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AGRICULTURAL BIOTECHNOLOGY
EU Urged to End Ban on New Biotech Crop Approvals
A Dec. 12 Reuters article reported that a senior U.S. official said it was “urgent” for the European Union (EU) to find a way to end its three-year-old ban on approvals of new biotech crops. In October 2001, many EU environment ministers rejected the idea of lifting the ban, a position a top EU official warned was illegal. Story at http://biz.yahoo.com/rf/011212/l12543728_1.html
U.S. Officials Struggle to Discredit Biotech Label Law

U.S. diplomats struggled to discredit a draft EU law that would subject all foods containing biotech ingredients to onerous testing and labeling, said the Dec. 13 Wall Street Journal. Requiring a “genetically modified” label on every product containing traces of biotech material would discriminate against U.S. exporters and invite fraud, the United States said in submissions to the World Trade Organization (WTO) and European Commission. Rather than labeling foods as “GM,” even when no evidence of modification remains and no one says the food is unsafe, it would be more effective to label things that don’t contain biotech ingredients as “non-GM,” the United States said. A “non-GM” label, like a kosher food label, would be cheaper and easier to enforce, U.S. officials said. Moreover, both the United States and Europe already permit such regimes in the case of kosher and organic foods. Story available upon e-mail request from adansby@amseed.org.


FDA Warns of Misleading Biotech Labels on Foods
The Dec. 20 Wall Street Journal reported that the Food and Drug Administration warned Hain Celestial Group Inc. and five other natural-foods companies that they are misleading consumers with labels touting products as free of genetically modified organisms (GMO). Today, the non-GMO label is on hundreds of food products in North America. But the FDA letters, issued on Nov. 29, reflect a growing concern of agency officials that some marketers might be trying to play upon public concern about an unfamiliar technology that FDA has declared safe. Story available upon e-mail request from adansby@amseed.org.

HHS Secretary Against Mandatory Biotech Food Labeling 
U.S. Human Health Services Secretary Tommy Thompson touted biotechnology in his address on “Food Safety and America’s Future” on Nov. 27 in Washington, DC to the National Food Processors Association. “Biotechnology makes such a difference in the production of safe and affordable food products,” he said. “At HHS, we’re mindful of the need for reasonable and appropriate regulation. As a nation, we’ve put 30 years of research into food biotechnology. Regulatory and labeling practices now in place resulted from this research. I know that your industry has been very clear in its opposition to mandatory labeling of biotech foods.  I want to tell you today that I share your opposition.  Mandatory labeling would only frighten consumers and play into the hands of those who exploit fear rather than deal in fact.” Complete speech at http://www.hhs.gov/news/speech/2001/011127.html 
Registration of Ag Biotech Products Required in Taiwan 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA’s) Foreign Agricultural Service (FAS) issued a report on Dec. 19 entitled “Taiwan: Safety Assessment Guidelines for Biotech Foods.” Taiwan’s Department of Health (DOH) released the official English language guidelines for safety assessment of biotech foods and risk assessment procedures. To date, only one company has filed registration applications for biotech crops―one biotech soybean and one Bt corn variety. DOH urges companies to register biotech corn and soybean varieties currently exported to Taiwan by its April 30, 2002 submission deadline. Beginning Jan. 1, 2003, only raw commodities or foods produced from approved biotech soybean and corn varieties will be eligible for commercialization on Taiwan. Report TW 1052 at http://www.fas.usda.gov/scripts/gd.asp?ID=135683042
Czech Republic Biotech Labeling Law Effective in 2002
USDA-FAS issued the report “Czech Republic: Implementation of GM Labeling Law - Consumer Products” on Dec. 20. The Czech Republic’s biotech labeling law for consumer products goes into effect on Jan. 1, 2002. No consumer products have yet appeared with the new label. Some retail suppliers are asking companies to provide documentation that their products do not contain GMOs. One U.S. product has already been identified by a pre-testing program as not being compliant with the new law, resulting in a U.S. supplier being dropped by a large retailer. FAS report EZ1016 at http://www.fas.usda.gov/scripts/gd.asp?ID=135683051
Ag Biotech Labeling Required in Saudia Arabia 
On Dec. 17, the USDA-FAS released a Dec. 12 report indicating that the Saudi Ministry of Commerce (MOC) implemented a biotech food labeling requirement as of Dec. 1, 2001. Officials at the MOC reconfirmed that it will soon approve the one percent maximum threshold limit for defining a biotech foodstuff. The MOC will soon start collecting random samples of imported foodstuffs at ports of entry for biotech testing. Importers may be asked to pay for the cost of testing. Major food importers, who import U.S. food products under their own brand names or serve as exclusive agents for well- known American brands, say they will not, at least initially, import biotech foods and put the new triangle label on them. They say that importing such foods could jeopardize their product image and result in a decline in market shares. The MOC has made it unequivocally clear on several occasions that the primary reasons for requiring the biotech food labeling are consumers’ right to know and negative promotion until the long- term effects of consuming biotech foods are known.” FAS report at http://www.fas.usda.gov/gainfiles/200112/135682956.pdf
First Biotech Crop Approved for Production in South Africa
The Dec. 14 Financial Mail (New Zealand) reported that the South African government gave the green light for the first biotech crops to be produced and sold there for human consumption. As a result, it is planning a huge public awareness campaign to allay consumer fears about biotech food. It will regulate the release of biotech crops through strict legislation. The applicant must prove that the biotech product is safe, otherwise, it will not be approved. The following transgenic crops have already been cleared for commercialization: Roundup Ready™ soybeans and cotton and Bt cotton and maize. The latter is yellow maize used for animal feed. Story at http://free.financialmail.co.za/01/1214/currents/ccurrent.htm
Germany Puts Biotech Crop Decision on Hold for a Year 
A Dec. 17 Reuters article reported that the German government will take about a year to decide whether to allow commercial cultivation of biotech crops, a spokeswoman for the Agriculture and Consumer Protection Ministry said. Currently, biotech crops can be grown in Germany for research purposes, but not for commercial production. The timing of the decision is likely to remove the controversial biotech food issue from Germany’s general election agenda. The poll is scheduled for September 2002. 
OECD Reviews Broad Applications of Biotechnology

The Dec. 19 issue of The Biotech Advantage noted that the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) held a conference on “Living Modified Organisms (LMOs) and the Environment” Nov. 28-30, 2001 in Raleigh-Durham, N.C. OECD consists of 30 member countries that work on common economic and social issues. OECD Secretary General Donald Johnston emphasized the need for continued dialogue on biotechnology with all stakeholders, including the public. Adequate food availability and food security continue to be considerable challenges for many developing countries, he said. Biotechnology potentially offers “packaged technology in a seed” that could improve quality and quantity without compromising local traditional cultural practices. More information on the conference at http://www.oecd.org/ehs/raleigh
China’s Biotech Cotton Acreage Doubles
A Dec. 14 Reuters article said that the amount of land in China used to grow biotech cotton doubled to three million hectares (7.4 million acres) in 2000 over the previous year, according to the International Service for the Acquisition of Agri-biotech Applications. Story at http://www.agbios.com/_NewsItem.asp?parm=neIDXCode&data=2560
StarLink™ Risks Examined by Former EPA Administrator

The commentary “Starlink™ Corn: A Risk Analysis,” was published in the January 2002 Issue of Environmental Health Perspectives by Luca Bucchini and Lynn Goldman of the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, Department of Environmental Sciences. Goldman is former EPA Assistant Administrator for Prevention, Pesticides and Toxic Substances. The paper covers the regulatory history of Starlink™, assessment framework used by the U.S. government, assumptions and information gaps, and key elements of government efforts to manage the product. It calls for a stronger fundamental basis for predicting allergic sensitization and reactions to novel proteins. Commentary at http://ehpnet1.niehs.nih.gov/docs/2002/110p5-13bucchini/abstract.html 

Designer Grapevines Meet Resistance
The Dec. 20 Associated Press reported that researchers who developed grapevines resistant to a vine-killing disease have encountered resistance from the vineyards. While many conventional growers appreciate the scientific research on Pierce’s disease, they say they’re hesitant to switch their vines over to the new ones if they become available. In the state’s $33 billion wine industry, old vines are prized and the new ones - even if they inhibit the disease - could have a hard time finding their way into vineyards. Story at http://dailynews.yahoo.com/h/ap/20011220/bs/farm_scene_15.html
DOE Seeks Research on Industrial Use of Microorganisms 

The Department of Energy’s (DoE’s) Offices of Science and Biological and Environmental Research seek “recommendations for sequencing targets in support of the Microbial Genome Program and Genomes to Life Program. The agency wants the input and nominations of interested parties for candidate microbes and microbial communities for draft genomic sequencing in support of these programs, e.g., microbes involved in environmental processes, including waste remediation, carbon management, energy production, and biodefense. Nominations in response to this notice should be received by March 28, 2002 for merit review. The review is slated to be completed in the summer of 2002 with draft sequencing to commence later in 2002. More information at http://doegenomestolife.org and http://www.sc.doe.gov/ober/microbial.html 
DoE Dec. 27 Federal Register at http://frwebgate.access.gpo.gov/cgi-bin/getdoc.cgi?dbname=2001_register&docid=01-31717-filed


AGRO-TERRORISM  
Bioterror Bacterium Genome Deciphered
Scientists have deciphered the genetic blueprint of a highly infectious organism considered to be a bioterrorism threat, according to the Dec. 26 HealthScoutNews. A report by an international team of researchers describes the genome sequence for Brucella melitensis, a bacterium that causes brucellosis, also known as Malta or undulant fever. The findings, which appear in the Dec. 26 issue of the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, could lead to new therapies or vaccines against the disease, which the lead investigator calls “much more infectious than anthrax.” Story at http://dailynews.yahoo.com/h/hsn/20011226/hl/bioterror_bacterium_genome_deciphered_1.html
U.S. Defense Against Agro-Terrorism Still Needs Improvement
The Dec. 26 Wall Street Journal noted that the country is looking hard at agro-security since the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks. “Although pigs and soybeans are far from the most frightening targets, few sectors are as vulnerable as agriculture,” the paper said. “Food moves so far and so fast -- a steer might travel 1,000 miles between birth and the dinner plate -- that a disease outbreak on just one cattle feedlot or one grain storage complex can spread like wildfire. Stopping an intentional attack is all the more difficult: Most of America’s two million farms are remote yet within reach of a quiet road, potentially putting them at risk. It is far easier to deliver a biological agent against farms than people.” Story available upon e-mail request from adansby@amseed.org.

FARM POLICY  
Democrats Pigeonhole Farm Bill Until 2002  

Senate Democrats abandoned their efforts to pass a $73.5 billion farm subsidy bill before the end of the year in the face of stiff opposition from Republicans who regard the measure as too costly and contrary to free markets and trade, noted the Dec. 20 Washington Post. The Senate’s Democratic leaders raised the white flag after failing for the third time in many weeks to secure the 60 votes they needed to cut off debate. The House has passed its own version of the legislation, which would authorize crop subsidies -- most for traditional row crops such as wheat and corn -- as well as conservation and nutrition programs. Farm groups had been clamoring for action by the end of the year, fearing that the next round of budget estimates in early 2002may be less favorable to their interests. Story at http://www.washingtonpost.com/ac2/wp-dyn/A3473-2001Dec19?language=printer Related Dec. 19 Associated Press story at http://www.latimes.com/news/nationworld/wire/la-121901farm_wr.story
President's Farm Budget Commitment Solid

House Agriculture Committee Chair Larry Combest hailed President Bush’s support for 10-year $73.5 billion agricultural funding after receiving a letter from the President’s Office of Management and Budget Director Mitch Daniels. “President Bush has made an unquestionable commitment for producers, and the Senate must act to deliver a farm bill as soon as senators return in January,” Daniels wrote. “A sound, bipartisan farm policy will provide a solid safety net for all farmers and ranchers, expand markets abroad for American agricultural products, and increase resource conservation in ways that enhance our environment. The President has also been clear about the need for a generous farm bill in order to help farmers and ranchers through this difficult period. As a result, you have our commitment that the Administration will continue to support 10-year funding of $73.5 billion in accordance with the Congressional Budget Resolution. It was regrettable that the Senate failed to reach the kind of bipartisan agreement that characterized the House action.” Daniel’s letter at http://agriculture.house.gov/farmbill.htm
Political Debate on Farm Bill to Resume Jan. 24

The Dec. 21 issue of SeedWeek added that Republicans avoided the final vote on Senate Ag Committee Chair Tom Harkin’s farm bill, forcing Majority Leader Tom Daschle to postpone further farm bill debate until after Congress returns on Jan. 23. Whether the budgeted $73.5 billion for a new farm bill will remain intact long enough for the Senate to finish a bill and conference with the House remains uncertain. Harkin (D-Iowa) said farm subsidies are “being held hostage to a game of politics.” Republicans responded saying they “do not want a bad bill rammed down their throats.” The Bush administration says it stands behind the Harkin bill’s pledge of $73.5 billion earmarked for new farm spending. However, new budget estimates are scheduled for release on Jan. 24. Daschle says up to $40 billion in new funding might be lost because of tightening budget pressures.
Farm Subsidy Web Site Sows Discord 
The Dec. 19 Washington Post reported that a new online database ranks farmers by name according to the amount of federal subsidies they receive. The payments often constitute the bulk of farmers’ income and many of the hits have been by farmers eager to know how they compare with the guy growing corn or soybeans down the road. That debate is now at a fever pitch as the Senate struggles with legislation that would extend for five years the traditional row-crop subsidies that have governed U.S. agriculture since the 1930s. Subsidy recipients that have turned up on the database include Fortune 500 companies, colleges and universities, and at least a dozen members of Congress. Story at http://www.washingtonpost.com/ac2/wp-dyn/A63034-2001Dec18?language=printer
High-Speed Grain Terminals Change Rural America
“Moving grain by train is getting more efficient, lowering transportation costs and benefiting farmers,” noted the Dec. 26 Wall Street Journal. “But for small-town economies that revolve around traditional grain elevators, the new systems are a direct threat.” Story available upon e-mail request from adansby@amseed.org.
Herbicide Found in Compost Threatens Veggies
The Dec. 27 Associated Press reported that traces of an herbicide toxic to garden vegetables has been found in compost in three states, worrying the lawn waste recycling industry. Compost and recycling companies told the Los Angeles Times that their businesses could go bankrupt unless the herbicide is eliminated. Small amounts of Clopyralid were found in compost made from recycled grass, straw and manure in California, Washington and Pennsylvania, as well as New Zealand. The herbicide, used mainly to kill weeds, is not deadly to humans or animals, but can kill vegetables such as peppers, tomatoes and potatoes. Clopyralid is used in dozens of products popular with crop farmers and commercial lawn-care companies. Story at http://dailynews.yahoo.com/h/ap/20011227/us/compost_chemical_1.html
Negative Cross-Resistance May Prevent Pest Resistance to Insecticides
Two scientists lay claim to a theory of pesticide use that could prevent or delay insects from developing resistance to pesticides, reported the Dec. 25 HealthScoutNews. The technique is called “negative cross-resistance” and involves using multiple pesticides to thwart pests. It’s meant to put a halt to the “pesticide treadmill,” where insects develop resistance to a chemical a few years after it has been introduced to the crop fields. With negative cross-resistance, scientists identify a second pesticide that specifically kills any resistant insects. The two pesticides are then used together, either concurrently or alternatively, to prevent the development of resistance. Story at http://dailynews.yahoo.com/h/hsn/20011225/hl/a_twist_on_pest-proofing_crops_1.html
INDUSTRY NEWS 
ASTA Vegetable & Flower Seed Conference

ASTA’s 41st Vegetable & Flower Seed Conference will be Jan. 26-30, 2002 in Albuquerque, N.M., the “Land of Enchantment.” The host hotel, the Hyatt Regency Albuquerque, has a block of rooms for ASTA, which may be reserved by calling 505-842-1234. The ASTA rate is $135/night. Information and downloadable registration form at http://www.amseed.com/mtg_vegflo_index.asp
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 both farm and non-farm/specialty seed firms. Core management courses in finance, marketing, human resource management, and strategy are blended with Special Issue Seminars that address specific, current industry challenges and stress practical application of management tools to everyday decisions. For more information, go to http://www.agecon.purdue.edu/cab/programs/asta/index.htm
Monsanto Makes Biotech Comeback 
 “Today, St. Louis-based Monsanto has quietly turned a corner in its effort to build a successful biotech business,” reported the Dec. 24 issue of BusinessWeek. “The backlash against genetically modified foods is fading as new studies ease fears about the health and environmental effects of such crops, though serious obstacles still retard their potential abroad. And there’s a growing appreciation of biotech’s ability to feed the world’s hungry. Plantings are up, and protests are down. Roughly 90% of biotech crops worldwide contain a Monsanto gene, so the company is well-positioned to profit from this shift … And next year, the company will gain its freedom as well. Pharmacia announced on Nov. 28 that it will spin off its 85% share of Monsanto to shareholders in an $8 billion deal, probably in the second half of the year. That will allow Monsanto to concentrate on agricultural biotechnology without having to win approvals from a parent that is focused on drugs.” Story at http://www.hhs.gov/news/speech/2001/011127.html
BASF and Dow Announce Canola Agreement

BASF and Dow AgroSciences announced a global agreement on Dec. 19 that will have Dow AgroSciences developing new Nexera canola varieties for the Clearfield Production System. Bred to be tolerant to the imidazolinone family of herbicides, Dow’s Clearfield canola will combine Natreon quality oil varieties with weed control technology offering one-pass, extended control of multiple weeds. Under the agreement, Dow has the global rights to sublicense the development of Clearfield canola varieties. Dow says the first commercial varieties resulting from the agreement will be available in 2004. The new technology used in the canola varieties will allow growers to produce canola with value-added output traits and non-GMO herbicide tolerance, according to the companies. Release at http://www.dowagro.com/newsroom/news/121901.htm
Pioneer Corn Varieties Dominant Yield Contest  
Continuing their dominance in corn yield contests, Pioneer Hi-Bred International crowed Dec. 14 that its growers won first place in 26 of 27 categories in the 2001 National Corn Growers Association Corn Yield Contest, including a grower that topped the 400-bushel milestone for the first time in contest history. Release at http://www.pioneer.com/pioneer_news/press_releases/ncga_contest_2001.htm
INTERNATIONAL TRADE

Republic of Korea Accedes to UPOV Convention
The Republic of Korea became the 50th member of the International Union for the Protection of New Varieties of Plants (UPOV), according to a Dec. 7 UPOV press release. The purpose of the UPOV Convention is to encourage the development of new plant varieties by granting breeders intellectual property rights on the basis of clearly defined principles. More information at http://www.upov.int
Taiwan’s Entry into WTO a Mixed Blessing 
A Dec. 31 Reuters article reported that Taiwan formally joined the World Trade Organization (WTO) on Jan. 1 after a decade-long bid to enter it, raising hopes for better relations with neighboring China. Although Taiwan, the world’s 14th largest trading economy, had fought for admission since 1990, it will bring mixed blessings to the island of 23 million people. WTO membership will mean cheaper prices for consumers, but it is certain to hurt agriculture and labor-intensive industries and cause already record high unemployment levels to rise even further. Story at http://dailynews.yahoo.com/h/nm/20011231/bs/taiwan_wto_dc_1.html
China Welcomes Normal Trade Ties Signing by Bush
A Dec. 28 Reuters article said that China welcomed President Bush’s signing of a proclamation granting Beijing permanent normal trade relations. The proclamation gives China the same low-tariffs Washington extends to nearly all other nations as of Jan. 1, 2002, the final step in normalizing the countries’ trade relations. Story at http://dailynews.yahoo.com/h/nm/20011228/pl/china_usa_trade_dc_1.html
Thailand May Allow Unlimited Soybean Imports in 2002

According to the Dec. 26 Dow Jones Newswire, Thailand may scrap its soybean import quota in 2002, allowing an unlimited volume of imports. Feedmeal producers, animal farms and soybean oil producers approved by the government would be allowed to import an unlimited volume of soybeans tariff-free under the World Trade Organization's minimum access volume allowance. Other trade houses would be allowed to import soybeans at a lower tariff rate. In 2001, Thailand is forecast to produce around 330,000 tons of soybeans, while domestic demand is expected to approach 2 million tons, according to the Ministry of Agriculture and Cooperatives. To protect local soybean farmers from price falls following an increase in permitted imports, the government usually requires soybean importers to buy locally produced beans at prices set by the government. Thailand imported around 1.4 million tons of soybeans this year. 
European Food Safety Authority Moves Closer to Enactment 
The European Parliament made progress on Dec. 11 “on the regulation setting up a European Food Authority (EFA) and laying down the principles for EU food law,” according to a Dec. 14 European Commission news release. Release at http://europa.eu.int/rapid/start/cgi/guesten.ksh?p_action.gettxt=gt&doc=IP/01/1789|0|RAPID&lg=EN&display=

More information about the EFA 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 
Soybean Industry Boost Brazil's Economy

A Dec. 13 Reuters article noted that throughout Brazil’s history, rubber, sugar and coffee have fueled economic growth. But today, soy is shaping its economy. “Soybeans have spurred a virtual gold rush,” Reuters said, “bringing people and development to the country’s plains and poorest states, creating new business for logistic and freight companies and helping secure the country’s first trade surplus in six years. This year, the 2002 crop promises to live up to its high billing, as abundant showers on the newly planted crop could foreshadow a new record harvest between February and May.” The soybean boom in Brazil is good news for its economy but not for U.S. farmers, whose crop could be overtaken by Brazil within a decade if present growth patterns persist. Brazil is the only large agricultural producer in the world that officially bans the sale of biotech crops, giving it added appeal among consumers in Asia and Europe. Story at http://biz.yahoo.com/rf/011213/n05326905_1.html
Argentine Economic Crisis May Result in More U.S. Ag Imports
Many eyes are on Argentina this week as the economic turmoil there boiled over into rioting and the resignation of its president, noted the Dec. 21 issue of SeedWeek. Agricultural exporters, including seed companies, are watching closely as Argentina is one of the world’s leading exporters of corn, soybeans and wheat. Trade unions in the country have called a general strike until a 30-day state of emergency is lifted. If transportation of crop commodities are disrupted, exports from the U.S. could benefit. A devaluation of the Argentine peso could cause farmers there to slow their advance sale of this year’s soybean crop, slated for harvest in February. 
Food Security Hits Africa’s Rural Airwaves
African radio broadcasters plan to set up a news agency aimed at providing rural people with practical information about farming methods to help boost food security and health in hard-to-reach areas of the continent, reported the Dec. 28 OneWorld Africa. Story at http://dailynews.yahoo.com/h/oneworld/20011228/wl/food_security_hits_africa_s_rural_airwaves_1.html
OTHER
Afghan Poppy Crop Expected To Surge Next Year 
The Dec. 25 Dow Jones International Newswire reported that drug control authorities believe that opium poppy production in Afghanistan will increase dramatically in 2002 and are debating whether to pay or force growers to destroy their spring crops. Afghan officials said that controlling opium farming is one of newly installed leader Hamid Karzai’s top three priorities, also a “major, front-burner” issue for the Bush administration. The expectation that poppy production will skyrocket has set off an international battle over how to respond. While some experts advocate a one-time buyback of the spring crop, others want to rely primarily on law enforcement. All seem to agree that in addition to punishing regions where poppy growing continues, international donors should reward regions that fight opium production, providing them with generous funds for economic development. 
###
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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