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EDITOR’S MESSAGE

EVOLVING THE  
SEED INDUSTRY
SEVERAL RECENT DEVELOPMENTS ARE RESHAPING THE SEED INDUSTRY LANDSCAPE.

elcome back after a long and — for 
some — a very cold winter. Spring 
is around the corner and farmers, 

growers and plant breeders have started to 
prepare their land and plots for the next crop.

I am happy to report that the first issue of 
European Seed was very well-received during 
its launch at the European Seed Association 
Annual Meeting. We have heard nothing but 
good comments, which shows that the maga-
zine is clearly filling a niche. Many of you were 
waiting for a magazine to serve the European 
seed sector, but still keeping a watchful eye on 
the developments in the rest of the world. The 
fact that we are sending a hard-copy version 
to several thousands of addresses throughout 
Europe makes the magazine a useful and much 
sought-after conduit for sharing information 
and reaching out to a much broader audience. 
We are pleased to share with you that the mag-
azine is being sent not only to seed industry 
stakeholders, but also to many key public sector 
and non-government organisations.

We have again put together an issue for 
you that is brimming with interesting stories 
on intellectual property, seed treatments, seed 
testing and the Nagoya Protocol, just to name a 
bit of what is covered in this issue.

Seed-applied technology is a highly effi-
cient method of placing one or more crop pro-
tection products at the optimal location, on the 
seed, for the highest performance. However, 
experience has taught us that it is important 
to apply these products in an efficient way, fol-
lowing the manufacturer’s guidelines, and on 
top of that we must utilize good stewardship 
practices in all aspects of the product use cycle. 
Amalia Kafka of ESA sat down with European 
Seed and provided a deep background on the 
European Seed Treatment Assurance (ESTA) 
scheme. We will also hear from several users 
of the ESTA scheme as they share their expe-
riences so far.

For those of you who have missed it, Oct. 
12, 2014 was D-Day. That was the date on which 
the Nagoya Protocol entered into force. The 
Nagoya Protocol to the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD) on “Access to Genetic 
Resources and the Fair and Equitable Sharing 
of Benefits Arising from Their Utilization” was 
adopted in Nagoya at the 10th Conference 

Marcel Bruins

of the Parties of the CBD in 2010 and subse-
quently signed by 92 countries. It implements 
the third objective of the CBD, namely the fair 
and equitable sharing of benefits arising from 
the utilisation of genetic resources, by allowing 
appropriate access to genetic resources, gener-
ally referred to as access and benefit sharing or 
simply ABS. European Seed has asked leading 
experts about the matter and what it means for 
the seed industry.

As you become more fami l iar w ith 
European Seed you will see several recur-
ring features. One of these is a spotlight on a 
regional or international organisation whose 
activities are having an impact on the seed 
sector in Europe. In Volume 1, Issue 1, we 
took a closer look at UPOV and its databases. 
In this issue, you will find an update on the 
International Seed Testing Association (ISTA) 
and its new category of Industry membership.

Another goal of the magazine is to feature 
developments occurring in a specific crop. The 
European seed industry is very diverse from 
forage to field crops, vegetable to ornamen-
tal crops, and in this issue we have given the 
honour to the tomato. We have asked several 
seed companies to share with us their latest 
innovations in this important crop.

Last but not least, together with the Polish 
Seed Association (PIN), we are taking a closer 
look at Polish agriculture and its seed industry 
as we look forward to the next ISF World Seed 
Congress, which will be held in Krakow in May. 
We look forward to seeing many of you there. 

 
Marcel Bruins 
editorial director, European Seed
mbruins@issuesink.com
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VEGETABLES
WITH THE BASES LOADED, THE VEGETABLE INDUSTRY STEPS UP TO  
THE PLATE TO IMPROVE ACCESS TO PLANT BREEDING TRAITS.

A FULL COUNT FOR  

he industry has been d iv ided into 
two rival teams — those in favour of 

such patents and those who are not. The 
proponents state that these patents will foster 
innovation, knowledge-sharing and continued 
investments in research and development. 
Those who are against such patents argue 
that they are unnecessary because of the 
intellectual property protection offered by 
plant breeders’ rights. They also claim that 
patents impede the work of breeders — that 
they can no longer gain access to biological 
materials, or can do so only after a delay or 
at a high cost. 

Many companies rely on access to 
germplasm, and th is makes the debate 
highly relevant for breeding companies 
that develop new plant varieties. While the 
debates continue, the International Licensing 
Platform (ILP) Vegetable was launched in 
November 2014 to showcase a proactive and 
progressive path forward. This new platform 
is comprised of members from the vegetable 
breeding industry. Eleven companies, which 

represent both publicly-traded companies 
and family businesses from Switzerland, 
Germany, Japan, France and the Netherlands 
(and collectively more than 50 per cent of the 
global vegetable seed market), have worked 
together to establish the ILP. The member 
companies include: 

 Agrisemen
 Bayer CropScience (Nunhems)
 Bejo Zaden
 Enza Zaden
 Holland-Select
 Limagrain Vegetable Seeds
 Limgroup
 Pop Vriend
 Rijk Zwaan
 Syngenta
 Takii 

Membership is open to all interested parties, 
regardless of whether they own patents or not. 

“For several years there were discussions 
in society and politics about the desirability 
of patenting biological material in relation to 
access to such material for breeding. Also in 

THOSE WHO HAVE 
FOLLOWED THE 
DEBATES ON 
INTELLECTUAL 
PROPERTY IN THE 
SEED INDUSTRY MAY 
HAVE NOTICED THE 
INCREASING NUMBER 
OF DISCUSSIONS 
ABOUT PATENTS ON 
PLANT BREEDING 
TRAITS OVER THE PAST 
YEARS – ESPECIALLY IN 
EUROPE. 

BY: MARCEL BRUINS
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A FULL COUNT FOR 
the plant breeding industry this discussion 
took place, leading to statements and position 
papers of the organisations active in the 
breeding sector like ISF, ESA and Plantum,” 
ILP managing director Chris van Winden says. 

“Eleven vegetable breeding companies 
took the initiative, stimulated by the Dutch 
Parl iament, to investigate a system that 
would help to safeguard worldwide access 
to biological material that is covered by 
patents of thei r competitors. Dur ing a 
period of around four years, discussions 
and negotiations took place in a steering 
committee that consisted of the 11 vegetable 
breeding companies. The successful result 
was the formation of the ILP.”

 PRACTICAL SOLUTIONS
Member companies concur. 

“Syngenta is proud to be a founding 
member of the International L icensing 
Platform, and we ful ly support this new 
business association to improve access to and 
use of plant breeding traits for vegetables,” 
Syngenta licensing head Leo Melchers says. 
“The ILP provides a straightforward, easy 
way for vegetable breeders to l icense the 
innovative traits they need at a fair and 
reasonable cost.

“Like Syngenta’s e-licensing platform, 
www.traitabil ity.com, the ILP shows that 
practical solutions can be found by industry 
players, which balance the need for the 
innovation incentives of patents with the 
need to ensure access to crucial biological 
material for the plant breeding community. 
The ILP will help plant breeders bring new 
products to the market that meet demands 
f rom growers and consumers, and that 
helps the world address food security.”

The aim of the ILP is to prov ide an 
easy way for vegetable breeders around the 
world to license the traits they need in their 
breeding activities at fair and reasonable 
cost so that they can bring new products 
to the market that meet the demands from 
growers and consumers. 

“We are a vegetable breeding company, 
a i m i n g to develop the best vegetable 
varieties. In order to be able to provide the 
market with good new varieties, we need 
access to biological material, avai lable in 
the market and other genetic resources 
l i ke gene ba n ks,”  Ben Ta x, ma nag i n g 
director of Rijk Zwaan in the Netherlands, 
says.

 If this access is blocked because it’s 
covered by a patent claim, developers are 
hindered in developing new varieties, Tax 
notes. “In general, innovation will be slowed 
down, which is bad for the entire sector and 
for the total world’s food supply. The members 
of the ILP guarantee the other members 
access to biological material covered by 
their patents, at reasonable prices. And 
these reasonable prices will be determined 
by independent experts.” 

The members of the ILP are required to 
make all their patents related to vegetable 
breed i n g t r a i t s ,  i nc lud i n g publ i shed 
appl icat ions, accessible to their fel low 
members under the conditions of the ILP.

According to Michael Kock, head of 
intellectual property for Syngenta, the ILP is 
important for many different reasons. 

“First, and maybe most important, it 
demonstrates that patents as incentive for 
technical innovations in plant science and 
free access to breeding material are not an 
unresolvable contradiction,” he says.

“The ILP is based on the pr inciple 
‘free access but not for free’, which provides 
open access for a fair benefit sharing with 
the innovator. We hope that the ILP, as a 
constructive solution, could be a role model 
[for] how to re-align the seed industry to 
reduce internal debates and [free up energy] 
for the big challenges that lay ahead of us — 
for example, developing new varieties that 
meet consumer demands, del iver higher 
yields and help farmers deal with climate 
change. Second, it provides a platform [for] 
how we can offer and access plant-related 
inventions in a very pragmatic way with 
low transactional costs and under fa i r, 
reasonable, and transparent conditions.” 

According to Melchers, the license fees 
are only paid once a new variety deriving 
from the patent is being brought to market. 
“The ILP is set up to become the main 
trading platform for vegetable-related patent 
inventions and a role model [for establishing] 
an ‘open IP’ regime in the seed industry.” 

 SIMPLE AND TRANSPARENT
The ILP’s licensing system is simple, trans-
parent and operates at low transaction costs 

(i.e. using standard contracts). If a member 
wants to take a license to use a fellow mem-
ber’s patented invention, the two parties 
begin bilateral negotiations. If no agreement 
is reached within three months, the case 
is submitted to independent experts. The 
innovative aspect of the system is the meth-
od of decision-making by the independent 
experts. It uses a baseball arbitration model, 
whereby both parties submit their license 
fee proposal to the independent experts, 
who then choose only the most reasonable 
proposal among the two, but cannot medi-
ate a compromise. 

Th is forces both par t ies to adopt 
reasonable positions from the outset, because 
an unreasonable position will be rejected 
in favour of a more reasonable competing 
proposal and the “losing” party will need 
to pay the costs of the arbitration process. 
Once the experts set a license fee, this fee is 
communicated to all other parties to increase 
transparency. 

“All members have filled out a patent 
registration form and all members of the 
ILP have received information about the 
list of registered patents,” Winden says. “At 
this moment around 120 patents are in the 
system.” 

In the fi rst general meeting of the ILP it 
was decided that the information about the 
patents would be publicly available and soon 
it will be clear how many and which patents 
are included. However, this is not al l. In 
addition to patents pertaining to traits, also 
patents granted on plant varieties as such are 
covered by the ILP.

In practice this only appl ies to U.S. 
patents, as in Europe plant varieties as such 
are excluded from patentability. However, 
instead of the baseball procedure, a so-called 
non-assert provision applies for the use of 
patented material for breeding purposes. 
This creates a kind of breeder’s exemption 
under the U.S. patents provided that the 
resulting new varieties that are bred by 
using the protected variety are suffi ciently 
different from that protected variety. These 
patents will not be included in the register 

Chris van Winden, ILP managing 
director.

“THE ILP PROVIDES A 
STRAIGHTFORWARD, 

EASY WAY FOR 
VEGETABLE 

BREEDERS TO 
LICENSE THE 
INNOVATIVE 

TRAITS THEY NEED 
AT A FAIR AND 

REASONABLE COST.”
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as it is not that difficult to look these patents 
up in public patent databases. In any case, 
the number of these patents will exceed the 
number of patents pertaining to traits. This 
non-assert is mutual but free of charge and 
requires a simple notification to the patentee.

What does Tax and his company hope 
to gain from the process? “For ourselves, 
broader access to biological material, which 
we need to continue to develop top vegetable 
var iet ies,” he says, “and for the enti re 
sector to avoid serious limitations of open 
innovation, which always has been a success 
factor and could be realized by applying the 
breeders’ exemption as incorporated in the 
Plant Breeders’ Rights system.” 

Michael Kock says Syngenta might be 
one of the first users of the ILP. 

“The ILP has two pi l lars,” he says. 
“Under Pillar 1, companies can obtain licenses 
to patented vegetable characteristics in an 
easy way for a reasonable fee. Under Pillar 
2, the member companies agree to a mutual 
non-assert under variety patents — this 
establishes a breeders’ exemption for patent-
protected varieties. This non-assert is free of 
charge and requires a simple notification to 
the patentee. Syngenta has already made use 
of this and sent two notifications. We hope 
that the ILP becomes ‘the’ trading platform 
for vegetable related patent inventions and a 
proven model of how to establish an ‘open IP’ 
regime in the seed industry.”

Obv iously, w ith any such ty pe of 
industry cooperation, anti-trust laws need to 
be taken into account. 

“ T he d i scuss ions i n the steer i n g 
committee took place in a very positive 
atmosphere. An important point during 
al l discussions was that the system and 
license agreement must be in compliance 
w ith competit ion law. Therefore, a law 
f i rm with specia l ized knowledge on a l l 
aspects of competition law guided the whole 
process,” Van Winden says. “In addition, a 
representative of the Dutch government was 
present in the steering committee meetings. 
At the end of the discussions, law firms in 
the EU and U.S. assessed the result and 
concluded that the ILP is in compliance with 
the competition laws in the EU and U.S.”

 GROWING THE ILP
The 11 member companies represent more 
than 50 per cent of the global vegetable seed 
market. 

“For companies wishing to get a license 
for a patent covering biological material of 
one of the members of the ILP, membership 
in the ILP means guaranteed access to these 
patents under fair and reasonable costs. The 
licensing system is simple, so the costs will 
be low and the duration of the process is 
limited. All legal entities can be a member, 
even if an entity does not own patents,” van 
Winden adds.

The current members would l ike the 
association to grow. “The more companies 

with relevant patents who join the ILP the 
better [so] open innovation can be continued, 
which is in the interest of the entire sector 
and society,”  Tax says. 

Syngenta concurs: “We hope that not 
only companies, but also universities and 
agricultural research institutes, wil l join 
the ILP. For universities, the ILP would 
be a g reat oppor tu n ity to make thei r 
plant-related innovations available at low 
transaction costs to many players,” Kock 
adds.

Members of the ILP have to pay an 
annual contribution fee to the platform that 
covers all costs of membership. The current 
annual contr ibution fee, which may be 
reduced if more members join, is:

 €  7  50 0 for  sm a l l  compa n ies (<10 0 
employees)

 € 15 000 for medium companies (100 < 
500 employees)

 € 22 500 for large companies (> 500 
employees)

“ILP is a unique system and not comparable 
with any other system or initiative. In this 
system, the members have the obligation to 
bring in all their relevant patents. This is 
different from e-licensing platforms set up 
by individual companies. Also, the system 
is simple and transparent and the method 

of decision-making is very innovative,” van 
Winden says.

While the aim of the Pinto database 
established by ESA (pinto.euroseeds.eu)  is 
to provide transparency of information about 
which varieties are actually covered by a 
patent, the ILP’s aim is  to offer guaranteed 
access to al l patents covering biological 
material of the ILP members.

For the moment, this kind of licensing 
platform exists only for vegetable crops — but 
van Winden says that could change. 

“During the launch of the ILP at a 
symposium last November in Wageningen, 
there was a lot of interest from breeders 
outside the vegetable sector, especially the 
ornamental sector. It is up to other sectors to 
decide whether the initiative of the vegetable 
sector will be followed and of course, if so, the 
ILP is quite willing to share their experiences 
[with] the process to establ ish a similar 
system for their own crops. But as the ILP is 
specifically designed for vegetable crops, it is 
not [expected] that other sectors would be a 
new branch of the ILP.”

The ILP was formed to show that 
proactive solutions can be found that balance 
the need for continued innovation with the 
need to ensure access to beneficial plant 
breeding innovations, Melchers says. 

JOINING ILP VEGETABLE
ALL INTERESTED COMPANIES, UNIVERSITIES OR 

INSTITUTES, REGARDLESS OF WHETHER THEY OWN 
PATENTS OR NOT, ARE WELCOME TO BECOME AN ILP 

MEMBER. INTERESTED PARTIES SHOULD CONTACT CHRIS 
VAN WINDEN (MANAGING.DIRECTOR@ILP-VEGETABLE.

ORG) FOR MORE INFORMATION ON HOW TO JOIN THE ILP.

The vegetable industry has identified  that access to biological material is critical to 
future development of innovative new varieties.
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n each issue, European Seed takes a closer look at one of the many 
crops that our European plant breeders are working on. In this 
issue, we’re putting the tomato in the spotlight and talking with 

several vegetable breeding companies to learn what their breeding 
challenges are and what kind of innovations they are working on. We 
asked five industry experts for their opinions — Semillas Fitó tomato 
product manager Salvador Peramo; Rijk Zwaan tomato breeding 
manager Martijn Eggink; Vilmorin SA research manager Jean-Paul 
Guinebretiere; Enza Zaden crop research director Kees Könst; and 
Semillas Fitó tomato breeding head German Anastasio.

EUROPEAN SEED: What are the main challenges that 
companies are facing in tomato breeding? 

Salvador Peramo: Maintaining the yield increases while clearly improving 
the fruit quality, particularly the internal quality such as taste, are among 
their most important challenges. 

Martijn Eggink: Improving yield, taste and shelf life, increasing diversity 
and developing new disease resistances would constitute the main 
challenges of the global tomato program. 

Jean-Paul Guinebretiere: The tomato is a global crop. At Vilmorin we 
are not breeding for all slots or markets like the upper 48 (Dutch 
GH) or processing markets or cherry types. Nevertheless, we have 
the ambition to become a worldwide player. So the main challenges 
we are facing are, on the one side, how to organise a global breeding 
team, which is managed by one senior breeder, without or with only 
limited barriers between the local teams working for local markets. On 
the other side, new technologies such as biotechnology, bioinformatics 
and biostatistics and techniques such as high-throughput phenotyping 
are boosting the traditional ways of breeding. The challenge lies in the 
integration of these techniques and in the management of all data. In 
addition, intellectual property issues are also a big concern, trying to 
find a good balance between a “defensive” and an “offensive” strategy. 

The Golden Apple of  
the Vegetable Industry
A closer look at tomato breeding and its challenges.

By: Marcel Bruins and Lindsay Hoffman

Judging 
tomato 

quality in the 
greenhouse. 

Photo courtesy of 
Enza Zaden
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Another challenge is how to facilitate and cultivate innovations in such 
a big market. And last but not least, to deal with new regulations in seed 
exchanges which complicate the breeding processes.

Kees Könst: Consumers are becoming more critical and demand tasty 
food of high quality. They also look for more variation/diversification. 
Our challenge is to provide them with a wide range of high-quality, 
good-tasting tomatoes. High-quality means also being free of pesticide 
residues, so we need to bring varieties on the market with good 
resistance packages.

 
ES: As in practically every breeding program of any 
crop, breeding for disease resistance is one of the most 
important, if not the most important breeding goal. 
Which diseases are most troublesome and are there any 
new diseases that we should be aware of?

JPG: Of course, disease resistance is one of the most important 
things facing the crop. We are also seeing new problems from viruses, 
nematodes, fungi and bacteria. Bacteria may be a big issue in the near 
future because there are only a few strategies and genetic resources 
[available to us at the moment].

ME: Classifying which diseases are most troublesome is related to 
the production region and cultivation method. In high-tech tomato 
cultivation in the Netherlands, we are working to improve resistance 
against powdery mildew (Oidium lycopersici). If we look at organic 
cultivation, on the other hand, we see that leaf mould caused by 
Cladosporium fulvum (synonym, Fulv ia fulva) is an important 
problem. Several resistance genes have been breached by a new 
strain. We developed varieties with resistance against this new strain. 
In production areas where growers use less heating (gas), and in 
areas with a big difference between day and night-time temperatures, 
humidity inside the greenhouse can become too high. In these areas, 
we see that late blight (Phythophthora infestans) becomes a bigger 
problem. That is why we work on breeding resistant varieties. Disease 
resistance is vital to secure yields and can contribute to decreasing the 
use of chemical crop protection in tomato cultivation.

KK:  I agree that in different geographic areas and crop systems 
(protected, hydroponics, soil, open field, etc.) there are different pests 
causing problems. A good resistance package reduces pesticide use and 
gives security to a grower. The diseases that are most troublesome are 
the ones that are difficult to control and cause really big losses, often 
obliging the grower to use large amounts of pesticides. The main ones 
are the begomoviruses (transmitted by whiteflies), late blight, bacterial 
wilt and bacterial spot. Bacterial wilt and spot are affecting the open 
field tomato crops in the sub-tropical areas. 

Besides these diseases, there are also some insects doing a lot of 
damage to the shelf life and marketability of tomato fruits. Over the last 
couple of years, the moth Tuta absoluta has spread from South America 
to other parts in the world, doing harm to tomato crops. Also, other new 
diseases or resistance breaking strains of known diseases are keeping 
our breeders busy. There are new races of the mildew Fulvia fulva and 
Oidium neolycopersici, another mildew, becoming more widespread. 
With respect to root diseases, we see fusarium crown root rot becoming 
a serious problem in field crops in Eastern Europe/central Asia and the 
Middle East — varieties with resistance and adapted to these areas 
are needed. Another root disease is the “crazy root” growth caused by 
Agrobacterium rhizogenes in hydroponic crops. Also new resistance-
breaking nematode strains damage tomato crops in certain areas.

With regards to v i ruses, besides the a l ready-mentioned 
begomoviruses, there are a lot of other viruses and some viroids causing 
problems in tomato. It is clear that having the right resistance in a variety 
and good reliable production is important. As tomatoes are grown all 
over the world under different conditions, breeders work hard to make 
varieties adapted to a wide range of conditions and cultivation types. 
Important work is being done to make varieties better adapted to extreme 
temperatures (high and low), salinity, drought and high humidity.

German Anastasio: The climatic change we are witnessing is having 
an impact on the diseases that affect the tomato crop. We are seeing 
that some foliar diseases such as Oidium, Stemphylium and Fulvia 
are becoming more prevalent. However, viruses are still the main 
limiting factor — geminivirus with its frequent recombination and 

highly effective transmission by whiteflies is always a threat that can 
overcome the resistance genes we are dealing with currently. At the 
same time, there is the risk of an outbreak of a new unknown disease, 
which is always the worst scenario.

ES: Besides resistance, there are of course numerous 
other breeding targets. What are you working on?

ME: We are continuously improving the yield of our varieties. Increasing 
crop yields is a prerequisite for feeding the world population and a 
crucial factor to safeguard tomato growers’ competitiveness. We do 
not introduce varieties that don’t meet our quality standards. In every 
segment, our challenge is to combine a good yield with good quality 
and taste. To secure a year-round supply, tomatoes sometimes have 
to be transported over long distances. For example, from the south of 
Europe to northwest Europe and from Turkey to Russia. In these cases, 
a good shelf life (minimum three weeks) is essential, again with the 
challenge to combine this with a good taste.

JPG: We can’t forget yield, earliness, and fruit quality, but consumers 
are also requesting tomatoes that are healthier, taste better and are 
innovative products which are not so new for us, but quite difficult to 
tackle at a breeding level.

ES: What are the innovations that your tomato breeders 
are bringing to the market?

ME: We are continuously working on a broad assortment, and keep on 
developing [new products like] new snack tomatoes with new shapes 
and colours. We have recently introduced two innovative tomato 
concepts, the Silky Pink and Internal Red tomato varieties. 

Pink tomatoes are well known in Asian countries, but quite new 
in the rest of the world. Therefore, Rijk Zwaan introduced the label 
Silky Pink. The distinctive colour and juicy flesh of these sweet ‘fruit 
tomatoes’ — as they are called in Japan — offer growers and retailers 
interesting opportunities to enter new markets.

 Internal Red tomatoes have a dark red color and a deep red core, 
what gives them a tasty and healthy appearance. This trait was picked 
up by Rijk Zwaan breeders and is currently available in our tomato 
assortment. The distinctive look can give a positive impression to the 
image of the tomato.

Silky Pink tomato. (Rijk Zwaan)

Internal Red tomatoes. (Rijk Zwaan)
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GA: I believe that the future of the industry is to satisfy the market 
chain. Up to now, much of the emphasis in plant breeding was focused 
on maximising yield that satisfies the growers. Later on, postharvest 
storability was accomplished and distributers benefited. Now it’s the 
consumers’ turn [to benefit], by keeping the former accomplishments 
fine-tuned with new traits. Specifically, this is our target and our 
varieties are tailored with these principles. When asked, consumers 
always choose our green harvest beef tomato Egara as the favourite 
to buy again. Another example would be the cluster tomato Ateneo, 
which provides a better taste and is meeting [production demands]. 
As you can see, we are bringing the flavour beyond the cherry types.

 
JPG: Without any hesitation, the elongated tomatoes for the fresh 
markets have been a major innovation brought by the company.

Green harvest beef tomato Egara. (Semillas Fitó)

Cluster tomato Ateneo. (Semillas Fitó)

TomAzur from Enza Zaden.

ES: How are your tomato breeders helping to meet the 
demands of growers and consumers?

GA: Since its inception, Semillas Fitó has invested heavily in research, 
development and innovation to enhance its catalogue of seed varieties. 
But what really sets the company apart from other companies in the 
industry is how they have focused R&D efforts from day one on local 
needs in each field. Thus, R&D investments at Semillas Fitó aim to 
benefit producers by improving production, plant resistance and fruit 
quality, distributors by extending product life without losing quality, 
and consumers by enhancing all aspects related to the product’s look, 
taste and texture.

Proximity to the market is important to our company. We keep in 
frequent contact with our customers including growers, packers and 
distribution chain. They provide the raw information that is used to 
define the breeding goals for our breeders. We also favour the direct 
exposure of our breeders to [market forces]. 

KK: At Enza Zaden we believe that our breeders have to be present 
in the market, to understand all the demands and trends, so we can 
work together with our clients to create new and innovative products. 
With this pro-active approach we would like to add extra value to the 
whole chain from grower to consumer. For example, three years ago the 
Spanish breeding team found the first red cocktail variety delivering 
excellent taste (throughout the Spanish growing seasons, hot or cold), 
uniform fruit set and beautiful product presentation. Together with a 
selected group of clients Enza Zaden launched the brand TomAzur for 
these varieties, today available in many leading European supermarkets.

In 2013 Enza Zaden launched a yellow cocktail tomato in the U.S., 
which has a taste equal to the leading red cocktail tomatoes. At the end 
of 2013 we found out that our variety Avalantino was exceeding the 
market standard in all its aspects. Today we have a select group of clients 
introducing Avalantino in the large-vine segment— and with success. 
Retail clients are embracing the concept.

JPG: Through our marketing department we focus on market analysis 
and following consumer trends, but sometimes breeders are also invited 
to propose fancy products, which can create new markets.

ME: Developing new varieties that fit local circumstances contributes to 
an increased availability throughout the year (with a stable quality and 
taste). New tomato types — snack sizes, better taste, more shapes and 
colours — can inspire chefs, retailers and consumers and contribute to 
higher vegetable consumption and healthier lifestyles. We aim to connect 
to these groups of vegetable users by means of direct and indirect 
communication and thus learn about their habits and preferences. An 
example is our online social platform LoveMySalad.com. The content of 
this informative site is written by and for salad lovers from all over the 
world and linked to a Facebook page with more than 170 000 followers. 
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The species Solanum lycopersicum, member of 
the nightshade family, originated in the South 
American Andes, and spread throughout the 
world following the Spanish colonisation of the 
Americas, and its many thousands of varieties 
are now widely grown. Its arrival in Europe is 
disputed. Some state that Spanish conquistador 
Hernán Cortés may have been the first to 
transfer small yellow tomatoes to Europe in 
1521. Some believe Christopher Columbus may 
have taken them back as early as 1493. The 
earliest discussion of the tomato in European 
literature appeared in a herbal written in 1544 
by Pietro Andrea Mattioli, an Italian physician 
and botanist, who suggested that a new type 
of eggplant had been brought to Italy that was 
blood red or golden colour. However, it was not 
until 10 years later that tomatoes were named 
in print by Mattioli as pomi d’oro, or “golden 
apple”.

In 2012, tomato production was valued at $58 
billion and tomatoes were the eighth most 
valuable agricultural product worldwide. 
According to FAOSTAT, the Top 5 producers 
of tomatoes were China, India, the U.S., 
Spain and Egypt.

Fusion tomato. (Vilmorin)

Sir Elyan tomato. (Vilmorin)

Yellow cocktail tomato. (Enza Zaden)

Origins and Market Share

IT’S NOT ABOUT WHETHER 
OR NOT WE DO SOCIAL 
MEDIA, IT’S ABOUT HOW 
WELL WE DO IT.

@EUROPEANSEED
 EUROPEAN SEED
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n order to get a clear picture of when 
and why the European Seed Treatment 
Assurance (ESTA) scheme was set up, 
we need to go back in time a bit. On May 

15, 2008, the German Federal Off ice for 
Consumer Protection and Food Safety (BVL) 
— responsible for the authorisation of plant 
protection products in Germany — decided 
to suspend the authorisations of defined 
insecticides used for seed treatment. The 
use of seed treated with these products was 
suspected to be the cause of an unusually 
high mortality rate of honeybees observed in 
a small area in southwest Germany that year. 

Fol low i n g i nves t i gat ion s ,  i t  w a s 
conf irmed that the bees had died from 
exposure to clothianidin, an active substance 
contained in a plant protection product 
(PPP) used as seed treatment for maize 
in Germany. The main causal factor was 
identified as incorrect application of the PPP, 
in combination with the specific pneumatic 
sowing equipment used, special weather 
conditions during sowing and a specif ic 
dosage rate that had been compulsory to 
fight the spread of diabrotica, a pest currently 
spreading throughout Southern and Central 
Europe. 

New ESTA scheme addresses the need for quality assurance during the application  
of plant protection products to seed and subsequent handling of treated seed.

The results of the analysis carried out 
indicated that unusually high quantities 
of seed treatment dust had been emitted 
into the env i ronment du r i n g sow i n g, 
as a result of the abrasion of corn seed 
treatment from batches that had not been 
correctly appl ied to the seed. The drift 
of the abraded material was amplified by 
the use of certain pneumatic corn-sowing 
machines that allowed the material to be 
dispersed into the air, as wel l as by the 
dryness of the soil and strong winds during 
sowing. This dispersed the seed treatment’s 
active ingredient to neighbouring f ields 
frequented by bees.

“ T h e  b e e  i n c i d e n t  i n  G e r m a n y 
underl ined that the qual ity of the seed 
treatment application is essential to help 
to avoid ser ious adverse impact on the 
env ironment and that each part of the 
chain needs to assume speci f ic qual ity 
assurance responsibility,” ESTA manager 
Amalia Kafka says.

Following this incident, in 2009/2010, 
the European Seed Associat ion (ESA) 
started developing the ESTA scheme for 
quality assurance during the application of 
plant protection products to seed and the 

handling of treated seed. The scheme was 
developed with the collaboration of the seed 
industry, the crop protection industry and 
the national authorities. 

TAKING AIM
“ESTA combines a number of elements 
to guarantee professional, h igh-qual ity 
seed treating applications, defined quality 
reference values with a uniform testing 
protocol, safe use information and respective 
labeling for users. The ESTA logo may be 
awarded to companies complying with the 
scheme and its standards and audited and 
accredited accordingly,” Kafka says.

It provides a quality assurance system 
to ensure that the process of treating seeds 
and the resulting treated seed meet require-
ments defined by legislators and industry. 
Seed treatments and their application combine 
precision and low doses of active ingredient 
amounts to maximize efficacy and ensure min-
imal environmental impact.

James Wal lace of the U.K.’s Dalton 
Seeds, a for mer board member of the 
A gr icu ltura l Industr ies Con federat ion 
(AIC) and member of the ESA STAT Working 
Group, is very clear about the ESTA system. 

SEED TRADE RESPONDS 
TO PUBLIC CONCERNS
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“The seed industry must recognise 
[that] society needs to be sure pesticides 
are used correctly and safely for people and 
the environment. The EU has established 
controls for the application of foliar applied 
chem ica l s a nd the Com m iss ion Dra f t 
Gu ida nce Docu ment proposes s i m i la r 
monitoring of seed treatment applications. 
ESTA provides the seed industry with a 
scheme for ensur ing these controls are 
appropriate for the effective and efficient 
application of PPP and are not a burden on 
our businesses.”

Kaf ka adds : “Compan ies cer t i f ied 
to the ESTA standard rel iably treat seed 
with plant protection products, resulting 
in quality products (treated seed) for the 
ultimate user — farmer, grower, plant raiser 
or contractor. The ESTA certification provides 
key assurances of full control of the processes 
for treating seeds; continual improvement of 
processes and standards; and adequately and 
well-trained personnel. ESTA certifies that 
only seed meeting agreed quality standards 
is being put on the market.”

ESTA as an independently-audited trade 
assurance scheme provides a cost-effective 
way of ensuring high standards of product 
appl ication to meet publ ic and customer 
demands, Wallace adds. “It’s cost-effective to 
the industry by ensuring the requirements 
are practical and not a burden. [It is also] 
cost-ef fect ive for regu lators, by using 
an industry-operated scheme subject to 
independent auditing to ensure compliance.”

ESTA’S BENEFITS
Companies benefit greatly from joining the 
ESTA scheme. Klaus Schlünder, head of 
business development, oi l crops for KWS 
says, “The ESTA membership [shows] that 
the seed industry cares about quality, which 
means it cares about the environment and 
farmers as end-users. The benef it KWS 
has received is to deliver seeds with high-
quality seed treatment, which is controlled 
and cer t i f ied w ith in the scheme by an 
independent organ isat ion and that the 
scheme is accepted by the authorities.”

Wal lace notes there are numerous 
benefits to the ESTA system: 
• Assurance of top-quality seed treatment 

appl ication: Accurate and consistent 
application of seed treatment products 
is essentia l for both eff icacy and the 
safety of operators and the environment. 
Ensuring this is achieved and that it is 
continually being improved is vital for a 
successful seed business. 

• Independent auditing to assure customers 
and the publ ic: Reassurance that the 
application of pesticides is done safely 
and correctly is important to customers 
a nd the publ ic .  ESTA prov ides for 
certification of seed treatment facilities 
by independent professional auditors.

• Secur ing the future supply of seed 
t re at ment  product s :  By prov id i n g 
assurance of professional application, 
authorities can approve new products 
with the knowledge they will be applied 
cor rect ly.  T he d r a f t  EU g u id a nce 
document proposes the establishment of 
schemes for the national certification of 
seed treatment facilities.

• Av o i d  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n  o f  c o s t l y 
reg u lat ion s :  I f  the author i t ies a re 
concer ned about the sa fet y of  the 
application process, they could impose 
costly regulations on the seed trade. 
Assurance schemes such as ESTA have 
been effective in avoiding the imposition 
of  cu mbersome regu lat ions w ith i n 
agriculture

• Ensure the free movement of treated 
seed within the EU: ESTA will provide 
EU-wide accepted standards for seed 
treatment. “This is especially important 
where small quantities of seed are treated 
in one country for wider distr ibution 
throughout the EU, for example oilseed 
rape and vegetable seeds,” Wallace says.

“The seed industry 
must recognise 

[that] society 
needs to be sure 

pesticides are 
used correctly 
and safely for 
people and the 
environment.”

Amalia Kafka, ESTA manager

APPLYING FOR ESTA 
CERTIFICATION
The way in which a company appl ies for 
ESTA certification depends on the country. 
In France, Germany, Poland, Spain and the 
U.K., ESTA is operated by national agents. If 
a site is located in one of these countries, the 
company should contact the national agent 
of its country. The agents are as follows: 
• France – Union Française des Semenciers 

(UFS) 
• Germany – SeedGuard 
• Poland – Polska Izba Nasienna /Pol ish 

Seed Trade Association (PIN) 
• Spain – ANOVE
• U.K. – Agricultural Industries 

Confederation AIC 
The nat iona l agents have the speci f ic 
i n f r a s t r u c t u r e ,  k n o w l e d g e  a n d 
competence and cooperate with ESA in the 
implementation of the ESTA scheme in their 
territory.

The national agents deal with:
(i) the acceptance of ESTA Certi fy ing 

Bodies (CB); and
(ii) the licensing of the ESTA trademark to 

ESTA-certified treatment sites located 
in the territory.
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Treated seed stewardship has been a hot 
topic in recent years due to topics such 
as pollinator health.
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“If a site is located in any other country, it 
should contact an accredited CB and plan 
the audit. After the successful audit the CB 
will send the ESTA Certificate to ESA and 
then the site will need to sign the Standard 
License Agreement with ESA, which wil l 
allow the use of the ESTA logo,” Kafka says.

G er m a n seed compa ny K WS h a s 
recently joined ESTA. 

“Seed quality has always been an important 
issue within KWS, so when the [opportunity]
was presented to get an independent, industry-
driven system in place, it was clear that KWS 
should join the system,” Schlünder says. 

For KWS, the advantages included:
• Process-driven audit and certification;
• Accept a nce  of  t he  s y s t em by  t he 

authorities;
• Susta inable approach as continuous 

improvement is one important pillar in 
the scheme;

• Scheme is more flexible in implementation 
and appl ication of new technologies, 
w h i c h  i s  a  r e q u i r e m e n t  f o r  a l l 
participants.

As soon as a company decides to join ESTA, 
several changes need to be made within the 
company. 

“Within KWS we have an ongoing QAS 
(quality assurance scheme) that is regularly 
audited under ISO 9001. By implementing 
the ESTA scheme we were obl i ged to 
adapt certain parts to the new checkl ist 
and implement further testing methods 
l ike the Heubach Test in our laboratory, 
together with the necessary training of the 
personnel involved. Other process steps 
had to be modified in respect to the supply 
cha in management to fu l f i l l the ESTA 
requirements,” Schlünder says.

UPTAKE BY LEGISLATORS
“The ESTA scheme has been very wel l-
received by the EU Commission and the 
member states. The second draft of the 
guidance document for the authorisation of 
plant protection products for seed treatment 
refers to guidance documents that should 
be used to assess the quality of the seed 
treatment process and the quality of the 
treated seed. ESTA is acknowledged as one 
of these seed treatment process certification 
systems,” Kafka says.

E S TA h a s  b e e n  de s i g ne d  t o  b e 
compat ible w ith the nat iona l  qua l i t y 
assurance systems in France (PQP) and in 
Germany (SeedGuard). The sites that are 
certified for the above-mentioned schemes 
can also be considered ESTA certified. 

“The experience of AIC in the U.K. 
is that in responding to issues of concern 
to the publ ic and pol it icians regarding 
agricultural products, we have established 
trade assurance schemes managed by the 
industry. These have allowed us to ensure 
they are practica l and cost-effective to 
implement. As a result, we have avoided 
expensive regulations being imposed on us, 

and prevented many of the food safety and 
product security incidents occurring in the 
U.K.,” Wallace says.

ESTA IMPLEMENTATION  
IN THE EU
Within the first year of the implementation of 
ESTA, the number of certified sites has more 
than doubled. In Germany and France, the 
coverage in maize seed treatment is between 
80 to 90 per cent and in oilseed rape between 
80 to 100 per cent. 

“ESA i s  conv i nced that the new 
national agents of ESTA in Spain and Poland 
will definitely support the further imple-
mentation of the scheme in these regions of 
Europe,” Kafka says.

“In our business, we have used ESTA 
cer t i f icat ion to demonstrate [that] we 
apply seed treatments to the h i ghest 
standard to a l l our seed products. Like 
most seed compa n ies i n the past ,  we 
[applied] seed treatment to top standards 
but had the occasiona l qua l ity i ssue,” 
Wallace adds. “When we analysed our pro-
cesses under ESTA, we found there were 
areas where we were not effectively mon-
itor ing and control l ing some key stages 
and with independent audits we now have 
ensured the reliability of our processes.”

Sch lünder would certa in ly recom-
mend other compan ies joi n the ESTA 
system. “By any means, I recom mend 
other companies to fol low, as the ESTA 
scheme is a tool to [ensure] the quality of 
process and product; to maintain exist-
ing PPPs registered; to get new products 
registered; and to keep an open exchange 
with the authorities.”

While ESTA is off to a great start, fur-
ther improvements are always necessary. 

“As indicated, continuous improve-
ment is an important pi l lar in the ESTA 
scheme. So we are work ing on extend-
ing the range of species covered and are 
adapting what we learn from the different 
comments from stakeholders to make the 
system as effective as possible,” Schlünder 
adds.

“In our business, 
we have used 

ESTA certification 
to demonstrate 
[that] we apply 

seed treatments 
to the highest 

standard to all our 
seed products.”

Photo courtesy of Bayer CropScience.

ESTA certified sites are growing in number across Europe.

 P
ho

to
 c

ou
rt

es
y 

of
 B

AS
F 

SE
.





20  I  EUROPEAN SEED  I  EUROPEAN-SEED.COM20  I  EUROPEAN SEED  I  EUROPEAN-SEED.COM

ince 1994 the Convention on Biological 
Diversity has been in force, and one of 
the pillars of it is access and benefit 

sharing. Countries have sovereign rights on 
their genetic resources and to the use of those 
resources, and as such Prior Informed Consent 
and Mutually Agreed Terms may be needed to 
use the genetic materials and settle the benefi t 
sharing resulting therefrom. 

As far back as the eighties, countries rec-
ognized that they were very much depending on 
each other for plant genetic resources for food 
and agriculture. Therefore, the International 
Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources developed a 
multilateral system to facilitate access and ben-
efi t sharing of plant genetic resources for food 
and agriculture through the so-called multilat-
eral system. In that system, access and bene-
fi t sharing are organized through a standard 
contract that was internationally negotiated.

However, there was one problem. Access 
and benefi t sharing through the Convention on 
Biological Diversity did not take place at a large 
scale, and therefore it was decided to develop a 
separate protocol to the elaborate access and 
benefi t sharing process. This resulted in the 
Nagoya Protocol, which consists of three ele-
ments: 

•  Facilitation of access
• Benefi t sharing arrangements 
• Compliance elements

The Nagoya Protocol still needs to be imple-
mented at a national level. The Convention 
on Biological Diversity and also the Nagoya 
Protocol often are not implemented through 
national legislation, which led to rules and 
legislation that are not applicable for individ-
ual access and benefi t sharing agreements in 
practice. 

“The reason to come up with the Nagoya 
Protocol was that the access and benefi t shar-
ing provisions in the Convention on Biological 
Diversity were not suffi ciently elaborated,” says 

Anke van den Hurk, vice-director of Plantum, 
the Dutch association for the plant reproduction 
material sector. “Moreover, the Bonn guidelines, 
a guidance document for the implementation of 
national access and benefi t sharing legislation, 
did not result in appropriate national legislation 
[or] ultimately benefi t sharing.” 

Van den Hurk states that this was espe-
cially noted in developing countries, where it 
was felt that benefi t sharing still did not take 
place, as the Bonn guidelines were voluntary. 
They felt the need for a binding system. After 
many years of negotiation, the Nagoya Protocol 
was adopted in 2010.

According to the Nagoya Protocol, gov-
ernments need to defi ne access rules, establish 
benefi t sharing agreements, and ensure compli-
ance in user countries. 

Particularly relevant for the seed sector is 
that the Nagoya Protocol recognises specialised 
access and benefi t sharing regimes, and genetic 
resources used according to those are excluded 
from the Nagoya Protocol. The access and ben-
efit sharing mechanism of the International 
Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources is one of the 
recognised systems. Furthermore, the Nagoya 
Protocol acts to raise awareness, build capacity 
to support implementation and act as a hub for 
the collection and distribution of information 
on topics such as domestic regulatory access 
and benefi t sharing.

As seed companies are urged to keep track of their genetic resources, European 
Seed offers an overview of the Nagoya Protocol and what it means to the industry.

EDITOR’S NOTE: This is par t one of a two-par t series exploring the Nagoya Protocol and its impact on the 
European seed industry. Watch for par t two in Volume 2, Issue 2 of European Seed.

ENSURING BIODIVERSITY
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BY: MARCEL BRUINS

In plant breeding it is crucial that there 
is simple and easy access to genetic resources 
to develop commercial varieties, so it comes 
as no surprise that the seed industry has been 
discussing the Nagoya Protocol and its impact 
on the industry. 

“Through the Convention on Biological 
Diversity, and now more explicitly through the 
Nagoya Protocol, access to genetic resources 
can only be obtained in a legal manner if 
Prior Informed Consent and Mutually Agreed 
Terms have been obtained,” says van den 
Hurk. “This is not necessary in countries that 
do not require this, and also not necessary 
in cases where the International Treaty on 
Plant Genetic Resources system is used. Most 
people say that the Standard Material Transfer 
Agreement, as elaborated under the [treaty], 
may serve as Prior Informed Consent and 
Mutually Agreed Terms. The latter, however, 
is not offi cially agreed upon by the parties of 
the Convention on Biological Diversity nor the 
Nagoya Protocol.”

Compliance 
Measures Needed
As in the Nagoya Protocol, compliance meas-
ures for user countries are required. A user 
(so also a plant breeder) may be approached/
checked from two sides — fi rst from the coun-
try that is providing the genetic resources and 
later from the user country. With the implemen-
tation of the Nagoya Protocol in the European 
Union, legislation is just focusing on compliance 
measures, as users of genetic resources have a 
due diligence obligation.

The Convention on Biological Diversity/
Nagoya system requires individual businesses 
to negotiate bilateral contracts between them-
selves and the provider country. This means 
that each company has to negotiate with coun-
tries to get access to desired PGR.

The Nagoya Protocol was adopted in 2010 
af ter lengthy negotiations.
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Van den Hurk continues: “You may negoti-
ate on a private level, but you could also negoti-
ate on a group level. Through Plantum we have 
done several collaborative efforts to obtain 
access to genetic resources with different 
levels of success.”

Those efforts include:
• Collecting missions in Central Asia: It 

was agreed that these missions could 
take place and that the genetic resources 
would be shared between the gene bank 
of the country and the Dutch gene bank 
CGN. Additionally, resources could be 
given out under the conditions of the 
Standard Material Transfer Agreement. 

• A country in Lat in A mer ica d id not 
respond to a request for access i n 
exchange for a research and capacity 
building project. Hence the access and 
benefi t sharing did not take place.

• Currently a pi lot is being carried out 
in China for the exchange of genetic 
resources of an ornamental species.

It is clear that this approach, with a lot 
of negotiations, places smal l- and medi-
um-sized companies at a disadvantage. Many 
off icials have not been able to see those 
consequences, let alone take care of a solu-
tion. For the moment, nothing is foreseen 
to address this problem in the Convention 
on Biologica l Diversity, nor the Nagoya 
Protocol.

“The International Treaty on Plant 
Genetic Resources, however, understands 
the activities of the plant breeding sector 
much better. Moreover, it understands the 
interdependence of countries and makes 
the exchange of genetic resources relatively 
simple through a standard contract. This 
contract is used especial ly for materials 
from gene banks,” says van den Hurk. 

It is important to stress that every-
body may benefi t from the gene banks. They 
conserve genetic resources for humankind. 
Moreover, every country is depending on 
resources from other countries while doing 
plant breeding, in particular for genetic 
resources for food and agriculture.

To  d a t e ,  i mplement a t ion  of  t he 
Internat iona l Treaty on Plant Genet ic 
Resources also has had its challenges, and 
those who thought that working with Annex 1 
crops would be simple have had to think again. 
Companies working with Annex 1 crops should 
not assume that they automatically fall under 
the International Treaty on Plant Genetic 
Resources system as not all countries, mem-
bers of the Convention on Biological Diversity 
and/or the Nagoya Protocol, are members of 
the treaty. Additionally, genetic resources 
found in situ in member countries do not auto-
matically fall under the multilateral system. 
Even ex situ collections of genetic resources 
do not always automatically fall under the 
treaty. These genetic resources have to be 
placed under the multilateral system. 

Efforts to Inform Industry
Over the past number of years, national, 
regional and global seed associations have 
been informing the seed industry about the 
implications of the Nagoya Protocol. Some 
proactive seed companies have been heeding 
the many presentations and have prepared 
themselves in advance. 

“We have used 2014 to prepare for the 
new rules that will become applicable this 
year,” says Lisanne Boon, company lawyer 
at Rijk Zwaan in the Netherlands. “Together 
with our researchers and breeders, we have 
redrafted our current procedures to comply 
with these new, stricter rules. In this pro-
cedure, we have tried to combine the legal 
aspects, as laid down in the biodiversity leg-
islation, with a pragmatic approach, ensuring 
to the best extent possible that biodiversity 
is conserved, used and results in benefi ts for 
people all over the world — not only in the 
developed countries, but also in the developing 
countries.” 

But that’s not all. Companies need to be 
aware of several other factors. 

To learn more about the Nagoya Protocol and the Convention on 
Biological Diversity visit www.cbc.int/abs. Also watch for part 
two of our coverage on the Nagoya Protocol in Volume 2, Issue 2 
of European Seed.
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“It is very important for companies to 
know which genetic resources in a country 
fall under access and benefi t sharing legisla-
tion. Fresh products in supermarkets, seeds 
or planting material bought in a local market 
or even seeds or planting material obtained 
through a farmer or research institute may be 
covered by the access and benefi t sharing leg-
islation,” says van den Hurk.

Seed companies, though, feel there is still 
much uncertainty about the implementation by 
the European Commission.

 “A complicating factor is that there are 
still many questions that need to be answered 
by the European Commission and the national 
governments,” says Boon. “We have noticed 
that this creates substantial uncertainties. 
As a consequence, some companies become 
overly protective, blocking the acquisition of 
new material. The longer these uncertainties 
continue, the larger will be the negative effect 
on the innovation in our sector.”

Boon notes that already, on several 
occasions, they have worked to prepare 
their breeders for new legislation to come. 
“They realize that it is something that we 
will have to deal with, even though it is not 
always easy to understand why these rules 
are being imposed. It is diffi cult to see how 
the new rules contribute to conservation and 
sustainable use of biodiversity. There is a big 
concern that accessing new material will only 
become even more diffi cult.”

And there are more concerns ahead. 
“Being a multinational organization, our 
group companies are located all over the 
world — which means that we will possibly 
be faced with many different implementations 
of the Nagoya Protocol,” Boon says. “Given the 
strong interdependence of the group compa-
nies, we nevertheless decided to develop one 
procedure for the entire group. We want to 
ensure that intergroup exchanges of material 
are not hampered by unnecessary adminis-
trative rules.”

Looking forward to the coming year, 
Boon adds that Rijk Zwaan plans to stay active. 
“We will use this year to inform our colleagues 
in more detail about the new procedure that 
we have prepared — both through presenta-
tions and via written communications.” 

“THE LONGER THESE 

UNCERTAINTIES 

CONTINUE, THE 

LARGER WILL BE THE 

NEGATIVE EFFECT ON 

THE INNOVATION IN 

OUR SECTOR.”
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ighty diverse countries, 218 member laboratories and 103 personal 
and associate members. This was the snapshot of the membership 

of the International Seed Testing Association (ISTA) at the end of 2014. 
ISTA is a non-profit association of seed testing laboratories and indi-

vidual seed professionals, established in 1924 and operating under the 
governance of member countries and distinct economies. The objectives 
of the association are primarily to develop, adopt and publish standard 
procedures for seed sampling and testing, to promote the uniform appli-
cation of these procedures, and to advance research in all areas of seed 
science and technology. 

The technical part of the association’s objectives is accomplished 
through the work of 18 technical committees, most of them dedicated to 
specific areas of seed testing and composed of the best experts and seed 
analysts. The committees are tasked with the responsibility to develop 
new methods, and provide scientifically sound technical and analytical 
solutions to seed testing challenges. These methods are then published 
as the ISTA Rules and handbooks. 

In addition, the committees also facilitate the dissemination of seed test-
ing knowledge through workshops and seminars. These educational efforts 
come in addition to ISTA’s scientific publication Seed Science and Technology. 

A principal component of the effort of standardisation in seed 
testing is ISTA’s accreditation of seed testing laboratories and the 
use of standardised reporting of test results on the ISTA Orange 
International Seed Lot Certificate and the ISTA Blue International 
Seed Sample Certificate.

To i l lustrate the contr ibution of ISTA’s work to the seed 
industry, one should follow the life cycle of a seed lot — for example 
a hybrid corn variety. The utilisation of ISTA methods actually starts 
in the previous generation, where the parental lines of the seed are 
to be tested to confirm identity and genetic purity. If need be, the 
parental lines will also be tested for trait purity and for adventitious 
presence of genetically modified seed. After the seed is harvested 
from the parent l ine and processed, it will be tested for quality, 
germination, moisture, vigour and purity. If this seed is designated 
for export, it may undergo additional testing for seed health and 
possibly GMO testing again. The results will be documented on an 
ISTA Orange certificate, and the certificate will accompany the seed 
to its destination. Once arriving at its destination, the quality of the 
seed is clearly represented in a structured, convenient and familiar 
way on the accompanying certificate. 

The seed may undergo yet another round of testing by a 
government laboratory for the sake of checking compliance with the 
governing local regulations. In total ISTA provides the methods used 
for quality control for the seed producer/seller; the same methods 
that will be used by the government lab enforcing compliance with 
the governing regulations (both operating under the same standards 
that are defined by ISTAs accreditation) and all expressing the 
results in a clear and common language on the ISTA certificate. 

This harmonisation in methodology and mode of communication 
is the cornerstone of the seed trade. This clearly paints the picture of 
the importance of ISTA, and its role as a facilitator of international 
seed movement and trade. The first and by far biggest beneficiary of 
this harmonisation process is the seed industry.

European Seed spoke with several members of the industry to 
collect their perspectives on the role of ISTA in the seed industry 
and strengths of membership: ISTA secretary-general Beni Kaufman; 

ISTA Support Crucial
Knowing the industry-wide benefits of harmonised seed 
testing methodologies, ISTA has launched a new membership 
category to encourage industry engagement.
BY: MARCEL BRUINS  AND MARC ZIENKIEWICZ

For more information, visit:
www.seedtest.org/en/seed-science-and-tech-
nology-_content---1--1084.html 
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Brigitte Hamman, global technical manager, seed biology at Syngenta 
Crop Protection; Elizabeth Bates, global head of seed and trait safety 
at Bayer CropScience; and Bruno Zaccomer, seed technology and Six 
Sigma lead Europe at Monsanto. 

European Seed: You are active in ISTA. 
Why is it important for your company 
to engage with this organisation?
Brigitte Hamman: The main focus of my team is to ensure the 
seed safety of the various seed treatments (agrochemicals) in our 
portfolio. In order to do a good job at that, it’s essential that we assess 
physiological seed quality accurately and precisely, before and after 
treatment. [Also], the access to cutting-edge information with regard 
to seed technology specifically is invaluable for me in terms of my 
specific objectives. It also provides a community of experts to whom 
I can turn to when seed quality issues outside of the usual arise.

Elizabeth Bates: ISTA is unique in that it brings together people 
from many countries worldwide with a clear mandate from their 
respective governments to prov ide direction on seed testing. 
This a l lows international rules to be proposed, endorsed and 
implemented. Having clearly globally endorsed and respected rules, 
of course, makes it easier for seed providers to test their seed with 
the understanding that these tests will be accepted in any country. 
Having these rules in place and understanding them are the first 
steps to freeing up trade. Therefore the work that ISTA does with 
governmentally appointed delegates is very important, and Bayer 
CropScience supports and encourages this work. 

Bruno Zaccomer: As a major participant in global seed trade, it is 
critical for Monsanto to be actively involved and engaged with the 
ISTA organization and ISTA members. The testing protocols stated 
in the ISTA Rules are required or referenced by many countries in 
their seed import regulations. ISTA brings together representatives 
from governments, seed companies, seed testing firms, seed related 
firms, academia and others to better address seed issues from their 
unique perspectives. 

ISTA and the ISTA Rules are viewed by many in government 
agencies and other seed industry organisations around the world as 
the source of standardised methodology for testing seeds. It is critical 
that Monsanto be actively engaged to assist with the development 

and validation of this standardised testing methodology to improve 
and encourage seed testing uniformity globally. 

Also, the ISTA organisation provides an excellent forum for all 
entities interested in seed issues to network and build relationships 
to improve global seed trade and discuss and address common issues. 
As an active ISTA member, Monsanto is engaged in the vital process 
of sharing and obtaining information related to global seed movement 
as well as current and new technologies related to determining 
various aspects of seed quality. 

In addition, in a political, regulatory and legal context that is 
more and more complex, there is a need to have some recognised and 
shared testing methods, which are recognised and used by all parties. 
It’s necessary in order to have the clearest view of the quality of our 
products, whatever the threshold or regulation is.

ISTA is a perfect channel to share and spread knowledge of best 
practices of seed testing through workshops and seminars, which 
we are supporting. We also see our engagement in ISTA as a support 
to the accreditation system. This system is critical to guarantee the 
result of any third party lab and to provide recognition of the results 
obtained by our internal laboratories.

ES: At its 2014 meeting, ISTA 
implemented the new category of 
Industry Membership. Can you explain 
more about that and why it felt it was 
necessary? What is in it for the seed 
companies that decide to become ISTA 
Industry Members?
Beni Kaufman: This category is meant to achieve two goals. 
First, to draw in and further engage the seed industry in the 
association’s activities, and secondly to help raise more funds to 
expand the association’s activities. ISTA opened up its membership 
to the industry in the late 1990s and seed analysts and scientists 
coming from seed companies or commercial laboratories have made 
remarkable contributions to the work of ISTA’s working groups and 
technical committees ever since. 

Presently there are more than 60 laboratories owned by seed 
companies that are already ISTA member laboratories. However, 
the new category is not about the membership or involvement of 
the singular industry lab in the association, but rather a stake 
that the company as a whole is taking in the association. We have 
created this category in a way that will allow any industry member 

Image provided by Brigitte Hamman of Syngenta.
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to participate; the name itself is inclusive and opens up the door 
to large corporations, medium and small companies or commercial 
laboratories. 

A new and important benef it in tak ing on the Industry 
membership is partaking in a new body — the Industry Advisory 
Group, a forum that wil l be made up of up to 15 ISTA members 
and will be charged with the task of representing the industry’s 
interest in the association. One seat in this group is reserved for a 
representative of the International Seed Federation (ISF), and the 
first eight Industry Members will automatically have a place on the 
group after ISTA executive committee approval.

This forum wil l serve as a communication channel to the 
executive committee and wil l enable a direct discussion of the 
industries’ challenges, requests and priorities. One reason why this 
communication may be important is that seed science and testing 
developments often “fall between the chairs.” In most seed companies 
the R&D department is focused on breeding and biotechnology, the 
supply or production department is always working under pressure 
and is too cost sensitive to allow developmental work, thus, the ability 
to communicate analytical needs and challenges to ISTA, and prompt 
the association to solve these analytical needs can fill this gap. 

Furthermore, the potential of harnessing the communal work of 
ISTA’s technical committees to solve technical challenges that more 
often than not are not unique to one company, represents the most 
efficient and cost-effective way of addressing these analytical needs. 
If each company were to tackle such challenges independently, it 
would be a much more costly effort, thus, investing in a “seat at the 
table” may yield a very high return on a relatively small investment. 
Therefore, this new forum is potentially the most important benefit 
that the Industry Membership carries. 

From the associat ion’s s ide, the add it iona l fu nds th is 
membership brings can potentially be used in a number of beneficial 
ways that are not currently possible or only partially addressed. 
For example, grants in support of seed science research, support 
development of underfunded labs, creation of web-based education 
systems, or free participation in ISTA activities for members and 
students.

Last ly, the abi l it y of ISTA to promote u n i for m ity and 
standardisation in seed testing is a function of ISTAs recognition. 
Engaging as an Industry Member is an endorsement, showing the 
industry’s support to the association and what it stands for. 

ES: There was a similar membership 
category in the past, but that did not 
work so well. How was that category 
different from the new one?
BK: ISTA had introduced Corporate Membership in 2007 without 
much success. But other than the fact that both categories are 
intended for the industry, there is no comparison. The old Corporate 
Membership category was more of a pure sponsorship opportunity 
that did not have any benefits associated with it and for small or 
medium companies was more fiscally demanding.

ES: Are you planning to become an 
Industry Member, and what do you 
hope to get out of it?
EB: Bayer CropScience is committed to its current ISTA membership. 
One of our testing labs has full laboratory membership (without 
accreditation) and we also have a sizable number of personal and 
associate members. We are currently looking at our overall global 
membership strategy to see what and if Industry Membership fits our 
needs and how it would make a differential impact.

BZ: Monsanto views this new membership category as an invitation by 
ISTA to earnestly reach out and engage the seed industry, and seek its 
input on issues that are vital to global seed trade. ISTA testing protocols 
are utilised by many countries as the basis for seed import requirements. 
As a global seed company, Monsanto is planning to become an ISTA 
Industry Member to support, encourage and participate in the global 
harmonisation of seed testing that ISTA provides. 

By becoming an ISTA Industry Member, Monsanto hopes 
to actively participate in the dynamic discussion and ongoing 
development of seed testing methodology utilised by both regulatory 
and private sector laboratories around the world. I hope this gives 
us an opportunity to help influence seed testing rules and in the 
future, assist with the development of the opportunity for all non-
governmental ISTA members to vote on rule proposals.

For a global company, the Industry Membership is a great 
opportunity to harmonise and coordinate the many connections and 
contributions we have with ISTA.

ES: Looking at the near/mid-term 
future, what important ISTA 
developments are in the pipeline 
that will have an impact on the seed 
industry?
BK: ISTA has a number of projects that are either in the design stage 
or underway. To mention a few:
• The power of our association and its ability to deliver more services 

is derived from the number of our members; therefore, growth is a 
priority. Even though we have a presence in 80 countries and distinct 
economies, we still can reach many more laboratories — many of 
these laboratories are industry or commercial labs. For this purpose, 
at the beginning of this year we hired Pierrick Marcoux who will 
head ISTA’s marketing efforts. Marcoux is coming with a wealth of 
marketing experience and will direct his talent and knowledge to 
promote ISTA around the world. One of the areas in which we see 
potential for growth is the seed sector, therefore industry should 
expect to see and hear more of the association once the campaign is 
underway. 

• Electronic certificates: we are looking at possible ways to digitise the 
ISTA orange and blue certificates. It is hard to tell when this initiative 
will materialise as there are a number of challenges in providing the 
same level of security to electronic documents as we presently have 
with the paper documents, but there are some obvious time gains 
that such a transition will bring, and the search is on. 

• Web-based workshops: this was an idea initiated by Rasha El-Khadem, 
our former head of the accreditation and technical department. The 
initial thought focuses on offering quality assurance workshops. This 
idea is yet to be approved by the ISTA executive committee.

ES: Would you like to see more 
involvement of the seed industry, and 
if yes, on which topics or by whom? In 
other words, how can the industry 
support ISTA?
BK: One very important place that we are entirely dependent on 
industry support is providing seeds for the GMO testing proficiency 
test (PT). The PTs are administered as “blind tests”, that is, we 
are spiking conventional seed with predetermined proposition(s) 
of transgenic seed of a particular type and known zygosity, and 
the laboratories need to test and determine the presence/absence 
of GM seed (qual itative tests), and/or the identity and level of 
adventitious presence of GM seed (quantitative tests). The source 
of seed, especially transgenic seed, is from the industry. In the last 
three years we have benefited from the generosity of Bayer and 
Monsanto, however, it will be very helpful if we can partner with 
industry and put in place a long-term plan for the supply of seed for 
this purpose. In the same vein, occasionally, the Proficiency Test 
technical committee, which is organizing the basic PTs, also needs 
to obtain seed from the industry.

Another place where there is room for involvement is our 
technical committees — we currently have vacant spots. For 
example, the Moisture Committee, the Tetrazolium Committee and 
the Nomenclature Committee and some others have just one or two 
spots still open. The one technical committee that is important to 
the function of all others, and therefore is at any given point in time 
overloaded with work, is the Statistics Committee. We welcome and 
will greatly appreciate more statisticians helping with this committee 
— and they are guaranteed a supply of interesting tasks. Anybody 
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interested in taking on this challenge is invited to contact myself or 
Nadine Ettel, our technical committee coordinator (Nadine.ettel@
ista.ch). 

ES: There are only a few companies 
active in ISTA. What advice would you 
give to other companies who are not 
yet active in ISTA? Should they join 
ISTA?
BH: Yes, they certainly should join. The greater the degree of 
industry participation, the better ISTA can serve the interests and 
needs of industry, in a realistic and practical way.

EB: Bayer CropScience believes it is important to get al l of the 
players to the table in order to achieve a foundational understanding 
of the issues in seed testing and to ensure everyone has the same 
level of knowledge in order to prevent [problems] for everyone. In 
this sense I would encourage other companies to join, whether they 
are one of the ‘Big Six’ or smaller seed companies, or even specific 
seed testing companies. By joining ISTA and being an active member 
on one of the various technical committees, a company can hope to 
better understand the international rules and be on the front line 
when changes occur. 

There are also many opportunities to take part in workshops and 
proficiency tests, which really help to benchmark testing and improve 
ways of working. ISTA workshops are inexpensive relative to other 
training opportunities (and costs are even lower for members) and 
are very hands-on, which is an excellent way to develop employees.

I belong to the GMO technical committee and we were recently 
able to write and gain acceptance of the ISTA rules for GMO testing. 
This was a collaborative effort between a wide group of people, all 
working together within the committee, regardless of their country 
of origin or whether they work for government or industry. Getting 
all of the ISTA delegates to accept our rules was quite a feat and 
the team should be congratulated. However, the work does not stop 
when the rules are accepted, so there are always spots for people who 
would like to join in various working groups. I would encourage other 
companies to invest in ISTA and get their voices heard. 

BZ: It is important for seed companies to be active in ISTA to have 
their voices heard and their concerns actively addressed in a highly 
influential and well respected global organization such as ISTA. These 
other companies are missing a great opportunity. Any seed company 
wishing to reach a global market is concerned by international seed 
trade regulations, which are based in many cases on ISTA rules. For 
this reason, being active in ISTA is a must. 

ISTA Industry Membership

The Industry Member category features a scaled membership fee:
• ≤100 employees: 7 500 CHF, 
• 101 to 500 employees: 10 000 CHF
• >501 employees: 12 500 CHF

Membership benefits include:
• One laboratory membership
• Two free advertisements in Seed Testing International
• Seat on Industry Advisory Group

Industry Membership application forms are available on-l ine 
at w w w.seedtest.org. To become a member, download the 
Application for Membership of the International Seed Testing 
Association, and fill out page seven that is dedicated to Industry 
Membership application. 
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o r e  t h a n  9 0 0  s e e d  s e c t o r 
representat ives f rom Europe and 

around the world met in Lisbon, Portugal 
12 October to 14 October 2014, for the 
Eu rope a n Seed A ssoc i a t ion’s  a n nu a l 
meeting. This record attendance, along with 
the enthusiasm of all participants and guests, 
made the event one of the most successful 
ESA annual meetings ever. In addition to a 
buzzing and increasingly international trade 
show f loor and exhibition and numerous 
technical meetings dedicated to specific crop 
groups, there were a number of important 
political discussions that addressed either 
general or speci f ical ly European pol icy 
issues.

The 2014 ESA Congress focussed 
speci f ica l ly on the need for a stronger 
out reach of  the sector to med ia a nd 
interested public as a basis and precondition 
for later advocacy on specific regulatory or 
policy issues. To do so, ESA presented its new 
“Speak up for Seeds!” vision document to its 
membership, which will become a cornerstone 
of the association’s communication campaign 
in the future. Since then, it has already been 
successfully launched with the European 
Commission and European Parliament in a 
debate attended by the new EU commissioner 
for agriculture, Phil Hogan, who confirmed 
the need for continued outreach and advocacy 
for the industry.

T here were ma ny d i scuss ions on 
how to achieve a better recognition of the 
seed sector’s contribution to sustainable 
agriculture, but also how to address the 
grand overal l societal chal lenges of food 
secur ity, food sa fety, env i ronmenta l ly 
fr iendly and sustainable farming as well 
as healthy diets and cl imate change. On 
the one hand, many participants confirmed 
the need for the strong, single voice of 
ESA in defending the interests of Europe’s 
seed sector as far as decision makers are 
concerned. Conversely, there was also a lot of 
recognition that new tools and more tailored 
messaging are probably needed to change 
the public perception of plant breeding and 
the way the sector is perceived by decision 
makers and the media.

The most timely subject at the Lisbon 
meeting was probably the association’s 

of f ic ia l  a n nou ncement of a volu nta r y 
financial contribution from the European 
seed sector to the FAO’s International Treaty 
for Plant Genetic Resources for Food and 
Agriculture. This public announcement was 
made in the presence of the vice-chair of the 
FAO IT Working Group. The announcement 
was a lso quick ly picked up by relevant 
media as wel l as a number of decision 
makers w ith press inqu i r ies, br ief ings 
and interviews that demonstrate just how 
politically important the overall subject of 
genetic resources has become, specifically in 
Europe, and how much society is interested 
in the role industry is willing to play in their 
preservation and sustainable use. 

In this context, the secretary general 
of ESA, Garl ich von Essen, rem i nded 
par t ic ipants of the campa ign of many 
NGOs which discredited a new seed law 
proposal by the European Commission and 
which resulted in an almost unprecedented 

plenary vote calling upon the Commission 
to withdraw and re-draft its approach. He 
underlined that a decisive element of this 
debate had been the accusation that the EU 
seed law was destroying biodiversity and 
that this was in fact the aim of an industry 
interested solely in short-term profits and 
not in the long-term, sustainable use of 
genetic diversity for agri-food production. 

The decision to chal lenge the EU’s 
implementation of the Nagoya Protocol on 
access and benefit sharing probably added 
further fuel to th is accusation, and the 
ESA decision to v isibly and substantial ly 
support the FAO’s International Treaty 
on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and 
Agriculture is also meant to demonstrate 
t h at  t hese accu sat ion s a re fa l se a nd 
misleading and that the sustainable use of 
plant genetic resources by public or private 
plant breeding is key to the future of the 
sector. 

ENGAGED AND 
INVOLVED ESA SHARES ITS HIGHLIGHTS 

FROM THE RECORD-BREAKING 
2014 ANNUAL MEETING.

Secretariat – Speak Up for Seeds!

By: Ana Ascenção E Silva
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VIENNA, Austria

WHAT : 
New format of 3 full days of meetings, business and networking opportunities. A unique opportunity for 
important policy discussions, successful trade.

WHO : 
More than 900 seed professionals from all around the world.

WHEN : 
October 11-13, 2015.

WHERE : 
Hilton Hotel Am Stadtpark, Vienna, Austria.

Register on esa.conceptum.eu before July 1st and benefi t from the early bird registration fee.
For more information contact esa.annual-meeting@conceptum.eu
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ESA is looking forward to welcoming you in Vienna!
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I n  v a r i o u s  c o n t r i b u t i o n s ,  E S A 
representatives specifically tried to explain 
that they are neither opposed to the political 
objectives of the Convention on Biological 
Diversity or the FAO treaty, nor are Europe’s 
breeders try ing to ignore their speci f ic 
individual responsibilities. On the contrary 
— there was strong emphasis placed on the 
general support for fair access and benefit 
sharing. 

At the same time, the industry showed 
w it h pract ica l  ex a mples how over ly-
bureaucratic rules and sector-unspecific 
provisions would hinder companies in their 
freedom to operate and with that — in 

the end — also have a negative effect on 
the overall objective of access and benefit 
sharing. ESA’s support for the FAO treaty 
and its legal challenge to the EU Nagoya 
Regu lat ion were therefore presented 
as two sides of the same coin: support 
and w i l l ingness to take responsibi l ity 
i n preser v i n g genet ic resou rces a nd 
sharing resulting benefits, but rejection 
of approaches that threaten companies’ 
freedom to operate. 

The coming year will bring important 
decisions in this area, from the possible 
European Court decision on the Nagoya 
Regulation to the review of the International 

ESA secretary-general Garlich von Essen.

T re at y ’s  access  a nd benef i t  sh a r i n g 
provisions. 

There will not be a shortage of subjects 
for in-depth discussion at the next ESA 
Congress, which will take place in Vienna, 
Austria, in October 2015. 
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To learn more about 
the 2015 ESA Annual 
Meeting visit esa. 
conceptum.eu. 
Registration opened  
April 1, 2015.

Modesto Fernández Díaz-Silveira (left), 
co-chair of the Treaty’s Ad Hoc Advisory 
Committee on the Funding Strategy and 
Gerard Backx, ESA president.

The 2014 ESA Annual Meeting saw record 
attendance.
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SPOTLIGHT: PIN

SUCCESS IN SEED
THE POLISH SEED TRADE ASSOCIATION HAS BEEN PROMOTING THE INTERESTS OF THE  
POLISH SEED INDUSTRY FOR NEARLY A CENTURY — AND IT’S STILL GOING STRONG.

BY: PIN TEAM

he Polish seed industry has a long 
tradition of being associated with 
an umbrella organisation. The first 

organisation, named the Polish Association 
of Breeders and Seed Merchants (Związek 
Polskich Hodowców i Kupców Nasiennych), 
was establ ished in 1919 and was active 
until 1950. 

Due to political conditions, there was no 
seed association active again in Poland until 
1996, when the current Polska Izba Nasienna/
Polish Seed Trade Association (PIN) was 
established. The first person active in the 
organisation of the seed market, and the 
first president of PIN — Karol Duczmal — 
was widely known within the international 
community.

PIN ’s orga n isat iona l st r uctu re i s 
relatively straightforward, with a General 
Assembly, a board of directors and several 
com m ittees and sect ions, wh i le PIN’s 
secretariat is run by its secretary-general. PIN 
has established three technical committees 
focused on related issues: 
• Plant Breeders Committee; 
• Seed Companies Committee; and 
• Research and Development Committee. 

Besides the committees there are several 
crop-focused sections: 
• Beet Section; 
• Maize Section; 
• Oil and Fiber Plants Section; 
• Vegetables and Ornamentals Section; 
• Cereals and Pulses Section; 
• Grasses and Legumes Section; 
• Potato Section; and 
• Trees and Shrubs Section.

The association brings together national and 
foreign companies that are active in breeding, 
reproduction and the seed trade. PIN has 78 
members, and being a member is voluntary. 
PIN is a member of the International Seed 
Federation (ISF) and the European Seed 
Association (ESA).  

AIM AND TASKS
The aim of PIN is to create the best conditions 
for the development of the seed industry, thus 
offering farmers a steady supply of high-
quality seed of the newest varieties, and to 
represent the interests of its members. The 
main tasks of PIN can be classified as follows:
- To modify laws in the way most favourable 

for seed quality, varietal identity and for 
seed suppliers (at the national, EU and 
international levels).

- To create opportunities for business and 
cooperation in the marketplace (support 
schemes for seed production, market 
information, seed congresses).

- Ongoing cooperation with the Ministry of 
Agriculture, State Plant Health and Seed 
Inspection Service, Research Centre for 
Cultivar Testing, and other relevant bodies,

- To increase awareness of the benefits 
coming from the use of high-quality seed 
(farmers, public, scientists, politicians 
and governmental representatives).

- To secure the f low of research and 
innovation into plant breeding.

However, there are also challenges. The main 
challenge at the moment is to increase the 
efficiency of plant production through the use 
of certified seed in Poland.

To address these chal lenges, PIN is 
working on many different levels. The most 
important issues for PIN at the moment are:
- Ongoing changes in the national seed law.
- Enforcement of Plant Breeders’ Rights and 

collecting farm-saved seed fees.
- The shape of future EU seed legislation.
- Access to plant genetic resources.
- Access to Plant Protection Products 

(PPPs), especial ly to seed treatment 
products.

- C o m m u n i c a t i o n  s t r a t e g y  fo r  t h e 
association.

NEW EFFORTS
These days, PIN ’s bi ggest ef for ts a re 
concentrated on two new activities. Towards 
the end of 2014, upon the agreement with 
ESA, PIN has become the national agent 
responsible for implementing the European 
Seed Treatment Assurance scheme (ESTA) in 
Poland. PIN has organised its first meetings 
with certifying bodies that are interested in 
carrying out ESTA audits on-site. 

The intention is to have the first on-site 
audits done before the autumn sowing season 
in 2015. The crucial goal is to have a good 
communication campaign for the ESTA, 
focused on seed companies, farmers and 
government representatives, which has just 
now started. Another new project is a training 
centre. The first people for whom training will 
be provided will be accredited seed sample 
takers and field inspectors. Until now, the only 
training in this area was provided by the State 
Plant Health and Seed Inspection Services 
(PIORiN). PIN is now authorised to provide 
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this training as well, and we have trained 
the first four groups of seed sample takers in 
March and April 2015. At the moment, we are 
planning to run a second round of training for 
field inspectors. 

MANY SUCCESSES
PIN has logged many successes. PIN’s proudest 
achievements include:
- PIN initiated and prepared the introduction 

of the legislation on PBR (law on the legal 
protection of varieties, 2003).

- The introduction of subsidies for certified 
seed under the EU de minimis regime from 
2007.

- The possibil ity of supporting financial 
investments for seed companies in RDP 
2007-2013 up to 50 per cent.

- Subsidies for the cultivation of legumes € 
60/ha.

- Restoration of the authorization of seed 
treatment products for vegetables. 

- Extension of the authorization of PPPs for 
sorghum (maxim).

- Ensur ing fa ir access to Pol ish white 
mustard varieties on the EU market.

- Establ i sh ment of the F u nda menta l 
Research Program for plant breeding.

- Establishing a research project for pulses.
- Poland’s introduction to ISF and ESA.
- EESNET Congress organization: Poznan 

2004 and Krakow 2009.
- ESA Annual Meeting and Seed Congress, 

Warsaw 2013.
- Co-organizing of the ISF WSC, Krakow 

2015.

EVENTS
Recently the ESA Annual Meeting was 
organised in Warsaw and in May 2015, ISF will 
hold its World Seed Congress in Krakow. By 
bringing these events to Poland, PIN wants to 
focus the attention of the Polish seed industry 
on the international seed sector. In previous 
years there were only a few Polish companies 
attending the ISF and ESA congresses. Since 
the ESA Annual Meeting in Warsaw, PIN has 
noticed a significant increase in the number 
of participants from Poland in both events. 
PIN expects to see a record number of Polish 
companies attending the ISF Word Seed 
Congress in Kraków. 

The Polish system for the collection of farm-
saved seed (FSS) remuneration has been 
operating successfully since the amendment 
of the national law entered into force. Before 
2006, for the varieties protected on the 
national level, it was possible only in theory. 
The above-mentioned system is managed 
by Agencja Nasienna Sp. z o.o., a breeders’ 
organization founded in September 2003 by 
seven Polish breeders. 

Currently, the organisation is directly 
representing 24 plant breeding companies, 
including also those associated with foreign 
breeding organisations. Through establishing 
AN Plus Sp. z o.o., a new organization being 
the member of Agnecja Nasienna and 
associating some foreign breeders, further 
significant improvement of the system is 
expected. AN Plus has the task of mediating 
between Agencja Nasienna and those breeders 
who do not act directly within the territory 
of Poland, even though their varieties are 
commercialized and used as FSS there. 

One of the major cha l lenges is 
enforcement. Year by year there is a progess, 
but enforcement costs are very high. This 
results from the need of sending to farmers, 
after each season, formal requests for 
information and carrying out numerous 
inspections. Recently, about 500 successful 
court cases have been conducted every year. 
The greatest obstacle in this area is the lack 
of information about “active” agricultural 
holdings that are not small farmers. 

During the last several years, a lot 
changed regarding possession of agricultural 
land and size of farms. Generally, small 

farmers are getting bigger, but on the other 
hand some middle and big farms change 
in their structure and become smaller 
holdings to benefit more from EU Common 
Agriculture Policy. The effectiveness of the 
collection of FSS remuneration could be 
improved significantly by getting some data 
from official administrative bodies, especially 
updated information on farm addresses 
and farm area. However, stronger political 
support is required. 

It’s not only farmers, but all of society 
that benefits from innovations represented by 
certified seed of new plant varieties. We see 
great possibilities in delivering this message 
to all stakeholders. As a consequence of this, 
we also communicate that FSS remunerations 
and contractual l icenses constitute the 
primary financial source to cover the cost of 
R&D. Despite common understanding and 
acceptance of this idea, there is not enough 
practical support for a better working system 
of collection in Poland. 

Poland also needs more participation 
from both the industry and the official bodies 
when it comes to action taken against the 
illegal seed market (brown bagging), which 
is extremely hard to control. 

Despite all these difficulties, we have 
recently achieved a lot of progress in the 
area of IP enforcement in Poland. The most 
important is the well-established license 
agreement system; a good start in the 
development of an FSS remuneration system; 
and informational and educational activities. 
As a result, public knowledge of IP is much 
better now.  

FARM-SAVED SEED IN POLAND
BY: AGENCJA NASIENNA SP. Z O. O.

SPECIES INCREASE (TONS) (%)

RYE 1,893    13%

WHEAT 45,956   72%

BARLEY 6,474    16%

OATS 2,546    27%

TRITICALE 20,703    83%

TOTAL CEREALS 77,572 50%

LUPINS 3,663    265%

PEA 1,900  228%

COMMON VETCH 59 18%

FIELD BEAN 708    544%

TOTAL PULSES 6,329 238%

POTATOES 17,678    23%

TOTAL 101,580    43%

INCREASE IN CERTIFIED SEED SALES FROM 2007/2008 (INTRODUCTION OF  
DE MINIMIS ON AREA SOWN WITH CERTFIED SEED) TO 2013/2014



Increase awareness, sales and return on investment 

with multiple digital touch points

Display        Email        Social Media

Visit european-seed.com/advertise or call 1-877-710-3222 to speak to an account executive.

Modern Advertising Solutions 
in a Sustainable Industry

Explore the benefits of digital.



34  I  EUROPEAN SEED  I  EUROPEAN-SEED.COM

INTERNATIONAL NEWS

GLOBAL SEED WATCH
CHECK OUT WHAT’S HAPPENING IN THE GLOBAL SEED INDUSTRY, FROM GLOBAL ADOPTION  
OF GM CROPS TO THE DISCOVERY OF WILD SOYBEANS LINKED TO SALT TOLERANCE IN CHINA.

STATUS AUSTRALIA & CHINA
A collaborative research project between 
Austra l ian and Chinese scientists has 
shown how soybeans can be bred to better 
tolerate soil salinity. The researchers, at 
the University of Adelaide in Austral ia 
and the Institute of Crop Sciences in the 
Chinese Academy of Agricultural Sciences 
in Beijing, have identified a specific gene 
in soybean that has great potentia l for 
soybean crop improvement.

By ident i f y i n g the gene, genet ic 
markers can now be used in breed ing 
programs to ensure that salt tolerance 
can be maintained in future cultivars of 
soybean that will be grown in areas prone 
to soil salinity.

“This gene functions in a completely 
new way from other salt tolerance genes 
we know about,” says Matthew Gill iham, 
associate professor and project lead at 
the University of Adelaide. “We can now 
use this information to find similar genes 
in d i f ferent crops such as wheat and 
grapevine, to selectively breed for their 
enhanced salt tolerance.” 

Source: The University of Adelaide

STATUS CHINA
Advocates of biotech crops and those 
who favour traditional farming practices 
such as crop diversity often seem worlds 
apart, but a new study shows that these 
two approaches can be compatible. An 
international team led by Chinese scientists 
and Bruce Tabashnik at the University 
of Arizona’s Col lege of Agriculture and 
Life Sciences discovered that the diverse 
patchwork of crops in northern China 
slowed adaptation to genetically engineered 
cotton by a w ide-rang ing insect pest. 
Tabashn ik used computer simulat ions 
to project the consequences of different 

assumptions about the effects of natural 
refuges in northern China. The simulations 
mimic the biology of the cotton bollworm 
and the planting patterns of the 10 million 
farmers in northern China from 2010 to 2013, 
where Bt cotton accounts for 98 percent of 
al l cotton, but cotton represents only 10 
percent of the area planted with crops eaten 
by the cotton bollworm. 

“Natura l refuges help, but are not 
a permanent solution,” says Tabashnik. 
“The paper indicates that i f the current 
trajectory continues, more than half of the 
cotton bol lworm population in northern 
China will be resistant to Bt cotton in a few 
years.” To avoid this, the authors recommend 
switching to cotton that produces two or 
more Bt toxins and integrating Bt cotton 
with other control tactics, such as biological 
control by predators and parasites. “The 
most important lesson is that we don’t 
need to choose between biotechnology and 
traditional agriculture. Instead, we can use 
the best practices from both approaches 
to maximise agricultural productivity and 
sustainability.”

Source: EurekAlert

STATUS AFRICA
I n  m id-December,  t he A f r ic a n Pl a nt 
Breeding Academy graduated 23 botanists 
from 11 African countries and 21 institutions 
in December. The botanists were the first 
g roup to be tra i ned on neg lected and 
orphaned crops that are necessary for food 
security and nutrition. They were trained 
on crop improvement and developing plant 
materials to benefit African farmers.

“I have been exposed to the use of 
modern molecular approaches in plant breed-
ing and I will share the knowledge I have 
learned with my fellow scientists,” says John 
Onditi, a potato breeder from Karlo Tigomi, 
Kenya. “I will be able to incorporate many 

crops and especially orphaned crops that so 
far have no information that can be used as 
a baseline for studying and improving them.” 

Orphan crops are crops that are under-re-
searched and undervalued by decision-makers 
because they are considered not of economic 
importance. Yet they are vital sources of nutri-
ents, resilient and adapted to environmental 
stress and local conditions. World Agroforestry 
Centre director general Tony Simons says 
there is a long history of improving plants.

“In the 1960s, when the world faced 
chronic food shortages, that is when the Green 
Revolution was created,” Simons says. “It has 
had an enormous impact in Asia, particularly 
in India, and Latin America. The two conti-
nents were able to turn food deficits into food 
surplus because of placing an enormous focus 
on plant breeding. 

However, Africa missed out because 
of the level of investment, infrastructure, 
capacity and ability to use those techniques 
was not there.



EUROPEAN-SEED.COM  I  EUROPEAN SEED   I   35

“More recently, we have had initiatives 
in Africa to try and change this, for example 
the Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa, 
which combines opportunities and science for 
accelerated plant breeding. But if we are to 
use these techniques, we need capacity.”

Simons notes that there is a lot of 
capacity in Africa but it needs to be devel-
oped and mobilized.

R ita Mu m m, a n associate profes-
sor emerita at the University of I l l inois 
at Urbana-Champaign who teaches with 
the University of California, Davis, Plant 
Breeding Academy, says the program will 
help students develop a paper about guide-
lines for breeding orphaned crops that would 
be submitted to a scientifi c journal. 

H o w a r d  S h a p i r o  f r o m  M A R s 
Incorporated, which funds the academy, adds 
that only 57 plants in the world have been 
genetically sequenced.

“We are adding another 101, and with 
the training, the breeders have the ability 
to make decisions about plant breeding 
quicker, which wil l lead to better plants 
w ith, among other th ings, much h igher 
nutrient content,” Shapiro says. “This is a 
huge leap for the diversity and sustainability 
of African agriculture and the start of a very 
different future for rural and urban food 
consumption patterns.”

Accord ing to the New Partnersh ip 
for Afr ica’s Development (NEPAD), the 
fi rst orphan crop to be sequenced was the 
baobab or wonder tree, which can be dried 
to produce fruit powder. It has 10 times 
the antioxidant level of oranges, twice the 
amount of calcium than spinach, three times 
the vitamin C of oranges and four times more 
potassium than banana.

The 101 targeted crops wi l l greatly 
improve the diets of Africa’s children and 
help to eliminate hunger and malnutrition, 
which causes stunting.

The African Plant Breeding Academy 
is part of a publ ic-pr ivate col laboration 
called the African Orphan Crop Consortium, 
b e t w e e n  t h e  A f r i c a n  U n i o n ;  M a r s 
Incorporated, Google; World Agroforestry 
Centre; World Wildl i fe Fund; University 
of California, Davis; and the International 
Livestock Research Institute, among other 
partners.

STATUS INDIA
The Forum of Former Vice Chancel lors 
of  K a r n at a k a S t ate  Un iver s i t ie s  a nd 
the Associat ion of Biotech nology Led 
Enterprises Agricultural Group released 
a new book titled “GM Crops: Perception 
versus Reality” written by T. M. Manjunath 
and K. S. Mohan. The authors have more 

than 40 years of research experience in 
plant protection and biotechnology in both 
the public and private sectors. 

T he  b o ok  d i scu s se s  com merc i a l 
cultivation of GM crops and stresses their 
importance in effective pest control and 
better weed management in selected crops, 
resulting in increased crop production and 
signifi cant reduction in the use of pesticides.

The book addresses common publ ic 
percept ions a rou nd biotech nolog y by 
presenting scientific facts and data from 
authentic and credible sources. The electronic 
version of the book will be available soon at 
www.agrifocus.org/able-ag/. 

STATUS THAILAND
Thailand’s Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn 
has instructed the Royal Thai Air Force to 
set up a centre to breed and preserve rare 
plants on Doi Inthanon National Park in 
Chiang Mai.

The Air Force Chief Treetos Sonjaeng 
says the princess has told the air force to 
use areas around its air defense system 
station, and areas near two pagodas on top 
of the mountain, to set up the breeding and 
conservation centre.

The princess says the cold climate on 
the mountain top is suited to grow winter-
blooming plants and trees, Treetos says. 
Doi Inthanon is the country’s highest peak 
in Chiang Mai.

T r e e t o s  s ay s  t he  a i r  fo r c e  w i l l 
f i rst exper iment growing sakura trees, 
hoping they will produce fl owers. He says 
construction of the plant breeding centre is 
expected to be complete by April 2.

STATUS CANADA

The members of Partners in Innovation 
applaud changes to Plant Breeders’ Rights 
legislation found in Bi l l C-18, a move to 
amend certain acts relating to Agriculture 
and Agri-Food (the Canadian Agricultural 
Growth Act), which has received Royal 
Assent. A coalition of 20 provincial, regional 
and national organizations from all across 
Canada, Partners in Innovation represents 
the vast majority of farmers in Canada, and 
almost all of the crop production across the 
country. Coalition members from coast to 
coast are united in support of amendments 
to Canada’s Plant Breeders’ Rights legislation 
found in Bill C‐18. 

 The amendments will align PBR with 
the 1991 Convention of the International 
Un ion for the Protect ion of New Plant 
Varieties; offer opportunities for increased 
investment and delivery of new varieties 
b ot h  f rom p l a nt  bree der s  oper a t i n g 
in and outside of Canada ; and ensure 
that fa r mers have access to new a nd 
improved varieties developed in Canada 
and international ly. These are essential 

CSTA president Dave Baute.
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ingredients for an agricultural sector to be 
sustainable, innovative and competitive. 
“This announcement strikes a good balance 
between farmers being competitive and 
able to access the best varieties available 
in Canada and international ly, and plant 
breeders’  receiv i n g a retu r n on thei r 
investment in research and innovation,” 
says Ron Bonnett, president of the Canadian 
Federation of Agriculture.

 Br ian Otto of the Barley Counci l 
of Canada adds that the a mend ments 
wil l strengthen the intel lectual property 
r ights for plant breeding in Canada, in 
tu r n encou rag i n g g reater i nvestment 
and innovation in research and var iety 
development .  “We a re con f ident th i s 
increased investment wi l l ensure better 
access to new and improved seed varieties, 
which will guarantee the quality we need 
to better target our customers’ needs,” Otto 
says. Now that C-18 has been brought to 
reality, Partners in Innovation looks forward 
to working with the federal government 
on implementing the amendments to PBR 
during the next few months.

STATUS UNITED STATES
A study conducted by Pennsylvania State 
University suggests a novel strategy to 
en h a nce genome ed it i n g to i ncrea se 
effi ciency of making genetic improvements in 
a wide range of organisms. The results could 
help boost applications such as developing 
better crops and treating genetic diseases in 
humans, according to the researchers.

The new strategy is aimed at improving 
an increasingly popular technique that grew 
from the recent discovery of a bacterial 
immune system known as CRISPR-Cas9. 

Yinong Yang, a Penn State College of 
Agricultural Sciences professor of plant 

pathology and corresponding author of 
the study, explains that CRISPR regions 
of the bacterial genome contain strands 
of repeating DNA, separated by “spacers” 
that match the DNA sequences of viruses 
that have attacked the bacterium or its 
ancestors.

Th is system a l lows a bacter iu m 
to “remember” and defend against the 
attacker i f attacked again by the same 
virus. The bacterium generates a strand of 
CRISPR RNA containing a specifi c spacer 
sequence that, coupled with a DNA-cutting 
enzyme know n as CRISPR associated 
protei n nuclease (Ca s9),  t a rgets the 
invader and destroys it by slicing its DNA.”

Scientists have discovered that this 
system can be harnessed as a powerful 
tool to target and edit almost any DNA 
sequence in a genome. The CRISPRCas 
technology has broad appl icat ions in 
ba s ic  b io log ic a l  resea rch ,  med ic i ne 
and agr iculture. It is seen as the most 
important breakthrough in biotechnology 
so far this century.”

By creating synthetic CRISPR RNA 
cal led guide RNA (gRNA) that matches 
a specific DNA sequence in an organism, 
scientists can del iver the Cas9 enzyme 
precisely to the target gene that they want 
to disable or modify. The process holds 
promise for precision breeding of crops 
w ith desi rable tra its, such as d isease 
resistance or drought tolerance, and for 
gene therapy to correct genetic defects 
that cause human diseases, such as sickle 
cell anemia and cystic fi brosis. 

 “We are confident 

this increased 

investment will 

ensure better access 

to new and improved 

seed varieties.”

– Brian Otto

Canadian Minister of Agriculture and Agri-Food Gerry Ritz announces the passing of Canada’s 
Agricultural Growth Act.
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REGULATORY
KEEPING YOU INFORMED OF LEGISLATIVE AND REGULATORY CHANGES IN EUROPE AND ABROAD  
— FROM LAWSUITS TO APPROVALS TO OTHER REGULATORY ISSUES AFFECTING YOUR BUSINESS.

BY: SHANNON SCHINDLE

NATIONAL
REACTION MIXED TO EUROPEAN PATENT BOARD DECISION
Reaction was mixed to the decision of the Enlarged Board of Appeal 
(EBA) of the European Patent Office, which determined that plants or 
plant products produced by conventional breeding are not excluded 
from patentability.

Two cases (one involving broccoli and the other tomatoes) were 
referred to the EBA to obtain clarification on whether plants or plant 
products produced by an excluded process are also excluded from 
patentability. The broccoli patent belongs to Plant Bioscience Ltd. 
(PBL), a company in the United Kingdom, while the tomato patent is 
assigned to the State of Israel.

The clarification of the scope of the protection for plants and plant 
products is welcome news, according to Monsanto Europe-Africa.

“It underlines the value to society of public and private innovation 
in plant research,” according to the company’s blog. “The patent system 
is society’s way of encouraging innovation and fairly balancing the 
interests of inventors and wider society. The patent system is very 
successful at supporting and stimulating innovation in many fields 
from phones to cars, buildings, computers and medicines, to name just 
a few. We are pleased the European Patent Office agrees the benefits 
of patenting should be available to transformational plant breeders so 
society can reap the benefits from more innovative crops, delivering 
better harvests using less resources.”

PBL agrees.
“The decision … is welcome news as it provides much-needed clar-

ity on the scope of patent protection in the European Union for plants 
and plant products,” reports PBL in a statement. “The broccoli patent 
has been seen as something of a test case and this decision represents an 

important step towards encouraging much-needed innovation in agricul-
ture and horticulture in the European Union.”

However, the European Seed Association (ESA) expressed disap-
pointment with the decision.

“It seems that the Enlarged Board of Appeal chose a very narrow and 
legalistic interpretation of the issue in question and consequently decided 
in favour of patentability of plants, rather than restricting it,” says Garlich 
von Essen, ESA secretary-general. “The breeders’ exemption is the corner-
stone of a system that successfully balances the protection of individual 
intellectual property with the common interest of society to introduce inno-
vation broadly and quickly by allowing free access for further research and 
breeding. This decision has the potential to not only restrict this free access 
to quite a number of products, but also to generally discourage breeding 
efforts in areas covered by such patents in the future.”

Von Essen adds that ESA is calling for “an effective breeders’ exemp-
tion, and that means an effective exclusion from patentability of not only 
plant varieties and essentially biological processes but also of plants 
obtained by such processes. While we support the patentability of true 
biotechnological inventions, this ruling is shifting the boundary between 
the two systems in favour of patents. We therefore now have to work for 
suitable initiatives and measures to shift that boundary back.”

EU DEFAULTS ON GM APPROVALS
Biotech traits awaiting approval by the European Commission will 
continue to wait as a newly elected commission takes office. “This is, 
once again, a disappointing failure of the European Union to live up to 
its own statutory requirements, World Trade Organization commitments 
and policy guidelines,” says Floyd Gaibler, U.S. Grains Council director of 
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trade policy. “On paper, the EU is committed to a science-based process 
with transparent standards and a reasonable timetable. In practice, the 
EU process is politically driven. This hurts U.S. farmers and traders, 
European livestock producers and of course European consumers, who 
are the biggest losers.” The traits at issue enhance corn, soy, canola and 
cotton varieties and have already been found to be safe by the European 
Food Safety Authority. By declining to act, the outgoing commissioners 
have punted the issue to their successors. While the new commissioners 
could act on the approvals immediately, incoming president Jean-Claude 
Juncker has called for a review of biotechnology approval policies during 
his first six months in office of 2015.

UKRAINE SETS UP FIRST ESTA SITE OUTSIDE OF THE EU
The European Seed Association’s quality assurance scheme for 
seed treatment and treated seed, the ‘European Seed Treatment 

Assurance’ (ESTA), is establishing its position as a true pan-
European standard with a new site in Ukraine. Maïsadour Seeds 
has been awarded ESTA certification at its Ukrainian industrial 
complex for hybr id seed production. “The successfu l ESTA 
certification of the Maïsadour seed treatment site in the Ukraine 
marks an important next step in the development of our quality 
assurance scheme. It shows the clear commitment of the industry to 
implement its high quality standards and procedures not only in the 
EU itself but also beyond,” says Garlich von Essen, ESA secretary-
general. “This is of general importance in view of the increasing 
international movement of treated seed — and more specifically 
for such an important seed country as the Ukraine.” Every ESTA-
certified site helps to make sure that EU seed companies, farmers 
and growers alike may safeguard their long-term access to crucial 
seed and crop protection technologies.
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REGULATORY

EU PARLIAMENT BACKS GMO OPT-OUT FOR MEMBER STATES
New legislation to allow European Union member states to restrict or 
ban the cultivation of crops containing genetically modified organisms 
on their own territory, even if this is allowed at EU level, was passed 
by members. The legislation, informally agreed on by Parliament 
and Council in December, was originally tabled in 2010 but was then 
deadlocked for four years due to disagreement between pro- and anti-
GMO member states. “This agreement will ensure more flexibility for 
member states who wish to restrict the cultivation of the GMOs in 
their territory,” says Frédérique Ries, who is steering the legislation 
through Parliament. The agreement negotiated with EU ministers was 
approved by 480 votes to 159, with 58 abstentions. The new rules would 
allow member states to ban GMOs on environmental policy grounds 
other than the risks to health and the environment already assessed 
by the European Food Safety Authority. Member states could also 
ban GMO crops on other grounds, such as town and country planning 
requirements, socio-economic impact, avoiding the unintended 
presence of GMOs in other products and farm policy objectives. Bans 
could also include groups of GMOs designated by crop or trait. The new 
legislation will come into force in spring 2015.

INTERNATIONAL
BILL AMENDING PAKISTAN’S SEED  
ACT CLEARS LEGISLATIVE PROCESS
The bill amending Pakistan’s 1976 Seed Act has cleared the first step 
of the legislative process as the country’s parliamentary committee 
on National Food Security and Research has voted to approve the 
amendment. If approved, the bill would open Pakistan’s seed industry 
to private sector participation and authorise the registration of biotech 
seeds. If the bill clears the National Assembly, it will undergo additional 
legislative steps before final approval. Key provisions include allowing 
the private sector to register seed companies that produce and market 
seeds, enhancing penalties to curb the sale of sub-standard seed, 
establishing accredited seed testing laboratories, and authorising the 
registration of biotech seeds.

FORAGE SEED INDUSTRY WANTS WESTERN  
CANADA TO BE A GM ALFALFA-FREE ZONE
Alfalfa seed growers in Alberta could stand to gain a huge market 
advantage over their neighbours to the south — if the industry can 
keep GM alfalfa out of Western Canada. “We’ve got access to potential 
market gains by picking up markets that are possibly going to be lost in 
the States,” said Heather Kerschbaumer, a Fairview-area seed grower 
and president of Forage Seed Canada. Alfalfa is the fourth-largest crop, 
in acreage and value, in the U.S., but contamination from genetically 
engineered crops in “supposedly GE-free zones” in California and 
Washington are raising red flags with Europe, China and other buyers. 
“In China, zero means zero,” Kerschbaumer said at the Alberta Forage 
Industry Network AGM in mid-March. 

Five Roundup Ready alfalfa varieties were approved for Canada in 
2013 and were set to hit shelves in Eastern Canada last spring. Monsanto 
and marketer Forage Genetics International held off due to “push-back” 
from the industry, but almost a dozen test plots were planted in Ontario 
and Quebec last year, with more to come this year. That’s a problem 
for growers in Western Canada, where the risk of contamination is 
greater, said Kerschbaumer. The forage seed industry is looking to have 
Western Canada designated as a “GE-free zone” where clean seed can 
be produced.

“Seed companies are already starting to move seed production out 
of the U.S. up into Canada because they need clean seed stocks, even 
for their own varieties that they’re trying to market into Europe. They 
still need to have a safe area.”

Kerschbaumer said she suspects that’s partly why Canada grew 
5,300 more acres of certified alfalfa seed in 2014 compared to 2013.

The plan has some precedent, she said. In 2011, Monsanto and 

Forage Genetics International agreed not to commercialize Roundup 
Ready alfalfa in California’s Imperial Valley, the largest exporter of 
hay in the U.S. And as seed suppliers for the hay industry, the forage 
seed industry could make a strong argument to keep GM alfalfa out of 
Western Canada.

SYNGENTA RECEIVES CHINESE IMPORT  
APPROVAL FOR CORN TRAIT
Syngenta has received the safety certificate for its Agrisure Viptera 
trait — event MIR162 — from China’s regulatory authorities, formally 
granting import approval. The approval covers corn grain and processing 
byproducts, such as dried distillers grains, for food and feed use. The 
Agrisure Viptera trait is a key component of Syngenta’s insect control 
solutions, offering growers protection against the broadest spectrum 
of above-ground corn pests and enabling significant crop yield gains. 
Agrisure Viptera has been approved for cultivation in the U.S. since 2010 
and has also been approved for cultivation in Argentina, Brazil, Canada, 
Colombia, Paraguay and Uruguay. Syngenta originally submitted the 
import approval dossier to Chinese authorities in March 2010. In 
addition to China, Agrisure Viptera has been approved for import into 
Australia, New Zealand, Belarus, the European Union, Indonesia, Japan, 
Kazakhstan, Korea, Mexico, Philippines, Russia, South Africa, Taiwan 
and Vietnam.

ORIGIN AGRITECH RENEWS BIO-SAFETY  
CERTIFICATE FOR GM PHYTASE CORN 
Origin Agritech, a technology-focused supplier of crop seeds in China, 
has received the renewed bio-safety certificate from the Ministry of 
Agriculture for its genetically modified phytase corn for the next five 
years. The bio-safety certificate was originally received in 2009 for 
Origin Agritech’s GM phytase corn for a period of five years, which 
expired in August 2014. GM seed products in China must undergo 
five separate stages of approval beginning with a Phase 1 laboratory 
approval to the final receipt of the bio-safety certificate in Phase 5.  In 
addition to the original phytase corn seed, Origin Agritech now has 
four commercial hybrids with phytase traits in Phase 5 — the bio-safety 
certificate stage. The company also announced that its next generation 
GM product glyphosate tolerance corn seed has passed Phase 4 — the 
production test stage — and is waiting for the Phase 5 the bio-safety 
certificate. Origin Agritech’s GM corn products with stacked traits of 
glyphosate tolerance and insect resistance (Bt) have progressed to 
Phase 3 — the environment release test stage.

MONSANTO COTTON TRAIT COMES TO MARKET
The cotton industry’s next-generation trait technology has been 
deregulated by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, giving American 
cotton farmers access to new tools for managing tough-to-control weeds.  

A limited introduction of Bollgard II XtendFlex cotton is planned 
for the 2015 planting season through the Monsanto-owned Deltapine 
brand, as well as select licensees in varieties that fit broadly across the 
entire cotton belt. Monsanto anticipates the new cotton varieties will 
be grown on more than half a million acres.

Bollgard II XtendFlex cotton, part of the Roundup Ready Xtend 
Crop System, is tolerant to three different herbicides — dicamba, 
glyphosate and glufosinate. Glyphosate and glufosinate are currently 
approved for use as in-crop herbicides, while over-the-top dicamba use 
is pending regulatory approval.

“We are working very closely with farmers during this year’s 
limited introduction, and we’re taking active steps through multiple 
avenues to help ensure that growers and retailers are informed of this 
technology’s authorised and labeled use,” said Jordan Iverson, cotton 
traits marketing manager at Monsanto Company. “This new cotton 
technology provides farmers a tremendous value for weed control by 
adding tolerance to an additional, approved mode of action through 
Liberty herbicide. Once authorized, dicamba herbicide will deliver a 
third mode of action.” 
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PEOPLE NEWS
Effective April 1, Incotec’s former CEO 
JanWillem Breukink announced that he will 
retire from the company’s board of directors. 
The decision is in accordance with the transi-
tion process the Netherlands-based Incotec ini-
tiated in 2014, with the appointment of Douwe 
Zijp as CEO.

Breukink has accepted a position on 
Incotec’s advisory board providing advice 
and consultation on strategic, technical and 
market-oriented issues. “JanWillem has been 
invaluable to the establishment and success of 
Incotec and an inspiring leader to many in the 
seed technology sector,” says Bart Constandse, 
supervisory board chairman. “Through his new 
advisory position and his various roles within 
Seed Valley, the European Seed Association 
and the International Seed Federation, we are 
fortunate that the organization will still bene-
fit from JanWillem’s extensive knowledge and 
experience.” 

Tim Kerridge has been appointed managing 
director of DLF-TRIFOLIUM in the United 
Kingdom and Ireland. “Tim and his forage team 
have consolidated our position as market leader 
in the U.K., and as the preferred professional 
partner in the grass seed supply chain,” says 
DLF Trifolium’s CEO Truels Damsgaard. “He 
is well known and respected and has already 
achieved a great deal, not least managing 
during 2014 the design and build of a £3-million 
seed mixing plant outside Edinburgh, Scotland. 
This will supply 5,000 tonnes of grass and clover 
seed to farmers across the U.K. each year.” 

Ksenia Krasileva joins The Genome 
Analysis Centre’s (TGAC) Science 
Faculty to lead the Institute’s new Triticeae 
Genomics Group, in joint appointment with 
The Sainsbury Laboratory (TSL). As 
triticeae genomics group leader, Krasileva 
will be responsible for the generation, inte-
gration, investigation and release of improved 
genomic data for wheat and other triticeae 
species. Engaging with international partners 
and collaborators, Krasileva and her team will 
aim to deploy the software for whole-genome 
assembly and analyses, incorporating a vari-
ety of datasets and generation of novel data. 
The genome sequence data will be prepared 
for public release in collaboration with other 
research groups at TGAC and the European 
Bioinformatics Institute. Ksenia joins TGAC 
and TSL from University of California, Davis 
where she led the development of advanced 
genomics tools for wheat under the mentorship 
of Jorge Dubcovsky. 

T h e  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  W h e a t  Y i e l d 
Partnership, a funding and coordination 
partnership for stimulating wheat research and 
development to countries around the world, has 
appointed Jeff Gwyn as director and will lead 
all aspects of IWYP’s program. IWYP brings 
together research funders, international aid 
agencies, foundations, companies and major 
wheat research organisations to help raise the 
genetic yield potential of wheat by up to 50 per 
cent over the coming 20 years. IWYP was for-
mally launched in Mexico at the International 

Maize and Wheat Improvement Center in April 
2014. Gwyn — a plant breeder and research 
manager — will create, coordinate and guide 
the multinational research program towards 
commercially relevant breakthroughs that 
result in current maximum yields being 
exceeded. IWYP will launch its first competi-
tive call for research proposals in early 2015. 

PRODUCT NEWS
Bioagriculture company Groundwork BioAg 
Ltd. has signed a globally exclusive license 
agreement to develop, produce and commer-
cialise mycorrhizal strains isolated and bred 
at the Agricultural Research Organization’s 
(ARO’s) Volcani Center. The agreement also 
includes exclusive rights to proprietary produc-
tion methods that were developed at the centre 
over the last two decades. Controlled field trials 
conducted by Groundwork and by ARO have 
demonstrated double-digit yield increases in 
several crops, including corn, bell pepper, sun-
flower and banana. Groundwork’s mycorrhizal 
inoculants are highly concentrated, pure and 
vigorous, and thus able to reach efficacy rates 
that are sufficient for mainstream agricultural 
products.

The associates of Ad Terram BV have begun 
a new and exclusive cooperation with SeQso 
BV to meet the needs of the agro industry in 
seed selection with a revolutionary new con-
cept. Plans to develop this new alliance were 
initiated by Jan Tamboer (Ad Terram BV) and 
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Fred Hugen (SeQso BV). This new exclusive 
alliance will offer their clients in Europe, 
Middle East, Asia and Africa support in 
developing new business to their clients with 
a revolutionary single seed selection meth-
odology, which will change the industry’s 
perspective on using technology l ike this 
for their crop improvement. “This alliance 
between SeQso and Ad Terram is an impor-
tant step towards realising our wish to start 
using our technologies and competences in 
this industry and to add value and service to 
companies in need of new and exciting plans 
for the future,” says Tamboer. “The new 
approach toward the industry in selection 
methodologies is really very exciting — we 
offer a turnkey solution to those companies 
who want to use seed selection in their pro-
grams in order to meet today’s standards and 
the standards of the future.”

NRGene has mapped five novel complex 
maize genomes from the most commercially 
successful, publicly available lines using its 
proprietary DeNovoMAGIC big data analysis 
platform. Delivering results in under a week 
for each genome, DeNovoMAGIC has con-
structed very detailed and highly accurate 
assemblies that have led to the discovery of 
new genes. Previous attempts at mapping took 
months and years. NRGene’s DeNovoMAGIC 
platform is proven to allow quick and accurate 
re-construction of reference genomes for even 
the most complex genomes like maize. “Global 
food scarcity means that plant geneticists and 
breeders must produce better seeds much 
faster,” says Gil Ronen, NRGene’s CEO. “Our 
genomic big data DeNovoMAGIC technology is 
already supporting them with the precise and 
relevant data required to boost their research 
toward gaining heartier yields.”

BUSINESS NEWS
Eurofins Genomics, the genomics division 
of the Eurofins Scientific Group and inter-
national market leader in genomic services, 
has now established its own subsidiary in 
Austria. Customers will be served directly 
through Eurofins Genomics AT GmbH located 
in Vienna. The acquisition of the oligonucle-
otide synthesis and DNA sequencing busi-
nesses from VBC-Biotech will allow Eurofins 
Genomics to benefit from local presence in 
Austria, as well as leveraging the global net-
work, production capacity and infrastructure 
of the Eurofins organisation. “The new direct 
presence in Austria will provide value to our 
customers by demonstrating our commit-
ment to this market. Furthermore, Vienna 
can serve as a perfect hub for future business 
into Central and Eastern Europe and beyond,” 
says Siegfried Schnabl, managing director of 
Eurofins Genomics AT.

Koppert Biological Systems has begun 
work on construction of a new international 
research and development centre, located in 
Berkel en Rodenrijs, the Netherlands. The new 
centre will also contribute to international 
cooperation between the entomology and 
microbiology disciplines. It will be equipped 
with a large number of modern cl imate-
controlled chambers for research into natural 
enemies under a range of climatic conditions. 
The entomology laboratory wi l l a lso be 
located close to the microbiological products 
laboratory. According to the company, “this 
will result in more national and international 
exchanges of k nowledge between the 
entomology and microbiology departments 
in the development of integrated cultivation 
systems.”

 

PETKUS Technologie GmbH has opened 
one of the most modern seed processing plants 
in Germany. The Raiffeisen Waren GmbH 
Kassel is a turnkey processing plant, includ-
ing combined storage silos in Großengottern. 
With 162 years of experience, PETKUS brings 
its partners and customers the company’s 
specialty field of seed and grain processing 
machines. Thanks to the new facility, the pro-
cessing and refining of various different cereal 
species such as wheat, barley, rye and oats to 
high-quality, certified seed will now take place 
in Großengottern.

Eurofins Genomics, a pioneer and key pro-
vider of next generation sequencing (NGS) and 
Igenbio, a leading provider of microbial bio-
informatics and gene manipulation tools and 
services have announced a co-operation agree-
ment to combine their expertise in sequenc-
ing and analysis services for microbial, fungal 
and algal organisms. With the cooperation, 
customers benefit from “one-stop shopping” 
for complete genomics projects that deliver 
analysis results from raw extracted DNA. 
Both companies together serve a worldwide 
market for their products and services. “We 
take specific care to build up a technical and 
operational pipeline which is suitable to meet 
our quality standards and the high service 
level we want to provide to our customers,” 
says Bruno Poddevin, senior vice-president of 
Eurofins Genomics. “The specific know-how 
and bioinformatics capabilities of Igenbio are 
an excellent fit to our portfolio for prokaryotic, 
yeast and fungal genome sequencing services.”

Evogene Ltd. has opened dedicated research 
and development facil ities at its Rehovot 
facility in Israel to support the company’s 
product programs focusing on fungus, insect 
and weed control. The company sees crop 
protection as a major focus of growth and 

expansion and looks to develop novel seed 
traits as well as seed external solutions for 
these areas. Over the past year, Evogene 
significantly increased its activities in the area 
of crop protection. In late 2013, as part of its 
multi-year collaboration with Monsanto, the 
company announced a new product program 
targeting stalk rot disease caused by various 
fungi species. In April, Evogene disclosed its 
entry into the area of plant insect resistance 
and control with initial activities focusing on 
developing seed traits displaying resistance 
to two key insects, corn rootworm and 
soybean aphid. With respect to weed control, 
the company recently announced that it 
anticipates completing during 2015 a start-
to-end molecular discovery platform for the 
development of chemical herbicides based on 
novel modes of action.

Bayer CropScience is optimistic about the 
development perspectives of the agricultural 
markets and commits to invest significantly 
to deliver new solutions for sustainable agri-
culture. “We are convinced of the long-term 
growth potential of the agricultural mar-
kets despite increasing volatility,” says Liam 
Condon, Bayer CropScience CEO. “We expect 
the worldwide market for agricultural inputs 
of crop protection products, seeds and traits 
to grow to around € 100 billion by 2020, up 
from € 50 billion in 2008.” The company has 
embarked on an investment program that 
will see capital expenditures of € 2.4 billion 
through to 2016, which includes € 1.3 billion to 
be spent in Europe with € 800 million planned 
for Germany. By 2016, Bayer CropScience also 
plans for capital expenditures of €700 million 
in North America and € 400 million in Latin 
America and Asia Pacific. The largest individ-
ual investments are planned for the Dormagen, 
Frankfurt and Knapsack sites in Germany, as 
well as Mobile, Alabama, and Kansas City, 
Missouri, in the United States.

INDUSTRY NEWS
Scientists at the John Innes Centre in the 
United Kingdom discover why the first buds of 
spring come increasingly earlier. Researcher 
Steven Penfield found that plants have an ideal 
temperature for seed set and flower at a par-
ticular time of year to make sure their seed 
develops just as the weather has warmed to 
this “sweet spot” temperature. Penfield, work-
ing with Vicki Springthorpe at the University 
of York, found the sweet spot for the model 
plant Arabidopsis thaliana — a small flower-
ing plant native to Eurasia — is between 14 
and 15 Celcius. Seeds that develop in tempera-
tures lower than 14 C will almost always remain 
dormant and fail to germinate. This allows the 
mother plant to produce seeds with different 
growth strategies, increasing the chances that 
some of her progeny will successfully complete 
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another generation. As the climate changes the 
sweet spot for seeds comes earlier in the year, 
so first flowers bloom correspondingly earlier 
too. The research, which received funding from 
the Biotechnology and Biological Research 
Council (BBSRC) and was published in eLife, 
used computer models to understand the 
growth strategy of Arabidopsis thaliana. 

The European Technology Platform 
‘Plants for the Future’ (Plant ETP) organ-
ised a high-level conference to present its 
three Action Plans in Brussels. Plant breed-
ers, farmers and public researchers worked 
together within the framework of the Plant 
ETP to develop joint solutions to better 
respond to specific challenges and work for 
supportive and clear policies. “These Action 
Plans must be understood as an integrated 
strategic approach for Europe to address 
principal challenges such as food security, 
healthy diets and climate change with the 
help of its breeding sector,” stated Garlich 
von Essen, secretary-general of European 
Seed Association. Members of the European 
Parliament, Commission Officials and repre-
sentatives from the Member States together 
with the stakeholders of the Plant ETP dis-
cussed the possible solutions that research 
and innovation could provide and how the 
European plant breeding sector can play a 
key role in responding to societal challenges. 
European leaders were called upon to lend 
more support to the sector and create the 
appropriate regulatory framework to maintain 
Europe’s global leadership and to allow plant 
breeders to put on the market innovative prod-
ucts responding to consumers’ needs.

 

A resea rch tea m f rom the Huazong 
Agricultural University in China studied 
the expression of RNA interference (RNAi) 
sequences from a Fusarium graminearum 
virulence gene, chitin synthase (Chs) 3b, to 
enhance wheat resistance to fusarium head 
blight (FHB) and fusarium seedling blight 
(FSB). Three RNAi constructs were found 
to silence Chs3b in transgenic F. gramine-
arum strains. These were then expressed in 
two transgenic wheat lines. The transgenics 
exhibited high levels of resistance to FHB and 
FSB. The three RNAi present in the transgenic 
wheat efficiently down-regulated the Chs3b 
expression in the pathogen. Results show 
that host-induced gene silencing of an essen-
tial fungal chitin synthase gene is an effective 
strategy for enhancing resistance in plants. 

 

Kansas State University scientists have 
released findings of a complex, two-year study 
of the genomic diversity of wheat that creates 
an important foundation for future improve-
ments in wheat around the world. Their work 
has produced the first haplotype map of 

wheat that provides detailed a description of 
genetic differences in a worldwide sample of 
wheat lines. “All of these new, genomic-based 
strategies of breeding promise to signifi-
cantly accelerate breeding cycles and shorten 
release time of future wheat varieties,” says 
Eduard Akhunov, associate professor of plant 
pathology and the project’s leader. Akhunov 
said the haplotype map gives scientists quick 
access to rich, genetic variation data that 
increases the precision of mapping genes in 
the wheat genome, and improves scientists’ 
ability to select the best lines in breeding 
trials. The project was coordinated through 
the International Wheat Genome Sequencing 
Consortium, and included groups in Canada, 
Australia, the U.K. and the U.S. 

 

A new report, Agricultural Inoculants 
Market by Type, Source, Mode of 
Application, Crop Type, and Geography 
– Global Trends & Forecasts to 2019, 
published by Markets and Markets projects 
the agricultural inoculants market to reach 
$398.56 million by 2019 with a compound 
annual growth rate (CAGR) of 9.5 per cent 
from 2014. Latin America is projected to 
emerge as the fastest growing region with 
a CAGR of approximately 10 per cent from 
2014 to 2019. According to the authors, 
“agricultural inoculants are gaining popularity 
because of their multi-functional benefits to 
plants in sustainable agriculture.” Growth of 
the agricultural inoculants market is primarily 
triggered by factors such as rise in cost and 
demand for chemical/mineral fertilisers and 
pesticides and increasing awareness about 
organic farming practices. “Even though 
there are a number of products available in 
the market, the inoculants market is under-
explored,” according to the authors of the 
report. “Lack of awareness among the farmers 
and prevailing problems within marketing and 
distribution are restricting the availability of 
inoculants at the farm level.” 

According to BCC Research’s new report, 
Agricultural Biotechnology: Emerging 
Technologies and Global Markets, the 
global market for ag biotechnology is expected 
to grow to US$46.8 billion by 2019, with a five-
year compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 
11 per cent. The biotechnology tools category, 
the fastest growing segment of the market, is 
moving at a CAGR of 49.9 per cent. “Rapid 
changes in highly technical fields such as DNA 
sequencing, genome editing, and synthetic 
biology are driving new products and applica-
tions in agriculture,” according to the authors. 
Genomic-enabled products, the largest seg-
ment of the overall market, include transgenic 
seeds and synthetic biology-enabled products, 
which use plant feed-stocks. This segment is 
expected to reach US$38.6 billion in 2019 to 
register a CAGR of 10 per cent.

Keele University and Russell IPM Ltd in 
the United Kingdom have been awarded fund-
ing for a Knowledge Transfer Partnership 
to design improved traps for the control 
of thrips and whiteflies that have a huge 
impact on global food production. Western 
lower thrips cause extensive financial losses 
of at least £3,000 per hectare per season to 
soft fruit growers. The market is large and 
with 4,969 hectares of strawberries grown in 
Britain, the cost of damage in that area alone 
could run to £15 million each year. Whitefly 
attacks vegetables grown in greenhouses and 
open-field crops. There are around 57 white-
fly species that are particularly damaging to 
crops, not only by feeding on the plants them-
selves but by carrying disease-causing viruses 
as well. Keele scientists — led by William Kirk 
and professor Gordon Hamilton in the School 
of Life Sciences — will work with Russell 
IPM Ltd during the two-year partnership to 
transfer knowledge and skills to the company 
to improve traps for the control of thrips and 
whiteflies in greenhouse crops. 

Experts from the United Kingdom and 
India are working together to identify and 
develop novel environmentally sustaina-
ble strategies to control plant pests, known 
as plant-parasitic nematodes or eelworms, 
to ensure global food production and secu-
rity. This project is funded by the U.K.-India 
Education and Research Initiative (UKIERI). 
Plant-parasitic nematodes are thought to 
cause annual losses to crops in the region of 
$77 billion to $100 billion globally. Since the 
middle of the 20th century, these crop pests 
have been controlled through the use of syn-
thetic pesticides. Still, these are some of the 
most environmentally toxic compounds used 
in agriculture, and legislation prohibits their 
use in many parts of the world including 
Europe and the U.S. Hence, less environmen-
tally harmful methods of control are required. 
“Both India and the U.K. have a problem with 
potato cyst nematodes, which has a serious 
impact on the potato crops each year. This 
project is to develop natural solutions to con-
trol these pests on this important staple crop,” 
says Keith Davies, senior lecturer in applied 
nematology at the University of Hertfordshire. 

The newly formed United Kingdom-based 
Norwich Rust Group aims to develop dura-
ble resistance in crops. Exploiting advances in 
genomics, scientists will investigate how para-
sitic rust fungi invade and feed off plants. They 
will also use these new techniques to locate 
genes in some varieties of crops that are able 
to resist invasion. There are more than 7,000 
species of rust fungi, causing diseases such as 
wheat stem rust, wheat yellow stripe rust, Asian 
soybean rust and coffee rust. The Norwich Rust 
Group is comprised of Peter van Esse, Ksenia 
Krasileva, Matthew Moscou, Benjamin Petre, 
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Diane Saunders, Cristobal Uauy and Brande 
Wulff. Their combined research interests range 
from detailed understanding of how pathogens 
cause disease through to the breeding of resist-
ance in the host plants. They specifically will 
focus on rust pathogens that infect agricultur-
ally and economically important plants such as 
wheat, barley and soybean. The Norwich Rust 
Group (NRG) aims to become a hub for rust 
research and already has 52 collaborators in 
23 countries around the world — all driven to 
develop new technologies and approaches to 
combat rust fungi efficiently.

A new study from the University of Exeter 
in the United Kingdom has found that viruses 
carried by commercial bees can jump to wild 
pollinator populations with potentially dev-
astating effects. The researchers are calling 
for new measures to be introduced that will 
prevent the introduction of diseased pollina-
tors into natural environments. Fast-evolving 
viruses carried by these managed populations 
have the potential to decimate wild pollinator 
species, including bees, hoverflies and butter-
flies, placing biodiversity and food security 
at risk. The researchers reviewed existing 
studies to determine the potential for disease 
emergence within wild pollinator communities 
based on known honeybee viruses. The main 
culprit of disease-related losses from commer-
cial honeybee colonies is the Varroa mite. This 
parasite helps spread viral diseases and may 
increase their virulence. One of these viruses 
— the deformed wing virus — has recently 
been identified as an emerging disease in 
pollinators and its prevalence in commercial 
honeybees has been linked to its existence in 
wild bumblebees. Future work will investigate 
which commercial species is driving disease 
transmission. The researchers will also mon-
itor the effectiveness of existing conservation 
schemes to determine their success in protect-
ing wild pollinator populations.

The International Serv ice for the 
Acquisition of Agri-Biotech Applications 
(ISAAA) has released its annual assessment of 
global biotech crop acreage, showing that 18 
million farmers planted 181.5 million hectares 
of biotech crops across 28 countries in 2014, 
the 18th straight year of growth and the most 
ever in a single year. According to the authors, 
Bangladesh became the newest country growing 
biotech crops after approving Bt brinjal plant-
ings and, for the third straight year, developing 
countries grew the majority of biotech crops —
demonstrating the technology is scale-neutral 
and can bring economic and environmental 
benefits to farms large and small. “Farmers face 
incredible challenges maintaining abundant, 
high-quality harvests in a time of extreme 
growing conditions and reduced availability of 
natural resources,” says Denise Dewar, execu-
tive director for plant biotechnology at CropLife 

International. “Our industry is proud to support 
these growers through biotech seeds that fight 
insects, weeds and diseases, build resilience to 
extreme weather, and, ultimately, improve their 
ability to feed our world.” Acreage growth has 
been driven by farmers who continue to plant 
biotech seeds year-after-year; in fact, ISAAA 
estimates that the repeat planting rate for bio-
tech crops is virtually 100 per cent. 

A new report f rom researchers at the 
University of Minnesota Institute on the 
Environment has found that climate vari-
ability historically accounts for one-third of 
yield variability for maize, rice, wheat and soy-
beans worldwide — the equivalent of 36 million 
metric tons of food each year. This provides val-
uable information planners and policy makers 
can use to target efforts to stabilise farmer 
income and food supply, and so boost food 
security in a warming world. The researchers 
looked at newly available production statistics 
for maize, rice, wheat and soybean from 13,500 
political units around the world between 1979 
and 2008, along with precipitation and temper-
ature data. The team used this data to calcu-
late year-to-year fluctuations and estimate how 
much of the yield variability could be attributed 
to climate variability — about 32 to 39 per cent 
of year-to-year variability for the four crops 
could be explained by it. This is substantial 
— the equivalent of 22 million metric tonnes 
of maize, three million metric tonnes of rice, 
nine million metric tonnes of wheat, and two 
million metric tonnes of soybeans per year. 
The research team is now looking at historical 
records to see whether the variability attribut-
able to climate has changed over time, and if 
so, what aspects of climate are most pertinent.

An international consortium of more than 30 
research institutes has deciphered the complex 
genome sequence of oilseed rape, Brassica 
napus L. — more commonly known as canola, 
the most important oilseed crop in Europe, 
Canada, and Australia. The study showed that 
apart from the post-Neolithic hybridisation that 
led to its formation, oilseed rape has one of the 
most highly duplicated genomes of all flowering 
plants, because of numerous older polyploidi-
sations that occurred during its evolution. 
This phenomenon led to the accumulation of a 
great number of genes — 101,000 in total, one 
of the highest gene densities of any previously 
sequenced organism, and four times more than 
the 20,000-25,000 genes of humans. “The main 
difficulty for oilseed rape has been to differ-
entiate its different sub-genomes. This has 
been achieved by the development of an orig-
inal sequencing strategy, bioinformatics tools 
and the analysis of duplicated gene expression 
and their regulation,” says Boulos Chalhoub of 
the French National Institute for Agricultural 
Research (INRA) who coordinated the research 
efforts within the international consortium. 

The paper presenting the research results has 
been published in the journal Science. 

WEB AND APP NEWS
Phenome Networks, a plant breeding man-
agement and analytics software company, has 
launched Project Unity — a collaborative 
web-based network designed to host, manage, 
analyse and share phenotypic and genotypic 
studies of plants and animals. Project Unity 
lets researchers privately link and correlate 
their results with the world’s data, unleashing 
research insights through big data analytics. 
Researchers can connect their entities (gen-
otypes, phenotypes and markers) to common 
ontologies and maps and get immediate access 
to the entire wealth of research data from 
leading universities. “The idea that Project 
Unity promotes of having a single platform 
for managing and sharing germplasm, phe-
notypes and genotypes is very important for 
both scientific and teaching purposes,” says 
Todd Wehner, professor at North Carolina 
State University and a watermelon and 
cucumber breeder.

Data loaded into Project Unity is pri-
vate and can be accessed only by the person 
who uploaded it. Sharing of data sets, either 
with specific users or with the public is fully 
upon the user’s discretion. Project Unity sim-
plifies the analysis process of phenotypes and 
genotypes, creates standardisation and allows 
smart comparison among different data sets, 
eventually leading to better understanding of 
genes’ effects on phenotypes. The platform is 
currently in beta testing and free of charge for 
academic use. Later in 2015, it will be upgraded 
to include full plant breeding management 
functionality. www.phenome-networks.com

The National Agricultural Library (NAL) 
has unveiled PubAg, a user-friendly search 
engine that gives the public enhanced access 
to research published by the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture scientists. NAL is part of the 
USDA’s Agricultural Research Service. PubAg 
is a new portal for literature searches and 
full-text access of more than 40,000 scientific 
journal articles by USDA researchers, mostly 
from 1997 to 2014. New articles by USDA 
researchers will be added almost daily, and 
older articles may be added, if possible. Phase 
1 of PubAg provides access for searches of 
340,000 peer-reviewed, agriculturally-related 
scientific l iterature, mostly from 2002 to 
2012, each entry offering a citation, abstract 
and a link to the article if available from the 
publisher. This initial group of highly rele-
vant, high-quality literature was taken from 
the four million bibliographic citations in NAL’s 
database. Phase 2 of PubAg, planned for later in 
2015, will include the remainder of NAL’s signif-
icant bibliographic records. There is no access 
fee for PubAg. http://pubag.nal.usda.gov/pubag/
home.xhtml 
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EXTRAS

SEEDS OF TIME
A new documentary has been released on a 
topic very near and dear to many in the seed 
industry: seed banks. Seeds of Time addresses 
the importance of preserving the world’s 
genetic resources in the face of climate change 
and a growing global population.

A perfect storm is brewing as agriculture 
pioneer Cary Fowler races against time to 
protect the future of our food. Seed banks 
around the world are crumbling, crop failures 
are producing starvation and rioting, and 
the accelerating effects of climate change 
are affecting farmers globally. Communities 
of indigenous Peruvian farmers are already 
suffering those effects, as they try desperately 
to save over 1,500 varieties of native potato in 
their fields. But with little time to waste, both 
Fowler and the farmers embark on passionate 
and personal journeys that may save the one 
resource we cannot live without: our seeds.

 “Most of us 
take seeds for 

granted. The fate 
of humankind is 
resting on these 

genetic resources: 
seeds. So nothing 

could be more 
important.”

– Cary Fowler

EXPO MILANO 2015

Expo Milano 2015 will be the first World 
Expo to take place in Europe in 15 years, 
and its theme ‘Feeding the Planet, Energy 
for Life’ is of vital importance for Europe 
and the world. The theme will unite over 
140 participants and inspire action around 
the chal lenges and opportunities facing 
our global food system and the sustainable 
development of our planet.

Expo Milano 2015 is a global event 
that offers an excel lent opportunity to 
highlight the intense work that the EU and 
its member states are doing in the area of 
food security, development, and sustaina-
ble agriculture. The exhibition shows the 
creative, dynamic and thoughtful ways in 
which participants have interpreted the 
theme of the Expo. The EU’s messages at 
Expo will be relayed through the fictional 
characters Alex and Sylvia — a farmer and a 
scientist — thrown together in unlikely cir-

cumstances. These two characters are easy 
for visitors to relate to and will guide them 
through EU history, current food policies 
and the promising technologies of the future. 

The theme of Expo is at the crossroads 
of several EU policies, from development to 
agriculture, from food safety to environment, 
from industry to research and innovation. 

Running for 184 days from 1 May to 31 
October, this giant exhibition site, covering 
one mill ion square metres, is expected to 
welcome over 20 mill ion visitors who will 
exper ience a unique journey that looks 
at the complex theme of nutrition. Expo 
Milano 2015 will focus the world’s attention 
on addressing these challenges and provide 
a platform to deliberate on these pressing 
issues.

To learn more about the EU’s plans and 
role at Expo Milano 2015 visit europa.eu/
expo2015 or expo2015.org. 

To learn more about the documentary 
or host a screen ing of the mov ie v isit 
seedsoftimemovie.com/host_intl.  
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CALENDAR OF EVENTS

9 June 2015 to  
12 June 2015

ISTA Workshop on Seed 
Sampling and Quality 

Assurance in Seed Testing 
and ISTA Workshop on 
Tetrazolium Testing for 

Viability and its use as a 
Vigour Test for Glycine Max 

Colonia, Uruguay

19 June 2015 to  
20 June 2015

ISTA Workshop on 
Moisture Determination

Canelones, Uruguay

25 May 2015 to  
27 May 2015

International Seed  
Federation World 
Seed Congress

Krakow, Poland

5 July 2015 to  
8 July 2015

International Society for 
Seed Science – Seed 
Longevity Workshop

Wernigerode, Germany
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UPCOMING EVENTS, CONFERENCES AND TRADE SHOWS IN YOUR REGION AND AROUND THE WORLD. 
SUBMISSIONS ARE WELCOME. EMAIL US AT NEWS@ISSUESINK.COM.

15 June 2015 to  
18 June 2015

ISTA Annual  
Meeting 2015

Montevideo, Uruguay

11 May 2015 to  
12 May 2015

3rd Plant Genomics  
Congress - London

London, United Kingdom

24 August to 27 August 
2015

International Plant 
Protection Congress 2015

Berlin, Germany

1 May 2015 to  
31 October 2015

World Expo 2015 
“Feeding the Planet, 

Energy for Life”

Milan, Italy
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GIANT VIEWS

POLITICS VS. SCIENCE

BY: BEAT SPÄTH

Beat Späth is the director of agricultural 
biotechnology at EuropaBio, the European 
Association of BioIndustries.

t  t he t i me of  w r i t i n g ,  t he EU 
C o m m i s s ion  i s  r e v iew i n g  t he 
authorisation system for genetically 

modified organisms as one of its priorities. 
Given that the authorisation system has 
been interrupted, the logical way to fix it 
would simply be to start the authorisation 
system again. But it is doubtful that this 
rev iew wi l l mark a sh i f t towards actual 
implementation and coherent and science-
based policy-making.

T he s t r ic t  Eu rope a n pre -m a rket 
author isat ion system has a lways been 
dys f u nct ion a l  for  cu l t i v at ion ,  a nd i s 
cu r rent ly  dys f u nct ion a l  for  i mpor t s . 
The European Commission and severa l 
member states have lost court cases for 
not respecting binding EU law. In 2013, the 
European Court of Justice ruled that “the 
European Commission has fai led to fulfi l 
its obl igations” in the GM authorisation 
process, and the Commission admitted 

on the record that it regularly misses the 
deadlines for putting safety-assessed GM 
crops to the vote by member states. In 
add it ion, in 2006 the WTO condemned 
the EU for not respecting its international 
obligations in this area.

A lthough 48 GM crops are a l ready 
approved for i mpor t i nto the EU, the 
European Com m ission has put i mpor t 
author isat ions on hold since November 
2013. This has been done despite positive 
opinions from the European Food Safety 
Agency on the 17 pending products and 
inconclusive votes by member states.

Meanwhi le, farmers outside Europe 
grow approved biotech crops, which may 
be found in traces in commodity imports, 
given that the industry can never guarantee 
100 per cent purity. However, the EU has 
a “zero tolerance” policy for traces of GM 
crops approved in other geographies but 
not yet approved in the EU. These GM 
crops show up in commodity imports for 
food, effectively creating a trade barrier. 
In the case of com mod ity i mpor ts for 
feed uses, the commission has defined a 
“technical solution” that corresponds to the 
detectability of “zero” presence of GMOs not 
approved in the EU. 

In order to try to rectify this situation, 
the European Commission is currently 
collecting GMO import data from member 
states and is commissioning an external 
study to evaluate the need to introduce a 
similar concept or technical solution for 
commodities intended for food uses.

In the meantime, European pol icy-
m a k i n g  ke e p s  c o n f i r m i n g  E u r o p e ’s 
d i rect ion towards becoming a museum 
of world farming. In March 2015, the EU 
adopted leg islat ion a l low ing ind iv idual 
member states to ban the cultivation of GM 
crops approved as safe at the EU level, as 
long as the bans are based on non-scientific 
grounds. Let me be clear that this does not 
change the EU authorisation system itself, 
and it does not change the Commission’s 
lega l obl igat ion to put sa fety-assessed 
products to the vote. Only seven product 
appl icat ions rema i n i n the system for 
cultivation, several having been withdrawn 

by companies after having been held up 
in the approval system for more than 10 
years. Industry considers th is so-cal led 
non-cultivation legislation as a stop sign for 
innovation that disregards the principles 
of the internal market and of science, and 
represents one of the biggest investment 
disincentives for high-tech sectors. 

A f ter spend ing close to f ive years 
negotiating this non-cultivation legislation, 
we bel ieve that the EU missed a golden 
opportunity for injecting logic and legal 
predictabi l ity into its approach to seeds. 
Indeed, to date, there is no internal market 
for seeds. Seeds, as products of agriculture, 
contain recognised thresholds for traces 
of impurities and admixtures, including 
toxic impurities such as cancer-causing 
mycot ox i n s .  However,  t he  t h re sho ld 
for  t r aces of  GM seeds i n batches of 
conventional seeds, including GM seeds 
that have been proven to be at least as 
safe as conventional seeds, is zero. This 
is yet another trade and internal market-
distorting situation that could be fixed by 
a Commission proposal, similar to the one 
which was ready to enter the legislative 
procedure in the early 2000s and requested 
repeatedly and unanimously by member 
states in 2006 and 2008.

I t ’ s  o f t e n  s a id  t h a t  e ver yone  i s 
entitled to their own opinion, but not to 
their own facts. If politics stops or unduly 
delays the approva l of GM crops, even 
for import, without clearly justifying the 
delay or by blaming unfounded scientif ic 
concerns, then pol it ics trumps science. 
I f a pol it ica l decision is made to reject 
a product assessed as safe by EFSA, as 
of ten occurs in the case of GMOs, the 
reason behind the political decision must 
be clearly communicated and not confused 
with unfounded “scienti f ic” concerns, in 
order to avoid creating consumer mistrust 
in science.

The most obvious and easiest generator 
of innovation, jobs and growth is to approve 
safe new products within legally prescribed 
a nd pre d ic t ab le  t i me l i ne s ,  en su r i n g 
consumer safety while giving industry the 
consistency it requires to operate. 
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