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AGRICULTURAL BIOTECHNOLOGY

Testing Standards for Biotech Seed Discussed at ASTA Meeting
A Dec. 6 Reuters article reported that international researchers are working on a set of testing procedures for detecting biotech material in seed that could be adopted globally  and help reduce cases of conflicting results. The study was commissioned by the Geneva-based International Seed Trade Federation. “The importance of the study was brought home by the StarLink incident,” said Manjit Misra of Iowa State University’s Seed Science Center to Reuters at ASTA’s conference. He said there are differences in how certain countries and regions define biotech crops, noting there should be tolerance levels for trace amounts of biotech material in conventional seed. “The objective is to establish a standard testing format based on science, and define what can be labeled GMO or non-GMO.” Story at http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/13596/story.htm 
High Court Says Seeds Can Be Patented in Ruling Beneficial to Biotech Industry

The U.S. Supreme Court, in a ruling beneficial to the crop-biotechnology industry, upheld the patentability of plants and seed, reported the Dec. 11 Wall Street Journal.
The 6-2 ruling keeps intact hundreds of utility patents granted by the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office over the past 16 years to agricultural companies. Story at http://interactive.wsj.com/articles/SB1008003744864662280.htm 

ASTA filed an amicus curiae (friend of the court) brief on behalf of Pioneer Hi-Bred International, Inc., in July 2001 pertaining to this case. ASTA brief at http://www.amseed.com/astamember_legal.asp (members only).
USDA Seeks Comments on Potential Plant Health Risks Posed by Biotech Bugs

The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA’s) Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) seeks public comments by Feb. 4 on the introduction of organisms and products derived from modern biotechnology that are considered plant pests (OMB number 0579-0085). APHIS is seeking information to evaluate the plant pest risks posed by the introduction of such biotech organisms. The agency would like for each notification and permit process a complete description of the organism or product, safeguards that will be used in preventing its escape, its destination or field test locations, and field test results that describe any unusual or harmful occurrences. APHIS’ notice in the Dec. 4 Federal Register is at
http://frwebgate.access.gpo.gov/cgi-bin/getdoc.cgi?dbname=2001_register&docid=01-30002-filed
U.S. Biotech Corn DNA Found in Mexico
DNA from a U.S. biotech corn variety has found its way into native corn varieties growing in southern Mexico, reported the Nov. 28 Associated Press. Scientists from the University of California, Berkeley, announced in the journal Nature that they found traces of transgenic DNA in wild native corn, or criollo, in the remote region of Sierra Norte de Oaxaca in Mexico.  The scientists found evidence of p-35S, a promoter for the cauliflower mosaic virus, which they said is used in nearly all commercial biotech crops. The cause of the adventitious presence is unknown. Mexico banned the planting of biotech corn in 1998 and the closest area with biotech corn to the crop is 60 miles away.  But a Mexican official commented on Nov. 29 that “there is no evidence that this represents a threaten for maize biodiversity in Mexico.” Story at http://dailynews.yahoo.com/h/ap/20011128/sc/gene_engineered_corn_2.html
Monarch Butterfly Recovery Reported 

According to a Dec. 3 Reuters article, millions of migrating monarch butterflies have begun settling in Mexico for the winter. This year, it is estimated that the peak 170 million that arrived in 1995-96 will flock to the protected reserve again. Story at http://www.planetark.org/avantgo/dailynewsstory.cfm?newsid=13527
Export of U.S. Biotech Crops to China Delayed
According to a Dec. 3 Reuters article, China’s Ministry of Agriculture said it was delaying the issue of long-awaited details about its controversial rules on biotech foods, but offered no new timeframe for their publication. Beijing announced rules on biotech foods on June 6, requiring government approval for the production, sale and import of biotech foods. Safety certificates stating that the products are not harmful to humans, animals or the environment are also required. But Beijing failed to offer details how they would be implemented. Resulting confusion over the rules brought several U.S. cargoes to a virtual halt as buyers worried cargoes might not pass the strict regulations. Story at http://www.planetark.org/avantgo/dailynewsstory.cfm?newsid=13544
Biotech Labeling Laws Effective in Australia and New Zealand
On Dec. 4, the Australia New Zealand Food Authority (ANZFA) released a new consumer pamphlet on biotech foods, explaining its new labeling rules, which became effective on Dec. 7. Biotech foods in Australia and New Zealand ―either as whole foods or as ingredients―must be labeled as such. Highly refined sugars and oils do not require labeling if there is no biotech material in the final product. Certain biotech additives and processing aids are also exempt from the requirement. ANZFA news release at http://www.anzfa.gov.au/mediareleasespublications/mediareleases/mediareleases2001/newlabellinglawsforg1257.cfm
EU Stalls Lifting De Facto Moratorium on Biotech Crops
The marketing of new biotech crops in the European Union (EU) will not be allowed until “there are clear regulations regarding traceability and labeling,” according to a Dec. 4 EU news release. “Since 1998, there has been a de facto moratorium on the use of genetically modified organisms (GMOs) in the European Union. Accordingly, all this time no new marketing of GMOs has been authorized,” the release stated. “The moratorium is actively supported by France, Denmark, Greece, Austria and Luxembourg, which together have enough votes to block any requests for fresh authorizations. For the first time, Belgium has clearly indicated that there can be no question of lifting the moratorium until there are clear regulations regarding traceability and labeling. In recent months, the European Commission has vigorously defended the idea of lifting the moratorium. But Belgium has two conditions [that will] have to be met before any move can be made to lift the moratorium.” News release at
http://www.eu2001.be/Main/Frameset.asp?reference=01%2D01&lang=en&sess=549819462&  
U.S. Soybean Exports Resume in Japan
On Dec. 3, the U.S. Trade Representative (USTR) announced an interim resolution to a  soybean dispute with China under which it will accept U.S. certificates for trading purposes. In a Nov. 26 letter, China confirmed it will accept the certificates to admit U.S. soybeans into China until its new biotechnology regulations are implemented. According to a USTR news release, the agreement removes obstacles that had blocked U.S. soybean exports since June. Since the agreement was first reached in October, U.S. soybean exports to China have surged, with an 8 percent increase over the same period for last year. The U.S. government is building on this interim agreement to work for long-term solutions that do not adversely affect trade and that are consistent with China’s WTO obligations. USTR news release at http://www.ustr.gov/releases/2001/12/01-104.htm
German Government Calls for New Talks on Biotech Crops

A Dec. 5 Reuters article reported that the German farm minister called for a new round of talks on Dec. 12 on the possible commercial use of biotech crops in the country. At present, biotech crops can be grown for research in Germany, but not for commercial production. Story at http://biz.yahoo.com/rf/011205/l05367695_2.html
Canadian Government Issues Report on Regulation of Biotech Crops

Canadian government agencies issued on Nov. 25 a response to a Feb. 5 report of the Expert Scientific Panel of the Royal Society of Canada entitled “Elements of Precaution: Recommendations for the Regulation of Food Biotechnology in Canada” a copy of which is posted at http://www.www.rsc.ca. The agencies stated that they will re-visit the action plan after receiving comments from the Canadian Biotechnology Advisory Committee. The Canadian government’s final report on biotech foods is expected to be released in early 2002. Its response to the report above is at http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/english/pdf/RSC_response.pdf 
Story at http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/english/health_protection/royalsociety/index.htm
Scientists See Uses for Antarctic Fish “Anti-Freeze”
A Dec. 4 Reuters article reported that scientists are studying fish in Antarctica to learn how they can survive in icy waters. The discovery of an “anti-freeze” gene or gene sequence could lead to interesting agricultural or industrial applications. Story at http://dailynews.yahoo.com/htx/nm/20011204/lf/australia_antarctic_dc_1.html

CropGen Issues Report on Safety of Biotech Crops

A report on the safety of biotech crops, titled “One Hundred Percent Safe?” was released on Dec. 7 by CropGen, a UK consumer and media information initiative whose mission is to achieve a better balance in the UK public debate about crop biotechnology. The report is a “response to polarized attitudes to the use of biotechnology in food and agriculture.” It reviews the regulatory procedures for evaluating the health aspects of biotech foods, noting what regulators have said and to what extent such approved products can be declared safe. The report acts as a guide to the substantial data that has been amassed on biotech approved for consumption in the UK, including three varieties of maize, three varieties of oilseed rape, one soybean and tomato variety each. Report at  http://www.cropgen.org/databases/cropgen.nsf/?Open
USDA-ACAB Issues Report on Role of Future Public Plant Breeding Programs 
The USDA’s Advisory Committee on Agricultural Biotechnology issued the report “The Future of Public Plant Breeding Programs: Principles and Roles for the 21st Century” to help USDA define the principles and roles for public plant breeding programs and appropriate biotechnology applications. Report at http://www.usda.gov/agencies/biotech/acab/meetings/mtg_8-01/ppbprpt_8-01.html#preamble 
AGRO-TERRORISM  

ADM Exec Urges Grain-Processing Security Upgrades

The head of security at U.S. grains processing giant Archer Daniels Midland Co. (ADM) urged grain elevator operators to improve security in the face of possible bioterrorism, noted a Dec. 3 Reuters article. ADM has moved its mail center off-site to guard against possible anthrax contamination, and made other changes. In the wake of the Sept. 11 attacks and anthrax scares, food industry sources have said terror attacks on the U.S. food supply would cripple grain trade and shake consumer confidence. Of particular concern is the intentional introduction of hoof-and-mouth disease, which has not been found in the United States for more than 70 years. Story at http://dailynews.yahoo.com/htx/nm/20011203/ts/food_bioterror_grains_dc_1.html

U.S. Senate Rejects Bioterror Spending Package

A Dec. 7 Reuters article said that the U.S. Senate rejected $3.9 billion in new spending to bolster bioterrorism prevention and food safety as part of a Defense Department spending bill. This included nixing a Democrat-sponsored proposal that would have sent $575 million to the Food and Drug Administration and USDA to hire hundreds of new food inspectors. Republican lawmakers lead the effort to quash the measure on the grounds that it outspent the budget and went too far beyond a $2.3 bioterrorism agreement already reached weeks ago. Story at http://dailynews.yahoo.com/h/nm/20011207/hl/bioterror_5.html
 

USDA Seeks to Protect Food Supply More Than Ever
The Dec. 5 Associated Press reported that USDA Deputy Secretary Jim Moseley’s job changed from a routine bureaucratic post to point man in the battle to safeguard the nation’s food supply as a result of the Sept. 11 attacks. Story at http://dailynews.yahoo.com/h/ap/20011205/bs/farm_scene_2.html
Irradiation of Federal Mail Begins Dec. 1

A Nov. 28 PR Newswire story reported that all mail detained inside the anthrax-contaminated Trenton, N.J., mail facility was irradiated and placed inside plastic bags identified as having been sanitized. Delivery of this mail began Dec. 1. 

FARM POLICY  

White House Critical of Farm Bill

The Dec. 5 Associated Press reported that the U.S. Senate opened debate on an overhaul of farm programs amid warnings from the Bush administration that it could damage the agricultural economy. The White House says the increased crop subsidies would exacerbate problems with overproduction of crops and low commodity prices. The subsidies would also likely break spending limits in a congressional budget agreement and an international trade deal. Farm groups worry that less money will be available for agricultural spending next year. Story at http://dailynews.yahoo.com/htx/ap/20011205/pl/congress_farmers_9.html 
Related Dec. 6 New York Times article at http://www.nytimes.com/2001/12/06/politics/06FARM.html?searchpv=past7days

Farm Savings Plan Not Popular

Subsidized savings accounts have become a popular way to stabilize farm income in Canada, but the idea has gotten little support so far from U.S. farm groups despite the Bush administration’s support, said the Dec. 5 Associated Press. The accounts are a key feature of a farm subsidy program that Republicans were to offer as an alternative to the Democratic farm bill in the Senate. Story at http://dailynews.yahoo.com/htx/ap/20011205/pl/congress_farmers_5.html

Agriculture Secretary vs. Sacred Cow 
The Dec. 10 New York Times reported that U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Ann Veneman, a lawyer who grew up on a California peach farm, seemed well-suited to help President Bush wean big farmers from decades of multibillion-dollar subsidies. But in the last few months, some members of Congress have contended otherwise. Story at http://www.nytimes.com/2001/12/11/politics/11VENE.html?searchpv=nytToday
Karnal Bunt Quarantine Areas

USDA-APHIS issued a final rule in the Dec. 5 Federal Register on wheat growing areas in the United States subject to regulation due to the presence of Karnal bunt, a fungal disease of wheat. This rule resulted from the detection during the 2000 harvest of bunted kernels in grain grown in these areas. Certain fields will be removed from regulation because wheat is no longer grown in those fields or because they produce grain that has tested negative for Karnal bunt. These actions will help prevent the spread of the disease into non-infested areas and remove from regulation certain fields where restrictions are no longer warranted. Some countries in the international wheat market regulate Karnal bunt as a fungal disease requiring quarantine; therefore, without measures taken by APHIS to prevent its spread, the presence of Karnal bunt here could have significant consequences on U.S. wheat exports. Dec. 5 Federal Register notice at
http://frwebgate.access.gpo.gov/cgi-bin/getdoc.cgi?dbname=2001_register&docid=01-30105-filed
INDUSTRY NEWS 
ACPA to Change its Name to CropLife America

Effective Jan. 1, the American Crop Protection Association (ACPA) will change its name to CropLife America, reflecting the broadening scope of the plant science industry’s focus and activities, according to a Nov. 30 ACPA news release. “CropLife America will reflect our industry’s multiple technologies, including agricultural biotechnology and crop protection chemicals,” said an ACPA official. News release at http://www.acpa.org in the news section.

U.S. Supreme Court Says Patents Cover Sexually Compatible Plants

The U.S. Supreme Court ruled that certain types of plants are eligible for patent protection under a section of federal patent law, reported a Dec. 10 Reuters article. The 
6-2 decision was a victory for Pioneer Hi-Bred International Inc., which holds patents under the law for sexually produced corn hybrids. Pioneer sued several companies, including J.E.M. AG Supply Inc., Siouxland Seeds Inc. and Tom Eischen Seed and Chemicals, alleging they infringed on its patents for 17 corn seed products. The firms were not authorized sales representatives for Pioneer. The firms argued the patents for plants reproduced from seeds were not authorized under section 101 of the federal patent law. A federal judge and a U.S. appeals court disagreed, ruling that the patent law authorizes patents for sexually reproduced plants. The Supreme Court affirmed that ruling. Story at http://biz.yahoo.com/rf/011210/n10288708_1.html
Pharmacia to Shed Monsanto
A Nov. 28 Reuters article reported that Pharmacia Corp. announced that it would spin off its under-performing agricultural unit Monsanto Co. Story at http://dailynews.yahoo.com/h/nm/20011128/bs/health_pharmacia_monsanto_dc_2.html
Paradigm Genetics and Celera Enter Alliance

Paradigm Genetics Inc. acquired the agricultural genomics business of Celera Genomics to become the exclusive marketing partner of Celera’s services to the plant-based agricultural industry, according to a Dec. 4 Reuters article. Story at http://biz.yahoo.com/rf/011204/n04299390_1.html
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
INTERNATIONAL TRADE

USTR Seeks Comments on Barriers to Trade of U.S. Goods and Services
The U.S. Trade Representative seeks public comments by Dec. 17 on the identification of “significant barriers to U.S. exports of goods, services and overseas direct investment” for inclusion in the next issue of the USTR’s National Trade Estimate Report on Foreign Trade Barriers. According to the USTR, particularly important are any practices that may violate U.S. trade agreements and impediments materially affecting the actual and potential financial performance of an industry sector and where there is active private sector interest. The information submitted should relate to one or more of the following foreign trade barriers: 1) import policies; 2) standards, testing, labeling, and certification; 3) government procurement; 4) export subsidies; 5) lack of intellectual property protection; 6) services barriers; 7) investment barriers; 8) anticompetitive practices with trade effects tolerated by foreign governments; 9) trade restrictions affecting electronic commerce; and 10) other barriers. Last year’s USTR report is at http://www.ustr.gov under “reports.” Dec. 3 Federal Register notice at
http://frwebgate.access.gpo.gov/cgi-bin/getdoc.cgi?dbname=2001_register&docid=01-29979-filed
Fast Track Trade Promotion Legislation Approved

H.R.3005, was approved on Dec. 6 by the House by a vote of 215 to 214, according to a Dec. 7 Reuters article. “The legislation would allow the president to negotiate trade agreements that Congress could approve or reject, but not amend,” Reuters reported. “Supporters say without the authority other countries would refuse to negotiate seriously with the United States because Congress could tinker with any pact. The vote, handing the president a key victory on the slimmest of margins, moves Congress one step closer to ending a seven-year impasse on how to handle labor and environmental concerns associated with trade. A sharp disagreement between Republicans and Democrats on those issues had blocked renewal of trade promotion authority―also known by its older name of “fast track”―since it last expired in 1994. The Bush administration says it needs the legislation to conclude negotiations on several pending trade agreements, including bilateral pacts with Singapore and Chile, a regional agreement covering 34 countries in the Western Hemisphere, and a pact with the 142 members of the World Trade Organization [WTO].” Story at http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/13617/story.htm 

Related Business Week story at
http://www.businessweek.com/bwdaily/dnflash/dec2001/nf20011210_2157.htm
China Formally Enters WTO

The Dec. 11 Wall Street Journal reported that after 15 years of negotiations, China’s formal membership in the WTO on Dec. 11 signaled the passing of a semi-closed economic system to one going global on the back of foreign investment and corporate privatization. From telecommunications to agricultural trade, China’s WTO commitments will diminish state-run monopolies and force Chinese companies to respond more to competition than government whims. While there are plenty of worries about inefficient state companies shedding more jobs, China’s reformers are relishing the prospects of reduced operating costs, less red tape and more foreign capital. And they welcome the WTO’s role in providing political cover for reforms they say were needed anyway. Story at http://interactive.wsj.com/articles/SB1008010719257340800.htm
Agriculture Sector to Benefit from China’s Entry Into WTO

A Dec. 10 Reuters article outlined the benefits to specific U.S. industries that China’s entry into the WTO will have. Regarding the agricultural sector, China agreed to cap its future spending on farm subsidies at 8.5 percent of the value of domestic farm production. Duties on agricultural products will fall from 22 percent to 17 percent and on U.S. priority products from an average 31 percent to 14 percent by January 2004. China will cut import tariffs on products such as rapeseed oil, butter, mandarins and wine to a range of nine to 18 percent from the present 25 to 85 percent. China says the 8.5 percent cap will give it room to pay more to help its struggling farmers after WTO entry, but analysts say China can ill afford such high subsidies. And tariff cuts and freer imports will mean domestic grains like corn and soybeans will have to compete with higher quality imports. Story at http://biz.yahoo.com/rf/011210/sha79695_2.html
Related ASTA news release on China’s WTO entry on the seed industry at http://www.amseed.com/newsDetail.asp?id=40
U.S. Exporters Sell 220,000 Tonnes of Corn to China
The Dec. 11 Chicago Tribune said that private exporters reported the sale of 220,000 tonnes of U.S. corn to China for delivery in the 2001-02 marketing year. Exporters also reported purchases from foreign sellers of 220,000 tonnes of U.S. corn for delivery to unknown destinations during 2001-02. A purchase from a foreign seller is a transaction in which a U.S. exporter contracts to buy U.S.-produced commodities from a foreign firm. Story at http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/chi-0112110202dec11.story?coll=chi%2Dnewsnationworld%2Dhed 

White House Opposes Financing of Cuba Food

The Bush administration opposed a Senate proposal to allow private financing of U.S. food sales to Cuba, according to a Dec. 5 Reuters article. In fact, the White House said it “strongly opposes” the change in economic sanctions on the communist-led island. The statement came on the heels of Cuban purchase of U.S. wheat, corn, soybeans, soybean meal, soybean oil and rice―the first purchases in 41 years. Story at http://dailynews.yahoo.com/h/nm/20011205/pl/trade_cuba_usa_dc_1.html
Cuba Buys U.S. Wheat for First Time in Decades
The Nov. 30 Wheat Letter of the U.S. Wheat Associates noted that Cuba purchased U.S. wheat for the first time in four decades. The USDA reports that they bought 50,000 metric tons of hard red winter wheat. The sale followed intensive discussions, meetings and phone calls between the governments, trade, and agricultural organizations and business community. While celebrating the extraordinary development, U.S. Wheat Associates warns that complicated restrictions and regulations still must be ironed out, and work continues. One of the most immediate tasks is to establish phytosanitary protocols and, to that end, USDA-APHIS is working with the Foreign Agricultural Service, State Department, and other federal agencies to quickly organize a site visit for Cuban phytosanitary inspectors. The wheat sales, part of a larger “shopping trip” by the Cubans, will assist the island after it was ravaged by Hurricane Michelle earlier in the month. Story available upon request from Angela Dansby at adansby@amseed.org.
ADM Prepares to Ship Corn to Cuba
The Dec. 11 Chicago Tribune noted that the first direct food trade between the United States and Cuba in nearly four decades could come as soon as this week as Archer Daniels Midland Co. prepares to ship corn once it receives federal approval. Under the terms of the arrangement, the corn would be shipped from a port in Louisiana for delivery to Cuba. Story at http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/chi-0112110202dec11.story
U.N. Mounts $10 Million Appeal for Afghan Farmers

A Nov. 29 Reuters article said that the United Nations launched a $10 million appeal for seeds, feed and vaccines to stave off a possible agricultural disaster in Afghanistan. The U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization said that aid was desperately needed as farmers and refugees returned to their land following the withdrawal of Taliban forces. Story at http://dailynews.yahoo.com/h/nm/20011129/wl/attack_food_afghanistan_dc_1.html
INVASIVE SPECIES

National Invasive Weeds Awareness Week Feb. 25-March 1, 2002

“National Invasive Weeds Awareness Week 2002” (NIWAW III) will be held in Washington, DC, Feb. 25 to March 1, 2002 to focus national attention on the severe problems created by invasive weeds. NIWAW III events are designed to focus on the important and critical role that the Federal government must play to help deal with the problem of invasive weeds. The week will include a Monday morning policy breakfast to brief participants on key national invasive weed issues; meetings with Federal agencies active in invasive weed management and control; a poster session for Federal policy makers showcasing invasive weed problems and innovative management strategies; and a Congressional briefing on top invasive weeds issues among other activities. Events will be open to the public. Participants are encouraged to meet with their legislators to discuss key invasive species issues. NIWAW III is being sponsored by the Invasive Weeds Awareness Coalition, a Washington, DC-based coalition dedicated to increasing both Federal and public awareness of the problems and needs associated with invasive weeds.  More information at www.nawma.org/niwaw.htm
MISCELLANEOUS

Hallauer Wins Verdant Partners 2001 Crop Genetics Award 
Arnel R. Hallauer, Ph.D., was named winner of the 2001 Verdant Partners Crop Genetics Award at ASTA’s Corn & Sorghum and Soybean Seed Research Conferences, reported the Dec. 10 Business Wire. A $10,000 agricultural scholarship in Hallauer’s name has been donated to the Corn Breeding Project at Iowa State University. He has influenced the research of numerous plant breeders through his teachings, extensive publications, and corn breeding accomplishments. His book, Quantitative Genetics in Maize Breeding, is considered the standard textbook for maize breeders all over the world, according to Verdant Partners. Hallauer was elected to the U.S. National Academy of Science in 1989 and to the USDA-ARS Science Hall of Fame in 1992. He is known as an exemplary ambassador for agriculture and role model for all plant breeders. Verdant Partners is an international crop genetics investment banking and consulting group with offices in California, Illinois and Wisconsin. Story available upon request from Angela Dansby at adansby@amseed.org.
###
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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