate its crop protection activities on insecticides, fungicides and biotechnology as it sees diminishing opportunities in the herbicide sector, according to business head, James Borel. The company’s sales of herbicides have fallen, mainly from the impact of Roundup Ready crops, although they still account for the bulk of its crop protection sales. Mr Borel anticipates fast growth in sales of DuPont’s insecticide products based on indoxacarb and wants to expand these into the home and PCO sectors for control of ants, termites and cockroaches. Indoxacarb is mostly used in cotton, fruit and vegetable crops at present. He expects annual sales of indoxacarb products to double from their current level of about $100 million and indicated that DuPont would look at small acquisitions and licensing deals in the crop protection sector.

DEVELOPMENT OF CLEARFIELD CROPS

BASF has been expanding its range of imidazolinone-tolerant Clearfield crops (CPM, February 2001 and July 1999) in the United States, as Duncan Allison reports. As Clearfield crops are produced by conventional plant breeding technology rather than GM methodology, no special regulatory approvals are required to commercialise them. The first crop to be developed with tolerance to imidazolinone herbicides was hybrid maize. This “IMI corn” was commercialised in 1992 by American Cyanamid, whose crop protection interests were later acquired by BASF. 

US launch of Clearfield wheat 

Wheat is the most recent Clearfield introduction and the first variety, ClearFirst, was launched in late July for planting this autumn. Further Clearfield wheat varieties from General Mills and other licensees should be available in 2004.  BASF’s imidazolinone herbicide, Beyond (imazamox), can provide control of problem grass weeds such as jointed goatgrass (Aegilops cylindrica) and cereal/feral rye (Secale spp) in ClearFirst crops. These weeds can cause yield loss and quality reduction. Beyond has already been commercialised in canola and Section 3 registration was gained in March 2003 for use in Clearfield sunflowers, some two years earlier than expected. BASF has signed several agreements with sunflower hybrid seed companies such as Seeds 2000, Mycogen, Proseed and Nidera (Argentina). 

Red rice weed control

While the broad spectrum and short residual activity of imazamox is ideally suited for “Northern crops”, Newpath (imazethapyr) was chosen for usage in Clearfield rice. The approval for use in human food and feed in Canada in 2002 allowed BASF to launch Newpath in Clearfield rice in the US last year. Red rice, a serious weed problem in most US rice-growing regions and the most troublesome weed in European rice fields, is the primary target for the herbicide. Clearfield varieties were used on over 80,000 hectares of US crops planted in 2003, a figure that should be exceeded in 2004. Cyanamid initially did not charge any technology fee or royalty payment for users of the trait in maize. A royalty payment is now included in the price of Clearfield rice to growers. 

Whilst the weed spectrum of imidazolinones is more limited than either glyphosate or glufosinate, one or two carefully timed applications have been shown to provide good control of numerous weeds that are not controlled by conventional products. While GMO issues delay commercialisation of Roundup Ready wheat and Liberty Link rice, BASF has been able to help growers tackle some of their more intractable weed problems through the Clearfield approach. 

CALLISTO PRODUCT OF YEAR

Syngenta's maize herbicide, Callisto (mesotrione), has been named Product of the Year by the US agribusiness magazine AgriMarketing. The award is made for one agricultural product each year in recognition of its outstanding marketing and impact. "We look for ag products or services that are generating excitement today and will undoubtedly stand the test of time to be long recognised as major contributors to the ag industry," commented Bill Schuermann, publisher and editorial director at AgriMarketing. Callisto was registered in the USA as a reduced-risk product two years ago (CPM, June 2001) and has since become the leading post-emergent broadleaf herbicide there for maize. It has been used on over four million hectares since its introduction. Callisto was originally inspired by the natural herbicides exuded by the plant Callistemon citrinus and has a new mode of action for broadleaf weed control. It provides growers with post-emergent control of more than 40 weeds and has excellent crop safety environmental profiles. Syngenta has recently launched two new maize herbicides in the US, Lumax (www.lumax.com) and Camix.

New Syngenta president

Michael Mack, president of Syngenta Crop Protection Inc, will assume the role of chairman of Syngenta Corporation with effect from 1 October. Mr Mack, who has responsibility for the company's North American crop protection operations, will succeed Bob Woods, who retires from the company at the end of November. 

Other News and Markets

MAJOR GRANT FOR CHROMATIN

The US biotech company, Chromatin Inc, Chicago, has received US$2.7 million in grants from the National Institute of Standards and Technology's Advanced Technology Program (ATP) and the National Institutes of Health (NIH) to develop “mini-chromosomes”. This is claimed to be the first technology to enable simultaneous introduction of multiple genes into plants. The grants will be used to help develop the technology for improving crops for agricultural, industrial and pharmaceutical products. 

"These grants validate our science and will help us develop our technology in commercial crops," commented Mich Hein, president and CEO of Chromatin. “By enabling the flexible and efficient introduction of large numbers of genes, including entire biosynthetic pathways, into plants, mini-chromosomes serve as reliable genetic vehicles for engineering new crop varieties that have multiple advantageous traits.” Chromatin, founded in 2000, is in discussion with several pharmaceutical and agbiotech companies for application of its technology (www.chromatininc.com). This was developed in the laboratory of Dr Daphne Preuss and her colleagues at the University of Chicago. Chromatin recently obtained US$4.8 million in venture capital funding. 

MITSUBISHI INVESTS IN BURRILL

Japanese trading giant, Mitsubishi Corporation, has made a $10 million investment in the Burrill Life Sciences Capital Fund to expand its activities in the biotechnology field. Mitsubishi intends to make Burrill & Company, San Francisco, a strategic ally to expand its US investments. It also intends to expand Burrill's activities in Japan and the Asia-Pacific region and will place a representative in Burrill's headquarters. 

Mitsubishi Corporation aims to position itself as a major biotechnology player in Japan. Burrill employs some 50 staff and has a family of venture capital funds with over $450 million under management. These include the Burrill Life Sciences Capital Fund, the Burrill Biotechnology Capital Fund and Burrill Agbio Capital Funds (January and August CPM).

MONSANTO EVOLVING

Monsanto's evolution into a company driven by its seeds and traits business is continuing to make measurable progress, according to CEO Hugh Grant. The first major milestone will be this year when the gross profit generated by Monsanto’s seeds and traits businesses is expected to exceed those from the Roundup (glyphosate) business. 

Bio-ethanol collaboration

Monsanto is co-operating with General Motors and the National Ethanol Vehicle Coalition (NEVC) to provide improved maize for the dry mill ethanol industry. NEVC is an association of US maize growers, ethanol producers and car manufacturers (www.e85fuel.com), which is promoting the use of 85% ethanol as an alternative transportation fuel. Monsanto will also provide ethanol plants with its own near-infrared measurement tool, developed to help managers and growers identify which maize hybrids yield more ethanol in the dry mill process. The information allows ethanol plants to optimise efficiency and output by providing an indicator of the fermentability of maize at the start of processing. Monsanto has also placed the first US corporate order for over 250 Chevrolet pick-up trucks that use E85, a blend of 85% ethanol and 15% petrol. Monsanto representatives are expected to be driving some 350 E85 vehicles by the end of the year. 

INDIAN DRINKS PROBE WIDENS

The Joint Parliamentary Committee (JPC) investigating the high level of pesticides in Indian soft drinks (September CPM) has widened its enquiry to cover all packaged beverages such as iced tea and juices. It is not clear as yet whether alcoholic drinks will be included. It is expected that the JPC will suggest safety standards for groundwater and will also decide on the methods of detection of pesticide contamination and permitted limits. 
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