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AGRICULTURAL BIOTECHNOLOGY
Australia and New Zealand Require Mandatory Labeling of Biotech Foods

Mandatory labeling laws for biotech foods in Australia and New Zealand came into effect on Dec. 7, 2001, according to a Jan. 7 U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Foreign Agricultural Service (FAS) attaché report. Biotech food products now on sale in these countries―either as a whole food or as an ingredient―must have their biotech status identified in the ingredient list if biotech material or a transgenic protein is detectable in the finished product. Labeling exemptions include some refined oils, flavorings, and processing aids, as well as food deemed prepared at “point of sale,” such as in restaurants, takeaway bars or supermarket delicatessens. There is also a maximum of one percent adventitious biotech presence per ingredient. In addition, the Australia New Zealand Food Standards Council agreed last November to allow biotech products produced and packaged before Dec. 7, even if imported after that date, to remain on supermarket shelves for up to 12 months. Attaché report at http://www.fas.usda.gov/scriptsw/attacherep/attache_lout.asp
New Zealand to Streamline Low-Risk Biotech Regulations
New Zealand scientists’ concerns about high application costs for biotech research were eased slightly on Jan. 3 when the government announced that regulations for low-risk work would be streamlined. Calling for the relaxation of rules governing low-risk biotech research, researchers told last year’s Royal Commission on Genetic Modification that important research would not get done otherwise. The latest revisions to the rules simplify the approval process and reduce the time between an application and a decision. According to the draft regulations, “low-risk” refers to clearly classifiable organisms that are not pathogenic or toxic and are unlikely to infect humans. It does not cover field testing in containment or the release of biotech crops. The New Zealand government will introduce legislation in early 2002 to approve a two-year moratorium announced in October 2001 on the commercial release into the environment of biotech crops, excluding medicines. More information at http://www.executive.govt.nz/minister/hobbs/gm/index.html
Agribusiness Outlook for 2002 Better, but no Bumper Year
In 2001, U.S. prices for cotton, rice, soybeans, and other farm commodities languished at historic lows, according to the Jan. 14 issue of Business Week. “So despite big harvests, revenues shrank across the agricultural sector, sparing neither farmers nor equipment makers. This year will be better, but just a little. Prices won’t rebound much because more countries are trying to boost exports of farm products to combat the global economic slowdown … ‘American farmers are planting more bioengineered seeds than ever before, and the Europeans are protesting less,’ says Tim Stocker [of] Pioneer Hi-Bred International Inc. ‘Now, there’s new hope within U.S. agribusiness that the European Union will move forward on proposed food-labeling laws that would tacitly recognize the safety of engineered foods. Wider acceptance there―or in Asia or Latin America―could spark new growth in U.S. exports.’” Story available upon e-mail request from Angela Dansby at adansby@amseed.org.
UK Government to Initiate Public Debate on Ag Biotech
The United Kingdom (UK) government will launch a public debate about agricultural biotechnology before it will allow biotech crops to be commercialized, according to a Jan.17 UK government response to a Sept. 10, 2001 report by the UK Agriculture and Environment Biotechnology Commission (AEBC) called “Crops on Trial.” As a result of the report, the UK government asked the AEBC to provide further advice by the end of April 2002. The advice should cover how to determine the public acceptability of biotech crops, in particular, cross-pollination thresholds and adventitious biotech presence in organic crops.” UK government response at http://www.aebc.gov.uk/aebc/response_crops.html
“Crops on Trial” at http://www.aebc.gov.uk/aebc/reports.html
Scientists Spin Silk From Milk

By transplanting spider genes into cow and hamster cells, scientists have induced those cells to produce the protein that makes spider silk, which could lead to commercial production of the tough fiber, reported the Jan. 18 Associated Press. Spider silk has long been valued for its strength and durability. Researchers anticipate a range of uses―from surgical thread to soft body armor. To date, it has not been possible to cultivate “spider farms,” so researchers are seeking other means of producing the silk. The process, developed by Nexia Biotechnologies Inc., of Montreal, Quebec, and U.S. Army researchers in Natick, Mass., has produced small amounts of silk so far. But Nexia believes it can increase production to commercial scale using goats to produce the silk protein in their milk. Story at http://dailynews.yahoo.com/htx/ap/20020118/sc/making_spider_silk_2.htm
Related Jan. 17 Reuters story at http://biz.yahoo.com/rf/020117/n17311743_1.html
USDA Releases Translation of New China Biotech Rules
A Jan. 22 Reuters article reported that the USDA made public its translation of China’s new regulations governing the import of biotech foods, a series of rules USDA Secretary Ann Veneman said could have a troubling impact on U.S. soybean sales. Nearly 70 percent of U.S. soybeans are grown from biotech seeds. On Jan. 16, Veneman said she continued to be concerned over China’s vague rules governing the import of biotech foods, such as soybeans. The new regulations are set to go into effect on March 20. The 16-page “unofficial” translation of “China, Peoples Republic of: Ag GMO Implementation Measures,” dated Jan. 14, 2002, was posted by USDA-FAS officials in Beijing at http://www.fas.usda.gov/scripts/gd.asp?ID=135683205  USDA-FAS notes that this translation should be used as a guide only; exporters should carefully discuss regulations and their application with Chinese importers to ensure that their interpretation of the regulation is accurate.  
Translation of “China, People’s Republic of Food and Agricultural Import Regulations and Standards” at http://www.fas.usda.gov/gainfiles/200201/135683206.wpd  
United Nations Launches Multi-Million-Dollar Project to Assess Biotech Crops

According to the Jan. 17 OneWorld South Asia, the United Nations Environment Programme has launched a US$38 million project to help some 100 developing countries understand the rewards and risks of biotech crops.  Story at  http://dailynews.yahoo.com/htx/oneworld/20020117/wl/multi-million-dollar_project_launched_for_assessing_gm_crops_1.html
Biotechnology Risk Assessment Research Grants Available
USDA’s CSREES and ARS are jointly seeking grant funding applications for the “Biotechnology Risk Assessment Research Grants Program” valued at $1.5 million. According to the agencies, the program’s purpose is to assist Federal regulatory agencies in making science-based decisions about the environmental safety of biotech plants, microorganisms, fungi, bacteria, viruses, arthropods, fish, birds, mammals, and other animals. The program does this by supporting environmental assessment research in both managed and natural environments. Applications may be submitted by any U.S. public or private research or educational institution or organization. Deadline is Feb. 15, 2002. Application form online at http://www.reeusda.gov/1700/funding/brargp.htm
Bt Corn Resistance Management Requirements for 2002
This year’s resistance management requirements for Bt corn will not result in many changes for producers who grow the crop, said a University of Nebraska entomologist in a university news release. The Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA’s) 2002 resistance management requirements for Bt corn are: 1) Growers must plant a refuge of at least 20 percent non-Bt corn that may be treated with insecticides as needed to control caterpillars, such as the European corn borer and other pests; 2) External refuges must be planted within one-half mile of the Bt field; one-quarter mile or closer is preferred; 3) Refuge planting options include separate fields, blocks within fields or strips across fields; 4) When planting the refuge in strips across the field, strips should be at least four and preferably six rows wide; 5) Insecticide treatments to control the European corn borer, corn earworm, southwestern corn borer, fall armyworm and black cutworm in refuges are allowed only if an infestation reaches economic thresholds for these pests. Economic thresholds are determined using methods recommended by local or regional professionals. Microbial Bt insecticides cannot be applied to non-Bt corn refuges. Release at www.ianr.unl.edu
Texas Governor Announces Creation of Biotechnology Council

According to the Jan. 17 KEYE, Texas Governor Rick Perry (R) said his state needs to prepare for “the next big thing” (biotechnology) because “it’s the wave of the future when it comes to health care, and it means limitless opportunity for Texas.” As a result, he created the Council on Science and Biotechnology Development to find ways for Texas universities to get more research funding to develop biotech products. These products will improve the quality of life for people and create high-paying jobs, Perry said. Story at  http://dailynews.yahoo.com/h/keye/20020117/lo/governor_announces_creation_of_biotechnology_council_1.html
Critical Genetics Project Raises Questions about Biotech Foods

A report to be published in the February 2002 issue of Harper’s magazine will question the science behind biotech foods, namely that genes are in total control of inheritance in all forms of life, according to a Jan. 22 news release issued by the Center for the Biology of Natural Systems (CBNS), Queens College, City University of New York. The report, “Critical Genetics Project,” by Dr. Barry Commoner of the CBNS summarizes a series of scientific reports that contradict the “central dogma” of bioengineering that claims a one to one correspondence between a gene’s chemical composition and the structure of the protein that it produces. For example, last year the $3 billion Human Genome Project found there are too few human genes to account for the vast inherited differences between people and lower animals or plants, indicating that agents other than DNA must contribute to genetic complexity, Commoner says. But under the influence of specialized proteins that carry out alternative splicing, a single gene can give rise to a variety of different proteins, resulting in more than a single inherited trait per gene. As a result, the gene’s effect on inheritance cannot be predicted from its chemical composition alone, which defeats one of the main purposes of both the Human Genome Project and biotechnology, Commoner says. Scientists assume the genes they insert into these plants always produce only the desired effect, with no other impact on the plant’s genetics. But recent studies show that the plant’s own genes can be disrupted in modified plants. The CBNS news release, Commoner’s references for the Harper’s story, and a Harper’s preview are at http://cbns.qc.edu/
Greenpeace Calls for EU Threshold of Tolerance for Adventitious Biotech Presence

Greenpeace asked the European Union (EU) to establish a threshold of tolerance as low as the analytical detection level (around 0.1 percent) for the adventitious presence of biotech material in traditional seed, said a Jan. 18 Greenpeace news release. It issued a list of over 30 U.S. companies committed to providing biotech-free seeds (under 0.1 percent threshold). The list, which includes maize, cotton and soybean seeds, was established by CropChoice.com. According to a recent survey, 94.6 percent of EU citizens wish to be informed about the possible transgenic origin of their food. Greenpeace noted that the presence of biotech material in seeds above the 0.1 detection level should result in following the EU’s biotech labeling and traceability rules. It called for immediate EU-wide legislation to ensure that seeds planted in Europe remain biotech-free. Release at http://www.greenpeace.org/~geneng/ in “News Releases.”
Filipino Ag Council Embraces Biotech 
The Nov. 19 Business World (Philippines) reported that the Philippines’ premier agricultural research institution is urging citizens to embrace biotechnology as a practical and viable solution to food security. The Philippine Council for Agriculture, Forestry, and Natural Resources Research and Development said the use of modern biotechnology in food production is safe and supported by numerous researchers conducted there and abroad. Story at  http://www.foodsecurity.net/news/newsitem.php3?nid=1633&tnews=news
AGRO-TERRORISM  
Plant Health Scientists Form Bioterrorism Committee
The Jan. 22 PRNewswire said that plant health scientists, represented by the American Phytopathological Society (APS), have formed a committee to help safeguard the world’s food supply from the possibility of terrorism attacks. Scientists on the committee represent a cross-section of experts within the plant health science field, chaired  by Jim Cook of Washington State University, a National Academy of Sciences member with expertise in agro-terrorism. News release available upon request from Angela Dansby at adansby@amseed.org. 
FARM POLICY  

The Farm Bill Charade
“When the Senate resumes its session, boosters of the Daschle-Harkin farm bill, supported by almost the entire agriculture lobby, will demand the bill’s swift passage,” wrote an editorialist in the Jan. 21 New York Times. “This would be a serious public policy mistake that would harm most farmers and their fellow citizen, [halting] attempts to reform America’s distorted agricultural policy. It would, indeed, commit still more money to that policy: adding $73.5 billion, over 10 years, on top of the $98.5 billion that would go to maintaining current programs. Such huge increases are out of line at a time when the United States is fighting a sluggish economy and a life-or-death war on terrorism. Ineffective agricultural policy has, over the years, led to a ritual of overproduction in many crops and most certainly in the heavily-supported crops of corn, wheat, cotton, rice and soybeans and protected specialty products like milk, sugar and peanuts. The government has provided essentially a guaranteed income to producers of these crops. So those farmers keep producing more crops than the market wants, which keeps the price low—so low that these farmers continually ask the government for more subsidies, which they get.” Editorial at http://www.nytimes.com/2002/01/21/opinion/21LUGA.html
Bush Urges Senate to Approve Fast-Track Trade Promotion Authority
The Jan. 15 Associated Press reported that President Bush pressed the Senate to grant him “fast-track” trade promotion authority to put more U.S. goods into world markets and hasten the nation’s economic recovery. The Senate will vote this year on granting Bush such authority, which Congress could reject but not amend. Story at  http://dailynews.yahoo.com/htx/ap/20020115/pl/bush_95.html
INDUSTRY NEWS 

Seminis Sells Seed Coating and Treatment Facilities

The Jan. 21 issue of SeedWeek reported that management of Incotec International announced Jan. 18 that it acquired Incotec from Seminis Vegetable Seeds in a management buy-out.
According to management based in The Netherlands, “Seminis decided to sell Incotec based on the fact that Incotec is not seen as its core activity anymore.” Incotec, which has about 200 employees in seed coating and treatment facilities in the U.S., Brazil and Japan, says it has the means to expand globally. Incotec said Seminis will remain one of its clients. In a Jan. 21 news release, Seminis Vegetable Seeds said proceeds from the sale of Incotec were US$17.6 million. The sale will allow the company to focus its full attention on seed variety research and global marketing. 

ASTA Management Academy Slated for 2002
The 2002 ASTA Management Academy will be March 4-8 at Purdue University in West Lafayette, Ind. It focuses on the practical application of general management concepts that are critical to the long-term success of seed companies. Core management courses in finance, marketing, human resource management, and strategy are blended with Special Issue Seminars that address specific, current industry challenges. For more information, go to http://www.agecon.purdue.edu/cab/programs/asta/index.htm
All Rows Lead to Chicago for FIS Congress in May 2002
The International Seed Trade Federation (FIS) and International Association of Plant Breeders (ASSINSEL) will host their 53rd World Seed Congress in the Midwestern city of Chicago, Illinois, USA, May 26-30, 2002. The conference theme, “All Rows Lead to Chicago,” reflects the global impact of the seed industry. This congress will be the first held in the United States in 16 years. Online information and registration at http://www.worldseed2002.com.

ISTA Workshop on Seed Vigor

A one-day workshop on seed vigor will be held in conjunction with the Association of Official Seed Analysts/Society of Commercial Seed Technologists annual meeting in Sioux Falls, S.D., on June 14, 2002. The workshop will focus on the two validated seed vigor tests in the International Seed Testing Association rules (Accelerated Aging and Conductivity) and on the Controlled Deterioration test for small-seeded vegetables. The workshop will be made up of lectures, question and answer sessions and practical work. More information and registration is at http://www.aosaseed.com and http://www.seedtechnology.net
INTERNATIONAL TRADE

Farmers in Argentina Hurt by Devaluation in Exports 
The Jan. 15 Wall Street Journal reported that agriculture, which generates half of Argentina’s exports, should benefit from last week’s devaluation of the nation’s currency. The government expects the current harvest of wheat, corn and soybeans to become even more profitable as the cheaper peso brings down the cost of labor, land and transportation. Experts agree that Argentina could see a 50% jump in agricultural exports, by volume, over the next five to seven years if the country follows the trend of neighboring Brazil, which devalued its currency in 1999. But farmers are wary. Story available upon e-mail request from Angela Dansby at adansby@amseed.org.

European Food Safety Authority Approved by Authorities 

The European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) was approved by the European Council on Jan. 21, according to a European Commission news release. This approval puts the new European-wide food safety system in place and marks a record agreement among all member states and political groups in the European Parliament. The regulation sets out the guiding principles of EU food legislation. The main task of the EFSA is to provide scientific advice and support for community legislation and policies in all fields having a direct or indirect impact on food and feed safety. It will give independent information on these matters and communicate on risks in the food chain to the general public. The EFSA is to become a point of reference for all stakeholders, policymakers and the public by virtue of its independence, scientific integrity, public information and transparency of its procedures. More information about the EFSA at http://europa.eu.int/comm/food/fs/efa/index_en.html and http://europa.eu.int/comm/dgs/health_consumer/library/press/press135_en.pdf 

European Commission release at
http://europa.eu.int/rapid/start/cgi/guesten.ksh?p_action.gettxt=gt&doc=IP/02/100|0|RAPID&lg=EN&display=
U.S. Reminds China that Trade is “Two-Way Street”
Reuters reported on Jan. 18 that China is already stumbling over some of its market-opening commitments as a new World Trade Organization member. As a result, U.S. officials said they expected more “bumps in the road” and pointedly reminded Beijing that trade is a “two-way street.” A U.S. trade representative for China said that the Bush administration has set up an interagency group to monitor China’s compliance with its WTO commitments and is prepared to take tough action if China blocks U.S. imports. Story at  http://dailynews.yahoo.com/htx/nm/20020118/pl/trade_china_usa_dc_1.html
OTHER
Proposed USDA Ban on Butterfly Breeding May Clip Wings of Lepidopterists
The Jan. 14 Wall Street Journal reported that the USDA proposed in October 2001 new rules to cover what it calls “indigenous plant pests” and “regulated organisms.” According to the Federal Register, the rules would make it unlawful for anyone to raise and then release plant pests and organisms into the environment, or ship them to someone else to free. The rules cover bacteria, viruses, fungi, parasites, infectious agents. Story available upon e-mail request from Angela Dansby at adansby@amseed.org.
EPA Seeks Research Grant Proposals on U.S. Environmental Programs
The EPA and National Science Foundation announced in the Jan. 23 Federal Register that they are seeking individual research proposals of up to three years that will help develop practical approaches for estimating the benefits and costs of U.S. environmental policies and improving decision-making about environmental issues. Grant program overview and application form at http://www.epa.gov/ncerqa   Jan. 23 Federal Register
http://frwebgate.access.gpo.gov/cgi-bin/getdoc.cgi?dbname=2002_register&docid=02-1617-filed
###
Founded in 1883, the American Seed Trade Association (ASTA), located in Alexandria, Va., is one of the oldest trade organizations in the United States. Its membership consists of about 850 companies involved in plant breeding, seed production and distribution, and related industries in North America. As an authority on plant germplasm, ASTA advocates science and policy issues of industry-wide importance. Its mission is to enhance the development and free movement of quality seed worldwide.
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