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AGRICULTURAL BIOTECHNOLOGY 
NAS Call for More Rigorous Review of All Novel Plants

Improvements are needed in U.S. regulation of biotech crops, according to a report released on Feb. 21 by the National Research Council, a unit of the National Academy of Sciences (NAS). The report, entitled “Environmental Effects of Transgenic Plants: The Scope and Adequacy of Regulation” says that the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) should more rigorously review the potential environmental effects of new transgenic plants before approving them for commercial use. It also says that the public should be more involved in the review process and that ecological testing and monitoring should continue after transgenic plants have entered the marketplace. However, the NAS noted that the current level of regulation for such plants is already higher than for other agricultural products and practices, despite the fact that it did not find that biotech plants pose any greater or different risks than non-biotech plants. And “there is typically no formal assessment of potential environmental effects of newly introduced crop varieties produced by conventional breeding,” a Feb. 21 NAS news release said. Release and complete report at http://www4.nationalacademies.org/news.nsf/isbn/0309082633?OpenDocument 

USDA Responds to NAS Report on Oversight of Biotech Plants
USDA’s Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS), which commissioned the above NAS report in January 2000, responded to it in a Feb. 21 statement. “As requested, the report evaluates the evolution of APHIS’ regulatory program, assesses the effectiveness of changes that APHIS has made to improve the program over the years, and makes recommendations for further refinements,” APHIS Administrator Bobby Acord said. “The NAS recommendations were provided ‘as a means to help improve an already functioning system.’ The report notes the constant evolution of the regulatory review processes and recognizes that USDA has improved oversight of this new and evolving technology since it was initiated. Additionally, the report reaffirms that plants produced through modern biotechnology pose no different risk than plants produced through more traditional methods. It is important to note that USDA has already addressed some specific issues raised in the report, which involve three processes: notification, permitting and petitioning for non-regulated status.” APHIS statement at
http://www.usda.gov/news/releases/2002/02/0060.htm
U.S. Official Courts African Allies for Brewing Biotech-Food Fight

The Feb. 20 Wall Street Journal reported that U.S. Trade Representative (USTR) Robert Zoellick says he is “strongly considering” filing a suit with the World Trade Organization (WTO) against the European Union (EU) for blocking the import of U.S. biotech seed and crops. U.S. corn farmers alone say they are losing more than $200 million a year, thanks to the EU’s de facto moratorium on new biotech crop approvals. The United States already has levied sanctions against Europe in a banana trade war (now resolved) and a beef-hormone war (ongoing), but those markets are small potatoes when compared with agricultural biotechnology, the Journal said. Story available from Angela Dansby upon e-mail request at adansby@amseed.org.

Chinese Biotech Rules Call for Safety Certificates from Exporters
On Feb. 18, Global Update China issued details regarding implementation of its rules on imports of biotech products. The Ministry of Agriculture announced the rules in China’s Farmers’ Daily on Jan. 7, stating that they will take effect March 20. While the rules remain less than clear, they indicate that overseas firms that export biotech products to China must obtain safety certificates from the ministry. They also must certify that the products are being marketed in the country of origin as proof that the country of origin has deemed the products safe. Firms that have obtained safety certificates from the ministry would not need to obtain new certificates for future shipments of the same products. Related Feb. 18 Reuters story at http://story.news.yahoo.com/news?tmpl=story&u=/nm/20020218/bs_nm/bush_china_trade_dc_1
Codex to Address International Labeling of Biotech Crops and Foods 

The Food Labeling Committee of the Codex Alimentarius Commission is developing “Recommendations for the Labeling of Foods Obtained through Certain Techniques of Genetic Modification/Genetic Engineering.” The U.S. position on these draft recommendations is that the text “fails to address the practical implications that must be considered by countries before mandatory process-based labeling is implemented. More specifically, the text fails to address many technical matters that are yet unresolved and are potentially problematic in the implementation of such labeling.” This position will be put forward by the U.S. Delegate at the Codex Committee on Food Labeling meeting in Halifax, Canada, May 6-10, 2002. Complete U.S. position statement at http://www.fsis.usda.gov/oa/codex/biotech02.htm
Europe to Implement Biosafety Protocol in Trade
The European Commission (EC) on Feb. 22 issued a news release entitled “Responsible management of GMOs: Commission Proposes EU Implementation of Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety,” discussing the EC’s proposed regulation on the cross-border movement of biotech products. “The aim is to establish safeguards at international level for transfer, handling and use of GMOs,” the release said. “The EC believes that these measures are essential for protection of biodiversity at international level, with special focus on developing countries. The proposal will implement into EU legislation the provisions of the United Nations’ Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety. As an importer of GMOs, the Protocol allows the EU to utilize existing legislation on the basis that it is consistent with the requirements of the Protocol, which has been proven to be the case after careful assessment. To this end, this Proposal does not cover imports and intra-EU movements of GMOs as such, but only refers to the relevant EU legislation. The only exception concerns unintentional transboundary movements of GMOs, where the Protocol’s rules for information apply.” EC Feb. 22 news release at http://europa.eu.int/rapid/start/cgi/guesten.ksh?p_action.gettxt=gt&doc=IP/02/299|0|RAPID&lg=EN 
European Commission Continues Discussion of Adventitious Presence
The European Commission’s Directorate General for Health and Consumer Protection, Standing Committee on Agricultural, Horticultural and Forestry Seeds and Plants met on Feb. 22 to continue discussion on the adventitious or technically unavoidable presence of biotech events in traditional seed and the labeling of biotech seed. Feb. 22 agenda at http://europa.eu.int/comm/food/fs/rc/scsp/agenda/agenda01_en.pdf 

The committee will also meet on March 12-13, the agenda for which is at http://europa.eu.int/comm/food/fs/rc/scsp/agenda/agenda02_en.pdf 
Government to Approve Reduced-Nicotine Cigarettes 
From cereal to corn chips, Americans consume a variety of products made from biotech crops, a Feb. 16 Reuters article said. Cigarettes may be the next item on the list—new smokes are due this spring with tobacco bioengineered to be very low in nicotine. A new USDA study confirmed the low levels of nicotine in the biotech tobacco and found that the crop poses little risk to the environment. Biotech tobacco that was grown on USDA-supervised test plots last summer is going into cigarettes made by Vector Group. The company has asked the USDA to remove restrictions on where and how the tobacco can be grown, and the agency probably will go along, Reuters said. The new tobacco plant blocks the production of nicotine in its roots. Story at http://story.news.yahoo.com/news?tmpl=story&u=/ap/20020216/ap_on_re_us/biotech_cigarettes_2
California Lawmakers Seek to Ban Biotech Fish 
The Feb. 28 Los Angeles Times reported that California lawmakers, environmentalists and fishermen are joining together to stop the spread of biotech fish in the state. Two bills and a joint resolution recently introduced in the state legislature would bar live biotech fish from entering the state or require special labeling when sold in California stores. Under Senate Bill 1525, sponsored by state Sen. Byron Sher (D-Stanford), biotech salmon and other fish would be classified as aquatic nuisances. People convicted of possessing live transgenic fish or planting them into state waters could be subject to a fine of up to $50,000. Assembly Bill 2962, would require labeling of all transgenic fish in supermarkets. California would be the second U.S. state to take such action; Maryland adopted a law last year that bans biotech fish from state waterways, but allows them in separated ponds and lakes. Federal action in Maine also declared biotech fish in the wild off-limits to protect the endangered Atlantic salmon. AB 2962 at http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/pub/bill/asm/ab_2951-3000/ab_2962_bill_20020225_introduced.html 
SB 1525 at http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/pub/bill/sen/sb_1501-1550/sb_1525_bill_20020220_introduced.html
Assembly Joint Resolution 38 at http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/pub/bill/asm/ab_0001-0050/ajr_38_bill_20020225_introduced.html
Monsanto Delays Release of Biotech Wheat Until 2004 or Beyond
The Feb. 27 Wall Street Journal reported that Monsanto Co. is pushing back until at least 2004 the earliest possible launch date of its biotech wheat. Parent company Pharmacia Corp. plans to spin off to its shareholders its 85% stake in Monsanto during the fourth quarter of this year.
Monsanto is banking on wheat farmers eventually buying enough of its Round-up Ready seed to plant tens of millions of acres. The seed is designed to make the chore of removing weeds a lot easier. Related Feb. 20 Reuters article at http://biz.yahoo.com/rf/020220/n20672286_1.html
Comments Sought on Proposed New Biotech Canola Varieties
USDA-APHIS seeks public comments by March 27 on an environmental assessment for a proposed decision to extend deregulated status to additional canola events developed by Aventis CropScience that have been bioengineered for male sterility, fertility restoration, and herbicide tolerance. APHIS Feb. 25 Federal Register notice at
http://frwebgate.access.gpo.gov/cgi-bin/getdoc.cgi?dbname=2002_register&docid=02-4385-filed 


Corn Rootworms Challenge Decades-Old Pest Control Strategy
For the first time, corn rootworms―the most damaging corn pest in the United States―recently changed their behavior and foiled crop rotation strategies long counted on to break their destructive cycle, said a Feb. 28 USDA Agricultural Research Service (ARS) news release. ARS scientists hope a soon-to-be-completed five-year cooperative research agreement with Monsanto will help them regain the upper hand against the pest. In the study, the scientists are using a 2-in-1 cornfield strategy―a mix of Bt and non-biotech corn plants―against the rootworms. Release at http://www.ars.usda.gov/is/pr/thelatest.htm  Related February 2002 Agricultural Research magazine story at http://www.ars.usda.gov/is/AR/archive/feb02/corn0202.htm
USDA-ARS Issues Q&A on Monarchs and Bt Corn

There is no significant risk to monarch butterflies from environmental exposure to Bt corn, according to research conducted by ARS scientists. Details behind this conclusion and the research are discussed in ARS’ Q&A “Bt Corn and Monarch Butterflies Research.” This research was published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences. Q&A at http://www.ars.usda.gov/is/br/btcorn
PowerPoint Presentation Available on Benefits of Plant Biotechnology
The Council for Biotechnology Information (CBI), comprised of eight leading technology providers, created a PowerPoint presentation outlining the benefits of plant biotechnology that may be obtained for individual use. “Using CBI consumer-attitudes research as a guide,” CBI Executive Director Linda Thrane said, “we’ve crafted a presentation with a very simple message that can be easily adapted or customized to suit specific audiences: Plant biotechnology helps improve lives by producing more food and better food while protecting the environment.” Presentation available by e-mail request from Angela Dansby at adansby@amseed.org. 

FARM POLICY  

USDA Seeks Input on Control of Noxious Weeds

USDA-AHPIS seeks public comments by March 29 on its “Draft Action Plan for the Noxious Weeds Program” which recommends changes to the noxious weeds program, including amended noxious weeds regulations. Details about the draft plan on ASTA’s web site at http://www.amseed.com/intl_noxweeds.asp
APHIS noxious weed web page at http://www.aphis.usda.gov:80/ppq/weeds/weedhome.html 

APHIS Federal Register notice at
http://frwebgate.access.gpo.gov/cgi-bin/getdoc.cgi?dbname=2002_register&docid=02-2018-filed
Veneman Calls for “Common-Sense” Farm Bill 
The Feb. 21 Associated Press reported that the Bush administration will push lawmakers to keep federal crop subsidies low enough so that farmers are not encouraged to overproduce, Agriculture Secretary Ann Veneman said. A new farm bill “should not just be about how much money is spent. It should be about the money being spent in the most productive way,” she said. A Senate-passed farm bill would raise subsidy rates for some crops by 10 to 20 percent. A House-passed bill has lower subsidy rates than the Senate bill but gives farmers more money through fixed annual payments. Veneman reiterated the administration’s concern that the Senate bill is too costly, because it would authorize $45 billion in new spending over the next five years, the AP said. The Bush administration hasn’t said what the level should be, but supports $73.5 billion in new spending spread relatively evenly over the next 10 years. Story at http://story.news.yahoo.com/news?tmpl=story&u=/ap/20020221/ap_to_po/bush_farmers_14&printer=1
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Brazilian Court Considers Biotech Regulatory Process
A Feb. 25 Monsanto news release said that “a Brazilian appellate court recessed that day prior to reaching a decision regarding injunctions that prevent the Brazilian government from granting commercial approval of biotech crops. In a lengthy decision delivered in open court, [the] reporter judge addressed the complex legal and technical issues in the case and voted to lift the injunctions. Citing the complexity of the case, the two remaining judges requested more time to prepare their votes and the hearing recessed. “The company supports the on-going efforts of the Brazilian government to clarify the legal issues relating to biotechnology,” said Monsanto’s Brazilian Public Affairs Director. “Monsanto remains committed to bringing the benefits of biotechnology to Brazilian growers.” Release at http://www.monsanto.com/monsanto/media/02/02feb25_brazil.html
Industry Forms Consumer Outreach Group in UK
The Feb. 8 issue of Agra Europe said that a report and web site on the benefits of plant biotechnology was launched in the United Kingdom to try to turnaround British public perception about biotech foods. Similar to the CBI in the United State, the Agricultural Biotechnology Council (ABC) has been formed by six leading life science companies (Aventis, BASF, Dow AgroSciences, Dupont, Monsanto and Syngenta) to “promote a fair and debate informed debate on the potential benefits of GM crops and foods” in the UK. “Two out of three people in the UK say they do not have enough information to make an informed choice about GM products,” said Stephen Smith, head of UK Syngenta Seeds and ABC chair. He said the report “New Choices, New Challenges, New Approaches” and the web site www.abcinformation.org would help this process. 

Pioneer’s McConnell Shares Thoughts on Seed Industry

The February 2002 issue of AgriMarketing featured an interview with Dr. Rick McConnell, president of Pioneer Hi-Bred International, Inc., Des Moines, Iowa. “Biotechnology is one of many tools we use to bring value to our customers,” he said “You still need great plant breeders to deliver hybrids and varieties that farmers will want to buy. In addition to the many technologies like genomics and proteomics and marker-assisted selection, we have advanced computer and analytical measurement technologies.” Interview at http://www.agrimarketing.com/show_story.php?id=11519
SeedQuest Features New Online Forum for Seed Professionals
SeedQuest.com, the industry’s online information hotline, introduced a new feature on its site, called “SeedQuest Forum.” This will feature a weekly interview with a seed professional. The first featured is ASTA President Drew Kinder. His interview is at http://www.seedquest.com/forum/index.htm
Farm Journal Media and AgWeb.com Join Forces

The Feb. 18 PRNewswire noted that Farm Journal Media and AgWeb.com announced details of their merger aimed at providing a broader range of information and marketing tools to agriculture. Story available from Angela Dansby upon e-mail request at adansby@amseed.org.
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 merge and host their 53rd World Seed Congress in Chicago, Ill., 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.

First Charity Par-Tee at FIS Congress May 26

On Sun., May 26, the first “Charity Par-Tee” will be held at the FIS Congress. This philanthropic golf tournament will benefit UNICEF, an international charity that advocates for children’s basic needs, such as adequate food and nutrition. All profits from the event will be given to UNICEF. The event will be at Whisper Creek Golf Course outside of Chicago. For more information, go to http://www.worldseed2002.com/golf.asp
Boston Book Club Created for ASTA Annual Convention 
ASTA’s 2002 Annual Convention in Boston June 23-26 will feature Nobel Laureate James Watson, Ph.D., and Juan Enriquez of Harvard’s Life Science Project, both of whom have written compelling books on DNA’s double helix and modern biotechnology, respectively, which take one “back to the future.” Meeting Program Chair RB Halaby has given these books and three others related to agricultural biotechnology “two thumbs up.” Book reviews and meeting information at http://www.amseed.com/mtg_2002ac_index.asp
Boston Tee Party June 23
The “Boston Tee Party,” ASTA’s golf outing of the year, will be on Sun., June 23. The tournament will be played outside of Boston at the Sheraton Colonial Golf Club. This classically designed golf course plays over gently rolling hills, through mature woodlands, and around or over a number of scenic lakes and marshes. It offers an exciting challenge for golfers of every caliber. Buses will take golfers to the course for a breakfast buffet prior to the beginning of tee times at 7:30 AM. Registration at http://www.amseed.com/mtg_2002ac_reg.asp
Sponsorship information at http://www.amseed.com/mtg_2002ac_sponsor.asp   
INTERNATIONAL TRADE

Twelve Nations Form Alliance Against Biopiracy
The Feb. 19 Associated Press reported that China, Brazil, India, and nine other of the world’s most biodiverse countries signed an alliance to fight biopiracy and protecting their people’s rights to genetic resources found on their land. The declaration―also signed by representatives of Indonesia, Costa Rica, Colombia, Ecuador, Kenya, Peru, Venezuela, and South Africa―echoed complaints long voiced by Indians and environmentalists that wealthy nations are “prospecting” for species in order to patent or sell them without offering concessions or benefits to indigenous people. Together, the 12 nations in the alliance, which contain 70 percent of the world’s biodiversity, said they would press for more equal trade rules on patenting and registering products based on plant and animal resources. Story at http://www.enn.com/news/wire-stories/2002/02/02192002/ap_46427.asp
Related FAS report at http://www.fas.usda.gov/scripts/gd.asp?ID=135683534
WTO Complaint Possible on China Biotech Rules  
A high-ranking U.S. agriculture official dangled the possibility of lodging a WTO complaint against China unless Beijing quickly fixes its new rules on imports of biotech foods, a Feb. 21 Reuters article reported. President Bush recently registered U.S. concerns over China’s biotech rules during a meeting in Beijing with Chinese President Jiang Zemin. The import rules, according to U.S. officials, are not based on scientific concerns and are simply designed to restrict other countries’ access to China’s market. Those rules could have an impact on U.S. sales of soybeans to China, a $1-billion market for the U.S. industry. About 70 percent of U.S. soybeans are grown from biotech seed. Future sales of U.S. corn also could be impacted if China begins importing significant amounts of foreign grains. Story available from Angela Dansby upon e-mail request at adansby@amseed.org.
U.S. Soy Sales to China Stop 
The Feb. 20 Associated Press reported that U.S. soybean shipments to China, a $1 billion-a-year market for American growers, have come to a standstill because of Chinese biotech regulations that take effect March 20. The rules require U.S. shippers to certify the safety of biotech soybeans. Industry officials believe they can meet the standards but say it’s unclear how the certification process will work. Exporters canceled contracts for shipments that wouldn’t reach China before March 20. Lawmakers, including President Bush, are pressing China to give the United States more time to comply with the rules. Story at
http://story.news.yahoo.com/news?tmpl=story&u=/ap/20020220/ap_on_re_us/us_china_soybeans_1   
Bush Urges China to Play by WTO Rules
According to a Feb. 21 Reuters article, President Bush urged China to live up to its pledges as a new WTO member and to promote free trade. U.S. officials say China is throwing up barriers to American farm products with proposed rules on biotech foods and is also lagging in enforcing some WTO pledges, including protection of intellectual property rights. Story at http://biz.yahoo.com/rf/020221/pek91398_1.html  
Chinese Agriculture Update in FAS Report
A USDA-FAS attaché report issued Feb. 27 reported that the effects of China’s entry into the WTO are being delayed. Subsidized corn exports there continue under pre-WTO accession contracts and concerns about biotech regulations threaten corn imports. Chinese prospects for corn imports will improve later this year if world prices remain low. Wheat and rice imports will be limited to high-value demand which cannot be met by domestic production. FAS report at http://www.fas.usda.gov/scripts/gd.asp?ID=135683516
Brazil Plans to Contest U.S. Soy Subsidies at WTO
A Feb. 26 Reuters article reported that Brazil, the world’s No. 2 soybean producer, is set to file a complaint at the WTO against U.S. soy subsidies. After bilateral talks and informal complaints against U.S. soy subsidies proved fruitless, Brazil’s Agriculture Minister said Brazil would officially contest U.S. soy financing. The United States is the world’s leading soy producer, but Brazil is creeping up on its rival thanks to fast-rising production and lower costs, Reuters noted. Story at http://biz.yahoo.com/rf/020226/n26139312_1.html
Canadian Wheat Board Claims Victory After USTR Decision
A USDA Foreign Agricultural Service (FAS) attaché report on Feb. 26 said that despite an “affirmative finding” by USTR Robert Zoellick in his decision on the Section 301 petition filed by the North Dakota Wheat Commission and USTR’s intention to pursue multiple avenues to seek relief for U.S. wheat farmers, the Canadian Wheat Board claims that it has successfully survived its ninth trade challenge and plans to continue with business as usual. CWB said that the series of challenges to it by U.S. interests constitutes nothing more than harassment and is costing American and Canadian farmers money. FAS report at http://www.fas.usda.gov/scripts/gd.asp?ID=135683511
New Sanctions Imposed on Biotech Products in Mexico
A USDA-FAS attaché report issued Feb. 26 noted that on Feb. 6, 2001, the Interior Ministry of Mexico published a modification to the existing Federal Penal Code in which anyone engaged in the introduction, commercialization, transportation, storage or release into the environment of any biotech product would be subject to severe penalties. However, certain strict conditions must be met before such penalties can be imposed. FAS report at http://www.fas.usda.gov/scripts/gd.asp?ID=135683548
Framework in Place for European Food Safety Authority 
In a Feb. 27 news release, the European Commission discussed a new regulation recently enacted that will provide the legal basis for the new European Food Safety Authority. “This regulation provides a framework of fundamental principles, definitions and requirements for food safety and establishes the structural and operational basis for the European Food Safety Authority,” the release said. “The main task of the Authority 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. Release at
http://europa.eu.int/rapid/start/cgi/guesten.ksh?p_action.gettxt=gt&doc=IP/02/328|0|RAPID&lg=EN&display=   For more information, go to http://www.efsa.eu.int and 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

Public Input Sought on U.S.-Singapore Free Trade Agreement 

The USTR seeks public comments by March 29 on “the scope of the environmental review of the proposed United States-Singapore Free Trade Agreement currently under negotiation. USTR Feb. 26 Federal Register notice at
http://frwebgate.access.gpo.gov/cgi-bin/getdoc.cgi?dbname=2002_register&docid=02-4522-filed 

OTHER

For Sunflowers, No Imperfections in Confections

“Zeroing In on a Confectionery Sunflower Blemish” was published in the February 2002 issue of Agricultural Research magazine. Consumers naturally prefer that their confectionery sunflower snacks look good as well as taste good. So a couple of years ago, when sunflower farmers began seeing mysterious brown spots on the blunt end of their seeds, USDA-ARS scientists were called to help. An answer and a solution to the problem remain crucial because farmers who produce sunflower seeds for the confection market sell the seeds for birdseed at low prices if more than 0.5 percent have the condition called kernel brown spot. Last year, the spots were found in 7 percent of seed samples from some fields. Story at http://www.ars.usda.gov/is/AR/archive/feb02/zero0202.htm
###
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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