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IN TERMS OF ag industry buzzwords, the “S” word 
is a big one. And for every forum and venue addressing 
sustainability, there are as many definitions and meanings 

attached to the word as people attending them. 
“Defining sustainability is like defining beauty—it’s in the 

eye of the beholder,” says Greg Ruehle, CEO of the Independent 
Professional Seed Association. “To me, it’s such a nebulous 
topic that if you try to define a single set of terms that fit all of 
agriculture, we’ll be having the same conversation a decade or 
more from now.”

Although definitions for sustainability may be ambiguous, 
U.S. seed companies are already working within sustainable 
systems, Ruehle says, even if they are not labeling them as 
such. “These are multigenerational businesses and they would 
not be such but for sustainable operations that are defined 
through profitability, through sound resource management 
and through sound conservation practices. Clearly these 
companies successfully demonstrate sustainability through their 
multigenerational existence,” says Ruehle.

“I think sustainability is demonstrated every day by seed 
companies all across the country—they probably don’t think 
about it as sustainable, but clearly these actions would be part 
of any reasonable definition of sustainability.”

Andy LaVigne, president and CEO of the American 
Seed Trade Association, concurs. “Sustainability is being able 
to economically operate your farm on an annual basis and 
continue to improve your yield and the quality of your operation. 
If you’re passing a farm down generation after generation … 
that’s sustainable,” he says. “It doesn’t matter what practices 
you use, whether they’re organic or conventional, biotech or a 
combination, it’s how you manage your operation—I think that’s 
how any business is.”

For every industry, corporation, organization or individual considering 
the concept, there are as many interpretations of what it means to be 
sustainable—and therein lies the challenge.

LaVigne maintains seed companies are being evaluated on 
their sustainability quotient every year. “Our customers … tell 
us on an annual basis whether the product we have meets their 
demands. That’s a way for us to measure our sustainability.”

In fact, according to LaVigne, the seed industry continues 
to push sustainable development forward in many ways. 
“Sustainability is part of what we do in our overall research 
and breeding process to improve yield and [to grow] stronger 
plants to better withstand pests and disease and weather issues. 
Everything we do in that process is to improve the sustainability 
of the industry.”

One example is Latham Hi-Tech Seeds, which integrates 
improved genetics and technology in its product pipeline with an 
eye to sustainable development. “At Latham Hi-Tech Seeds we 
follow basic ground rules: combine the industry’s best genetics 
with the latest trait technologies to produce products that excel 
in local growing conditions. It is our hope that by doing this we 
can have not only a positive impact on the farmer’s long-term 
success, but on the environment and societies we serve,” says 
Shannon Latham, the company’s vice president. 

However, practicing sustainability may not be enough 
going forward—where the industry must focus its attention 
is on showcasing these existing practices. “I think agriculture 
has struggled with promoting its own image or tooting its own 
horn. Some would say agriculture suffers from a case of laryngitis 
when it comes to promoting its work in the area of sustainability. 
I think demonstrating agriculture’s collective successes is 
something we can all agree with,” says Ruehle.

“We probably aren’t doing a good enough job connecting 
the dots so that both seed companies and consumer activists 
can see the role seed companies have played in promoting and 
enhancing sustainability in agriculture for the future.” 

WHAT’S IN A WORD: 
THE CHALLENGES 
WITH DEFINING 
SUSTAINABILITY
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For example, the seed industry has embraced many 
technologies that support proper systems to discard treated 
seed. “Nobody thinks about sharing with a consumer what 
they do with regard to discarded [treated] seed, but that is 
an example of sustainability—making sure [seed industry 
stakeholders] understand it’s important that a broader group of 
people understand the practices they undertake every day have 
a positive long-term impact on consumers and on U.S. and world 
agriculture,” says Ruehle.

He stresses that sharing seed’s sustainability story must be 
a coordinated industry effort. “Groups like IPSA, ASTA and 
state and regional seed associations can have a real profound 
role in helping pull that information together and develop it as 
a unified seed industry response to sustainability. The more that 
we can do through a coordinated effort the better off we’ll be as 
an industry moving forward.”

Latham also emphasizes the importance of working together. 
“We need to produce more food while using natural resources 
more efficiently to help conserve and protect the environment. 
No industry or company can meet these challenges alone, so it’s 
important we all work together and leave a better environment 
for future generations,” she says.

One important first step for any coordinated effort may 
be defining sustainability for the sector before other groups or 
entities interpret sustainability in a way that is not supportable 
by the seed industry.

“The seed industry needs to step up and define this,” says 
Ruehle. “Agriculture has to have an answer to critics or activists, 
whomever they are, that we’re comfortable with, rather than 
allowing that definition to be pushed back through the system. 
… If we don’t take an aggressive role as an industry and begin 
to define sustainability on our terms, somebody is going to try 
and define it for us—and I don’t think we’ll like their answer.”

A number of large corporations, such as Wal-Mart Stores 
Inc. and Unilever PLC, are incorporating sustainability as a key 
business driver. According to the Sustainability Assessment of 
Food and Agriculture Systems’ factsheet SAFA for Sustainability 
Assessment, “Markets for sustainable products are growing 
at rates far beyond the growth of markets for conventional 
products.”

However, having entities outside of the industry define 
sustainability measures for the sector is problematic. “Certain 
efforts to define sustainability are doing so at the request or 
by the demand of groups who don’t have a working knowledge 
of agriculture. It’s a small group of activists trying to change 
corporate culture by forcing them into a model for sustainability 
that frankly is not very sustainable,” says Ruehle.

Rather than working with a definition of sustainability 
drafted for all of agriculture, Ruehle suggests sector-specific 
definitions may be most beneficial to the ag industry. “When 
you look at agriculture in general from one farm to the next, 

According to the United Nation’s Food and Agriculture Organization, 
sustainable agricultural development is the “management and 
conservation of the natural resource base, and the orientation of 
technological and institutional change in such a manner as to ensure 
the attainment and continued satisfaction of human needs for 
present and future generations. Such sustainable development (in the 
agriculture, forestry and fisheries sectors) conserves land, water, plant 
and animal genetic resources, is environmentally non-degrading, 
technically appropriate, economically viable and socially acceptable.”

The United States Department of Agriculture’s National Institute 
of Food and Agriculture’s legal definition of sustainability is, “an 
integrated system of plant and animal production practices having 
a site-specific application that will over the long term satisfy human 
food and fiber needs; enhance environmental quality and the natural 
resource base upon which the agriculture economy depends; make 
the most efficient use of nonrenewable resources and on-farm 
resources and integrate, where appropriate, natural biological cycles 
and controls; sustain the economic viability of farm operations; and 
enhance the quality of life for farmers and society as a whole.”

“Our business model is to save people money so they can live better. 
Sustainability is a key business driver of that concept—saving money 
so that people can live better. When we look after sustainability, and 
we’ve done this across our business, in our operations and in our 
supply chain, we have found that it helps us find opportunities for 
efficiency, it better manages our risk and creates better partnerships 
and relationships with key business partners,” said Rob Kaplan, senior 
manager of sustainability for Wal-Mart Stores Inc., when asked to 
define sustainability at Bayer CropScience’s 8th Annual Ag Issues 
Forum last February.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT

from one type of business to the next, from one segment of 
agriculture to another, we see tremendous diversity that suggests 
defining sustainability at a micro level, rather than at a macro 
level, would be more likely to succeed. Maybe the seed industry 
needs to be begin to define sustainability among our group and 
bring that to the table—the same for the livestock industry, the 
same for grain growers, [et cetera]. 
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“It’s incumbent upon us to get busy defi ning sustainability 
on our terms and helping the larger corporations like Unilever 
and Wal-Mart understand that actions in place today are proven 
to be sustainable and serve society in a positive way—rather 
than waiting for a defi nition to be forced upon the industry that 
is not workable.”

Another challenge may present itself when trying to meet 
the future demands of differing sustainability requirements along 
the value chain. “If each company has a different strategy, then 
it makes it very diffi cult for those suppliers as they go along,” 
says LaVigne.

In addition, LaVigne cautions that trying to define 
sustainability could also place restrictions on the industry. “As 
soon as you start to defi ne it, you put limits on what’s sustainable 
and what’s not. It’s very diffi cult to really look at the rapidly-
evolving technologies, and the things we’re seeing in the seed 
industry today, within those parameters that change almost on 
an annual basis for us. What we do all the time is to improve 
sustainability in the seed industry as well as in the overall 
agricultural community. So working to defi ne it would probably 
limit it more than open up opportunities.”

One thing is clear: due to the growing importance of seed 
in production, developing and coordinating a defi nitive message 
about sustainability in the seed industry is imperative.

“As a seed industry we have to be cognizant of the growing 
role that the seed itself plays in agricultural production. … 

Today seed delivers the genetics and the biotech traits, it delivers 
seed treatments and it delivers seed growth promotants. Seed 
is responsible for more elements of the agronomic production 
than ever before, so we’ve got a bigger role as an industry than 
we’ve had in the past,” says Ruehle.

“That being said, we need to become more proactive, and 
we have a great story to tell—we just aren’t braggadocious 
about it. We don’t blow our own horn—it’s just not how folks in 
agriculture are raised. They’re humble, hardworking and they 
expect the same of others.  Fortunately or unfortunately, the 
world is changing and we have to deliver our message differently 
than we have in the past.”  Kari Belanger

Seed industry leaders Andy LaVigne, Shannon Latham and Greg Ruehle say 
seed companies today are already working within sustainable systems.
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PLANT BREEDING LEADS 
e f for t s  to  help  producer s 
ove r c o m e  t h e  e n o r m o u s 

challenges posed by climate change 
through the creation of new seed varieties 
with improved genetics from germplasm 
exhibiting stress tolerance.

A report by the European Seed 
Association entitled Climate Change 
and the Seed Industry suggests global 
temperatures may rise by 11 degrees 
by 2050, and more frequent and severe 
drought and f looding, along with 
increased pressure from insects and 
disease, will pose the biggest challenges 
to agricultural production. 

“If increased temperatures, reduced 
rainfall, and changing rainfall patterns 
become the norm, then it obviously will 
impact the types of selections that plant 
breeders make and the issue becomes one 
of either the need for better breeding/
selection methodology or producers 
changing crop enterprises,” says C. Wayne 
Smith, chair of the National Association 
of Plant Breeders Communications 
Committee. 

The Challenge to Seed
K. Raja Reddy, a professor in the 
department of plant and soil sciences 
at Mississippi State University, is the 

Global climate change means the seed industry can 
no longer conduct business the way it once did.

co-author of Impacts of Changing Climate 
and Climate Variability on Seed Production 
and the Seed Industry, which was recently 
published in the journal Advances in 
Agronomy. In the paper Reddy states: 
“Climate change can affect a number of 
seed quality factors such as reproduction, 
f lower, pollen viability, pollination 
and seed fill, set, size, dormancy and 
yield. Quality seed production can 
also be impacted by changing crop/
weed interactions, loss of pollinator 
biodiversity, and genetic diversity brought 
about by climate change.”

While several studies have shown 
that increased levels of carbon dioxide 
in the air increase plant biomass and 
seed production, another study by Ohio 
State University researchers maintains 
nitrogen levels in seed are reduced with 
higher CO2 concentrations. The major 
impact of climate changes, according to 
the report, will be felt in rain-fed crops, 
which account for nearly 60 percent of 
cropland worldwide. 

In Adapt ing Crops to Climate 
Change: A Summary, the authors suggest 
“the major abiotic stresses expected to 
increase in response to climate change 
are heat, drought, salinity, water logging 
and inundation.” 

Approximately two billion people 

worldwide already live in water-stressed 
areas and that figure is expected to rise 
substantially as the effects of climate 
change further reduce water availability, 
which can also lead to increased soil 
salinity. Incorporating stress-adaptive 
traits into crops that already have a strong 
agronomic package will be vital to provide 
yield stability in the face of changing 
environments.

Currently drought, heat tolerance and 
water-use efficiency are subjects receiving 
the most focus in breeding programs 
around the world. “Rainfall patterns have 
changed,” says Steve Brown, program 
director of the Texas Foundation Seed 
Service at Texas A&M University. “We 
see major companies moving into biotech 
traits and genetic modification of crops 
that have not heretofore been genetically 
modified. The main thing they’re looking 
for appears to be drought tolerance and 
water-use efficiency,” he says.

Dealing with Variability
New seed varieties will require testing 
acro s s  even  more  locat ion s  and 
environments. Researchers predict that 
the extreme variability of localized weather 
conditions and the increased incidence 
of unpredictable extreme weather events 
could pose more of a challenge overall 

Breeding for Climate Change
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for the seed industry than long-term 
climate shifts. Local environments are 
becoming more unstable, says Allen Van 
Deynze, director of research at the Seed 
Biotechnology Center at the University of 
California, Davis. “The main challenge 
for the seed industry is variation,” he 
says. “The problem is now local stability 
instead of across wider environments or 
geographies, and so by default you are 
selecting for widely adapted material that 
may be adapted for more than one region.” 

Bill Tracy, a professor of agronomy at 
the University of Wisconsin, says one of 
the questions that must be asked is how 
can the industry breed new varieties for 
sudden environmental changes?

“In plant breeding if it’s consistently 
getting warmer or dryer season after 
season, we can, by the very nature of 
what we do, be adapting for that. But 
in terms of extreme events and variable 
events we don’t generally breed for that. 
How do we deal with hail? How do we 
deal with sudden and severe windstorms? 
It’s very difficult for a breeder to mimic 
those environments, so they are harder 
to breed for,” he says.

Despite the difficulty, it’s a problem 
large seed companies are already taking 
on. In hybrid corn breeding emphasis 
has been placed on standability and 
lodging resistance under extreme wind 
conditions. “They’ve done [the breeding] 
so well that now when we get incredibly 
severe wind events the corn plants 
have nothing to do but snap off,” says 
Tracy. “They would snap off below the 
ear, which is called green snap, and is 
devastating. Breeders are aware of that 
and are doing things about it.”

The Role of Technology
Advances in technology have put 
many more tools into breeders’ hands. 
“Technologies like molecular markers 
and bioinformatics and other techniques 
are expediting the process of analyzing 
and assessing traits,” says Andy LaVigne, 
president and CEO of the American Seed 
Trade Association. 

It ’s  ex pected  t hat  breed i ng 
techniques will continue to play a role 
in advancing crop varieties and hybrids 
better adapted to abiotic and biotic 
stresses, as well as producing plants 
that can contribute to the reduction of 
greenhouse gas emissions by increasing 
nitrogen and CO2 input-use efficiency. 

A s  cl imate  change  present s 
a d a p t a t i o n  ch a l l en ge s  t o  new 
environments, breeders are now able 
to take a second look at the genetic 
potential of past breeding work. “Traits 
that may not have been as attractive 10, 
15 or 20 years ago are more important 
today because with these new techniques 
and abilities breeders are able to look at 
what’s in their library and although they 
maybe couldn’t tease out a specific trait 
previously, today they are able to,” says 
LaVigne.

“In terms of extreme events and variable events we don’t generally 
breed for that. How do we deal with hail? How do we deal with 
sudden and severe windstorms? It’s very difficult for a breeder to 
mimic those environments, so they are harder to breed for.” 
— Bill Tracy

Breeding Emphasis
Major field crops such as wheat, corn, 
soybeans, cotton and canola receive a 
lot more breeding attention and funding 
than minor crops with lower acreages. 
That worries Tracy, especially as public 
breeding programs, which often picked up 
the slack in terms of giving attention to 
minor crops, are being cut back. 

“The classic example is oats,” says 
Tracy. “Oats used to be a major part of 
our dairy rotation. Right now there is 
essentially no private breeding of oats 
and only maybe three or four university 
oat breeders left in the U.S. If the climate 

changed in such a way that oats were 
suddenly a crop that fits back into the 
rotation there is no way that a farmer 
could substitute oats because they are not 
being bred to be economically competitive 
with something like corn. As crops get 
left behind in the breeding sense, they just 
don’t become options anymore.”

As climates change it may become 
necessary to switch to crops that are 
more suited to new conditions rather 
than focusing on adapting other crops to 
be more resilient to drought, cold, heat 
or whatever prevalent conditions emerge, 
says Tracy. “If you want to talk about real 
sustainability it’s not just about making 
crops that are currently the emphasis … 
better, it’s also thinking about the big 
picture and what other crops we are going 
to need to make better to fit into those 
cropping systems,” he says.

As conditions change, adds Tracy, 
farmers are already making shifts in crop 
choices. Potato farmers in the Central 
Sands area of Wisconsin, in the face 
of increasing water limitations for their 
irrigated crops, are switching from large 
varieties of potato like Burbank to small 
red potato varieties, which use less water. 

Other farmers are switching from 
field corn for dairy cattle feed to sweet 
corn for canning because these varieties 
use 50 percent less water. These examples 
give hints about ways to breed for drought 
tolerance, says Tracy. “The big corn 
hybrid companies are breeding for drought 
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tolerance by looking for genes that will 
actually increase water-use efficiency, 
but there are other mechanisms, such as 
developing shorter season varieties, that 
could be used almost immediately.”

Changing Patterns of Pests and 
Diseases
One of the most challenging aspects 
of adapting crops to climate change is 
maintaining genetic resistance to pests, 
diseases and weeds, which are all affected 
by rising temperatures and variations in 
humidity.

Changing disease and pathogen 
distributions and increased movement of 
pathogens and pests across vast geographic 
distances all pose signifi cant challenges 
to agriculture in changing climates. An 
example that scientists are dealing with 
today is rust, which has multiple races and 
evolves rapidly. “Some of the rust races are 
moving farther north,” says Brown. “It’s 
been a challenge because plant breeding 
is such a long-term project that by the 
time you get the genetic resistance built 
in, the races of rust have changed. But 
we’ve got a few more tools in our tool chest 
nowadays and the technology allows us to 
shorten that time from a cross to a viable 
commercial variety or hybrid. ”

Increasing incidence of viruses is also 
a major concern, especially in Southeast 

Asia, says Van Deynze. “Viruses are 
propagated by insects and we are getting 
booms in insect populations, which means 
booms in viruses associated with those 
insects. We are seeing that as a huge 
threat in the vegetable industry because 
we don’t have the resistances for them.”

Financial Implications
Most climate change models conclude 
the yield potential of most staple food 
items will decline in many production 
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“Climate change is going to 
demand increased funding 
to address these harder 
challenges because we 
have to do more testing in 
multiple environments.” 
— Allen Van Deynze

environments and commodity prices will 
rise as a result.

The cost of seed production is likely 
to increase as climates change, but 
there will continue to be an expectation 
from members of the farm community 
that the seed industry will develop 
stronger and more resilient varieties, says 
LaVigne. “There will be value there. The 
technology to do quick breeding and 
have quick turnarounds is getting very 
expensive and the seed industry will be 
able to put that value back into breeding 
programs.”

Because of the huge cost involved 
in research and development, seed 
companies, life science companies, 
public breeding programs and innovative, 
small-scale technology businesses 
are increasingly joining forces, which 
has resulted in a growing number of 
collaborations, partnerships and cross-
use agreements. 

C o n t i n u e d  a n d  i n c r e a s i n g 
investments in research must be made 
across many crops, says Van Deynze, in 
order to overcome tougher challenges. 
“Climate change is going to demand 
increased funding to address these harder 
challenges because we have to do more 
testing in multiple environments,” he says. 

Angela Lovell
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THE UNITED NATIONS estimates that by the year 
2030 the world will need 30 percent more fresh water 
and 50 percent more energy, and that by 2050 we will 

need 70 percent more food. Those are pretty daunting numbers, 
but what it really boils down to is the agricultural sector must 
produce more with less. 

Talk of diminishing resources for agriculture is global in 
scope—we have all heard about severe droughts in Africa and 
expanding urban areas in China—but what’s the situation in 
the United States today?

Jim Gaffney, global biotechnology affairs and regulatory lead 
for agronomic traits for DuPont Pioneer, says both diminished 
land and water resources are critical issues in the United States.

“Many surface and groundwater resources throughout the 
United States are under pressure from a combination of industry, 
municipalities and agriculture,” he says. “Recent droughts, 
especially in the High Plains of the United States, have impacted 
farmers who draw water from the Ogallala Aquifer, and created 
even more pressure to use our water resource more carefully.”

Gaffney says limited water is impacting some areas more than 
others. “The Central Valley of California would be a case in point, 
where both farmers and urban dwellers depend on the melting 
snowpack from the Sierra Nevada Mountains for their water supply. 
In drought years, like we are now experiencing, agriculture suffers.”

As for land, Gaffney says there is evidence that “urban 
development is displacing production agricultural land” in some 
areas of the country. In fact, according to 2007 land use data 
from the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the total land area 
of the United States is 2.3 billion acres; of this, 17.7 percent, 

GROWING MORE 
WITH LESS: 
ALREADY A 
REALITY IN OUR 
BACKYARD

or 406 million acres, is cropland. This represents a decrease 
in American cropland from the USDA’s 2002 land use figures, 
which showed cropland comprising 19.5 percent of the total land 
area, or 442 million acres.

Integrated Solutions Already Here
According to Otto Doering, a professor in the department of 
agricultural economics at Purdue University, answering the 
challenge of diminished land and water resources in the United 
States is simple: “We will have to increase productivity on 
existing cropland acres and cannot count on additional acres 
coming in unless at great cost environmentally and financially.”

This need to increase productivity—or produce more with 
less—is already having an impact on the seed industry in the 
U.S. All of the major seed companies, as well as a variety of 
specialized trait developers, are pledging a greater focus on 
improving water use and improving yields and have incorporated 
that into their R&D programs.

“The issues of declining water availability and increased 
usage of less productive land, as well as variable weather 
patterns, all drive an increased need for integrated production 
solutions which combine superior genetics, crop protection and 
crop management to deliver better yield stability,” says Dan Dyer, 
global head for corn seed R&D at Syngenta.

The challenges of diminishing water availability for 
agriculture have led Syngenta to “rethink water,” says Dyer, 
adding “the Syngenta crop teams have established ‘water 
optimization’ and ‘land optimization’ as two areas of primary 
strategic focus.”

Declining water availability in the United 
States and less productive land for 
agriculture across the country are driving 
an increased need to produce greater yields 
with less resources. Thankfully, the U.S. seed 
industry is already rising to the challenge.
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Increasing Productivity 
The main issue at stake is increasing productivity. “While 
agricultural land availability has diminished in some areas, 
primarily due to urbanization, the greater impact has been the 
demand on U.S. agricultural productivity to meet the growing 
needs for food, feed, fuel and fiber; which is driving the need for 
expanded acreage,” says Dyer.

“The combined U.S. acreage of the major row crops—
corn, soy and wheat—increased from 216 million [acres] in 
2000 to 230 million in 2012, according to the USDA’s National 
Agricultural Statistics Service. To meet the demand, growers 
are returning to production some marginal acreage that had 
been idled from production in previous decades. This has driven 
the development and commercialization of a range of yield-
maximizing technologies,” Dyer adds.

As a result of these new technologies, the U.S. seed industry 
has already been successful at producing more with less in recent 
years. “Production agriculture has achieved much success in 
increasing productivity,” says Gaffney. “This success will serve 
as a foundation for continued improvement and future success.”

Gaffney lists the following examples of advancing 
productivity in the United States:
•  Forty percent more maize is produced per acre today in the 

U.S. with the same amounts of nitrogen and available water 
as 25 to 30 years ago.

•  Average U.S. corn yields in 2012, a season plagued by drought 
across the country, averaged about 123 bushels per acre—
higher than non-drought years less than 25 years ago.

•  U.S. maize production has one of the smallest water footprints 
of any grain crop around the world.

•  In irrigated regions, such as Nebraska, farmers commonly 
produce 200 bu/acre corn with efficient irrigation and use of 
inputs and tillage.

“Corn farming, as both a science and an art, successfully 
adapts to a myriad of environmental challenges every year and, 
together with technology innovators like Syngenta, will continue 
to do so long into the future,” wrote Chuck Lee, head of corn 
for Syngenta, in a recent letter to the editor that appeared 
on SeedQuest.com. “For example, new irrigation and crop 
production technologies are enabling farmers in the western 
Corn Belt to maintain their yields while reducing water use 
by 25 percent, which is approximately five acre-inches or the 
equivalent of approximately 136,000 gallons per acre.”

“While agricultural land availability has 
diminished in some areas, primarily due to 
urbanization, the greater impact has been the 
demand on U.S. agricultural productivity to meet 
the growing needs for food, feed, fuel and fiber.”
— Dan Dyer

Water Optimization Technologies
Perhaps the biggest breakthrough for increasing productivity has 
been advances in plant breeding, which have enabled researchers 
to identify and select genes that work to help plants use water 
more efficiently and provide season-long defense against drought.

For example, Syngenta has developed Agrisure Artesian 
technology in which “corn hybrids are bred, tested and selected 
to provide up to 15 percent higher yield under moderate to 
severe drought stress, without sacrificing high-end yield under 
the best conditions,” says Dyer, adding similar product types are 
under development for other crops.

“In addition, Avicta Complete Corn, Clariva Complete 
Beans, Vibrance and Agrisure Duracade are all recent product 
releases from Syngenta which support the establishment and 
maintenance of healthy crop root systems, which is critical for 
optimizing water usage,” he says. “Also, growers participating 
in the Water+ Intelligent Irrigation Platform—our integrated 
solution for water and crop management for irrigated corn—
have demonstrated the ability to maintain maximum corn 
production while using 25 percent less irrigation water.”

DuPont Pioneer’s Optimum AQUAmax corn hybrids 
also increases productivity under water limiting conditions. 
“[Optimum AQUAmax corn hybrids] provide 8.9 percent yield 
increase under water limiting conditions and 1.7 percent yield 
increase under good conditions,” says Gaffney.

Gaffney says Pioneer corn breeders have been breeding 
for stress conditions for more than 50 years. “Our agronomy 
and production teams have been working on irrigation and 
agronomic management for growing corn under limited water 
supplies. The Pioneer business’ industry-leading agronomy 
and research has helped growers improve yields under drought 
stress by reliably rating hybrid performance and helping growers 
optimize plant populations under limited water availability.”





16 SEEDWORLD.COM

Meanwhile, Monsanto has the first biotech solution 
for optimizing water on the market. Monsanto’s Genuity 
DroughtGard Hybrids system, combines germplasm selected 
for its drought tolerant characteristics, the drought tolerant 
biotechnology trait and agronomic recommendations.

Other yield maximization technologies come from seed 
care, crop protection, crop enhancement and growth regulation 
products that help farmers grow healthy and strong crops on less 
land or during periods of water stress.

Companies are also offering services that help growers better 
use their available resources. Pioneer offers the Pioneer Field360 
Service which guides customer decisions on what and when to 
plant based on historic and predicted environmental factors and 
provides recommendations on irrigation scheduling and optimal 
nitrogen rates and timing. “These tools, when wrapped around 
our hybrids, will help growers be more productive and more 
sustainable,” says Gaffney.

Meanwhile, Monsanto has brought its Aqua View System 
to more than 300 farmers in the western Great Plains. Aqua 
View provides a complete look at water management and can 
enable farmers to manage their water limitations and restrictions 
better. In addition, Monsanto’s Gothenburg Water Utilization 
Learning Center in Nebraska strives to help farmers learn more 
about water use and drought. 

Big Picture View
The U.S. seed industry is already demonstrating a commitment 
to produce more crops with less resources and this will continue 

in the future with the introduction of even more technologies.
“Syngenta is committed to delivering the step change in 

agricultural productivity that is needed, in a sustainable way, 
allowing growers to optimize land and water use through 
advanced production technologies and integrated solutions,” 
says Dyer.

Gaffney says agronomic research in general, in addition to 
advances in irrigation science, variable rate irrigation, better 
sensors for monitoring soil moisture and improvements in satellite 
imagery for remote sensing, are already delivering practical water-
saving opportunities for stressed cropping systems.

“Research and improvements in these areas will continue 
to provide value,” says Gaffney. “As for a big picture view, we 
need to ensure our university research programs remain healthy 
and funded. Public sector programs in the United States and 
worldwide have traditionally provided a well-trained work force 
for agricultural research and they have been important partners 
for developing research and products developed by the private 
sector. Agricultural advances in the next 50 years will require 
these functions more than ever.”

Yes, the numbers are daunting—by 2030 the world will 
require 30 percent more fresh water and 50 percent more energy; 
by 2050 we will need 70 percent more food—but the U.S. seed 
industry is in a unique position to rise to the challenge.

Perhaps Doering puts it best: “There are no actual ‘solutions’ 
for diminishing resources.” And since we can’t make more water 
or create more land, “The question is, ‘How are we going to 
adapt?’” Julie McNabb
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The decision by the 
European Commission 
to restrict the use of 
neonicotinoid-treated 
seed will have many 
short- and long-term 
effects—and not just 
in agriculture. Some 
industry experts 
claim the cost to the 
European economy 
could eventually 
number in the billions 
of Euros.

IN A FEW short weeks,  the 
cont rovers ia l  rest r ict ion on 
neonicotinoid products—including 

treated seed—goes into effect across 
Europe. Intended to help prop up 
diminishing honey bee populations, 
the move comes after many months of 
impassioned political debate within 
European Union nations and the 
European Commission over the effi cacy 
of the two-year restriction.

The restrictions on treated seed 
conta in ing  th ree  neon icot inoid 
pesticides—clothianidin, imidacloprid 
and thiametoxam—come into effect 
Dec. 1, although the true impact on bee 
health won’t be known for some time. 
But industry experts assert the effects on 
agriculture and the economy will be felt 
immediately, and the overall cost of the 
EC-imposed restriction will be staggering, 
with higher food prices, thousands of lost 
jobs and overall economic losses likely 
numbering in the billions of Euros.

“The European Commission’s 
decision is a setback for European 
agriculture,” says Martin Gruss, global 
head of SeedGrowth products for Bayer 
CropScience, a major player in the seed 
treatment industry. “Restricting the use 
of imidacloprid and clothianidin in crops 
such as maize, oilseed rape, cotton and 

sunfl owers will put at risk farmers’ ability 
to tackle the destructive pests that can 
severely damage crops and restrict their 
capability to grow abundant, high-quality, 
affordable food in Europe.”

Project Compass Assesses 
Benefi ts 
Gruss refers to the Project Compass
research report publ i shed by the 
Humboldt  Forum for  Food  and 
Agriculture in January of this year, which 
he says underscores the importance 
of neonicotinoid seed treatments to 
the competitiveness of the agri-food 
chain. The study, authored by Thomas 
Hahn and Steffen Noleppa, concludes 
neonicotinoid technology has provided 
substantial benefi ts to the EU—and that 
removing this technology comes at a 
considerable cost.

“This study is the fi rst comprehensive 
review of the socio-economic and 
env i ron ment a l  c ont r i but ion  o f 
neonicotinoid seed enhancement. The 
authors estimate that it contributes more 
than €2 billion annually to commodity 
crop revenues and reduces production 
costs by €1 billion across the EU. They 
also conclude that without their use, 
Europe could face economic losses of up 
to €17 billion over a fi ve-year period,” says 

EUROPE: 
AFTER THE 
RESTRICTION
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Gruss. “In the long term, this would be 
accompanied by a signifi cant increase in 
pest pressure. Average grower incomes 
could decrease by fi ve percent and 50,000 
full-time farm jobs could be impacted in 
the EU. Unfortunately, the European 
Commission refused to undertake an 
impact assessment of its own, a bizarre 
decision when you consider what the 
Humboldt study discovered.” 

Gruss says a common denominator 
in the report “is a loss in crop yield and, 
consequently, producer income. To give 
you some numbers: Oil seed rape yield 
losses could amount to as much as 15 
percent, leading to a drop in grower 
margins of up to 60 percent. A possible 
plummet in corn seed yields in France, 
Hungary and Romania—the three main 
corn seed producers in Europe—could 
affect the safety of the corn seed supply 
throughout Europe. Also processors of the 
commodities and in-line consumers will 
be impacted by increasing prices of the 
replacing imported commodities,” he says. 

“The restriction of neonicotinoids 
could lead to the use of alternative 

Some industry experts fear the European restriction on neonicotinoid-treated seed could lead to a huge 
drop in grower margins.
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products, most with a less favorable 
environmental, human and agricultural 
profile. Such products might be less safe, 
more land will be needed for intensive 
farming to meet demand for crops, and 
more crop production will shift overseas, 
requiring carbon-intensive storage and 
transit to reach European markets. In the 
long term, another loss of an important 
substance class may significantly increase 
the risk of resistance development.”

Garlich von Essen, head of the 
European Seed Association, agrees with 
the assessment of the Project Compass 
report, although he feels economic 
losses from the current neonicotinoid 
restriction will likely not be as severe as 
the study indicates since there are some 
exceptions, such as winter cereal. But 
because the [restriction] applies to many 
major crops in Europe, “it’s still a pretty 
staggering figure,” he says.

As Dec. 1 nears, von Essen maintains 
it’s become increasingly clear that the EC 
decision “has been taken quite hastily 
and the consequences, particularly the 
practicality of implementation, have 

A hasty decision to restrict the use of neonicotinoid-treated seed was blindly adopted to help prop up 
declining honey bee populations across Europe.
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“Our primary concern is that restricting the use of neonicotinoids 
does nothing to address the key bee health issues, namely the 
Varroa mite and habitat loss.”
— Martin Gruss

not been very well thought through.” 
For example, it’s still unclear just what 
is to be done with the vast amount of 
neonicotinoid-treated seed stock still in 
the hands of European farmers or sitting 
on shelves at agricultural cooperatives, 
local distributors and seed companies, 
he says. Von Essen adds seed shortages 
could be another consequence of the 
restriction.

Ac c ord i n g  to  G r u s s ,  B ayer 
CropScience remains convinced that 
neonicotinoids are safe for bees when 
used responsibly and correctly according 
to the label instructions. “Current 
scientifi c evidence has overwhelmingly 
concluded that the increased mortality of 
bees, as it’s been observed in some parts 
of the world, is largely due to a complex 
set of factors,” he says. 

Gruss condemned the EC for 
choosing to ignore the long track record 
of the safe use of neonicotinoids as well 
as signifi cant stewardship improvements 
for seed treatment that have been 
implemented in recent years. “Our 
primary concern is that restricting the 

use of neonicotinoids does nothing to 
address the key bee health issues, namely 
the Varroa mite and habitat loss, and that 
the EC decision has therefore distracted 
attention from focusing on addressing 
the factors which could really improve 
bee health.”

Prospects for Reintroducing 
Neonicotinoids
The EC did leave the door open for 
the eventual reintroduction of the 

banned pesticides when announcing 
its decision earlier this year. As stated 
on the EC’s website: “As soon as new 
information is available, and at the latest 
within two years, the Commission will 
review the conditions of approval of 
the three neonicotinoids to take into 
account relevant scientifi c and technical 
developments.”

However,  von Essen bel ieves 
statements such as this contribute to 
the “myth” that it would be possible to 
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quickly reintroduce neonicotinoids to 
the European market, if the risk to bees 
is deemed to be negligible. Once the 
restriction expires, he says, the products 
would need to be reevaluated, then either 
rejected or accepted and subsequently 
authorized not by the EC, but by 
regulatory authorities in EU member 
states—a process that could take years. 
In von Essen’s words: “We’d be starting 
at zero.”

Von Essen believes the complex 
political/regulatory systems and growing 
anti-technology sentiments within 
Europe will continue to hinder usage 
of pesticide-treated seed and other crop 
protection products. He cites the EC’s 
decision this past summer to impose a 
similar two-year restriction on fi pronil, a 
BASF insecticide, as the latest example.

“The political framework under 
which we all—and that means the crop 
protection industries, seed treatment 
companies, the seed companies, but 
also farmers themselves—operate in 
Europe is and will continue to be a very 
diffi cult one. There is a lot of pressure for 
more and more regulatory oversight … 

in particular [of] the agricultural input 
industries,” says von Essen.

“I think it might take some time until 
the Europeans understand that they’re 
pretty much alone with the way that they 
handle things. If I look at the discussions 
about agriculture in South America, in 
the U.S., in Canada … generally there is 
understanding that we need to produce 
more sustainably, we don’t want to cut 
down rainforests, we all want to take 

WEB

The Project Compass report on the value of neonicotinoid seed treatment in Europe can be found at 
neonicreport.com/home/project-compass
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care of carbon dioxide emissions and so 
forth. Most of the rest of the world sees 
agricultural technologies in the wider sense 
… as helpful tools in this process,” he says.

“Whereas [many] Europeans so far 
still think that less technology and less 
modernization and going … back to a 
low input agriculture … is some form of 
solution,” von Essen adds. This, he says, 
is “another myth that is still persistent in 
Europe.”  Mark Halsall
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Low supply and high demand 
are fueling price increases in 
forage and turf grass markets.

LIKE ALL MARKETS, forage and turf grass markets 
are subject to the laws of supply and demand. Across 
the board, there are a number of factors keeping prices 

up, including low carryover inventory, rising grower prices, 
competition for acres and low yields, to name a few. Despite 
all of these challenges—or perhaps because of them—market 
experts expect prices to remain strong into 2014. 

Turf Market 
Bill Dunn, executive vice president and general manager at Seed 
Research of Oregon, based in Corvallis, Ore., says rising prices in 
the turf market are tied to a number of issues in Oregon, namely 
poor yields and competition for acres. Rising grower costs have also 
been an issue. While grower costs on tall fescues have remained 

26 SEEDWORLD.COM

FEAST or FAMINE
flat, increasing by less than two percent, perennial ryegrass costs, 
he says, have increased some 12 percent from last year. 

“Supply and demand—it’s really all about that,” says Dunn. 
“Even if your costs are higher and your competition’s higher, 
if the demand isn’t there then the prices don’t rise. Currently, 
carryover inventories, particularly on perennial, are at the lowest 
level we’ve seen in 10 years.”

Demand might be steady, but Dunn thinks the higher prices 
will force some superintendents to either limit their acres or 
look for alternatives. “Their budgets are set early and they didn’t 
account for a 12 percent increase in the cost of goods,” he says.

Dunn says he’s been seeing a shift to lower cost items, like 
intermediate ryegrasses, in the golf course overseeding business 
for a while now. “There’s also improved annual ryegrasses,” he 
says. “Typically, they are light green with a very broad leaf. Now 
the breeders have developed new varieties that are darker and 
finer-textured. They’re coming into play across the southern tier. 
They have higher yields so they come in at a lower cost. People 
are also using combination products of perennials mixed with 
turf annuals and turf intermediates.”

Steve Tubbs, president of Turf Merchants Inc. in Tangent, 
Ore., agrees that markets are as strong as they’ve ever been. 
“Probably not because we’re good salesmen, though, or because 
there’s been good market recovery, but because of very poor 
yields,” he says. Weather has been a huge factor, Tubbs adds, 
with an unusual heat wave in April, followed by a wet summer 
on the East Coast and serious disease problems. 

“South Carolina and Georgia are having record low 
temperatures already, so we’re not seeing the potential for a 
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really great fall, but it’s going to be offset by the fact that our 
yields are disappointing,” says Tubbs. “We think they’ll offset 
each other so prices will stay strong.”

Another contributing factor, says Tubbs, is competition for 
acres. Most grasses are grown on non-irrigated, heavy clay soil that 
stands in water all winter. Historically, wheat hasn’t been grown in 
the region because it rots, but with the return of the wheat market, 
some 500,000 acres of grass has become 300,000 acres of grass. 
The other 200,000 acres have been replaced by wheat. 

“Wheat is a very easy crop to grow,” says Tubbs. “A lot 
of guys are tiling the ground, and Oregon State University 
has ramped up their wheat program, so they’re developing 
new strains of wheat that do better in the [Villamette] Valley, 
specifically boosting yields and tolerance for dampness.”

As wheat proves to be more economically viable, growers resist 
moving back into grass, especially since it’s expensive to grow, says 
Tubbs. But it’s not just wheat. Growers are looking to alternative 
crops, such as hazelnuts and blueberries, even cover crops. 

“Hazelnut trees take five to seven years to bear nuts,” 
he says. “But it’s a permanent reduction of grass seed acres, 
obviously, because they’re going to be orchards.” When times 
are good, Tubbs says producers can gross $50,000 an acre from 
blueberries, while grass seed might gross $1,500. Oregon has also 
seen an increase in cover crops. Clover production, for instance, 
has increased by some 14 million pounds in the past five years, 
up from 10 million pounds to 24 million.

Bryan Muntz, who is president of both the Oregon Seed 
Association and IntegraTurf Inc. based in Albany, Ore., agrees 
that competition for acres is stiff. “If you’re a farmer, you’ve 
got a lot of options to go with,” he says. “It’s been keeping our 

inventory in control. It’s really hard to overproduce when it’s 
really hard to get the acres in the first place.”

With inventories down and yields lower than anticipated, 
Muntz expects prices to remain strong into 2014. “It’s really 
hard to talk about 2014, though,” he says. “Ask me in another 
month when we start looking into September and the first part 
of October and we start seeing what we’ve actually got planted 
and how the weather’s looking for the next couple of months. 
After that we’ll have a better indication of what we’re looking 
at for 2014.”

Rising prices in the turf market are tied to a number of issues, namely poor 
yields and competition for acres.
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Forage Market
What’s happening in the forage market is very similar to what 
is going on in the turf market. Acres are in decline and supplies 
are low, but because demand is still high, prices are too. 

Robin Newell, senior business manager of forages for 
DuPont Pioneer in Des Moines, Iowa, says alfalfa acres in the 
United States have been in something of a long-term decline, 
driven primarily by two main trends. One is the use of more corn 
silage on dairies, and the second is increasing commodity prices. 
Together, both trends have driven producers away from alfalfa 
and toward crops with faster increases in commodity pricing. 

“As a result, alfalfa acres have gone into a decline, which 
seems to have stabilized now,” says Newell. “But because of these 
lower acres, we also have higher hay prices. With these higher 
hay prices, it now seems these last couple of years there’s more 
interest in planting new acres of alfalfa.

“I think, and this is just my opinion, that as corn prices 
capitulate and other commodity prices moderate here, I 
anticipate the potential for more hay acres to be planted over 
the next couple of years, as people rebalance their crop mix,” 
Newell continues. “And I think commodity pricing will help 
drive that too, especially if hay prices stay high over the next 
couple of years.”

Matt Fanta, of Forage Genetics in Shoreview, Minn., agrees 
that forage markets have been heavily influenced by low supply, 
high demand and commodity prices. 

“In the Upper Midwest there was quite a bit of winter-kill 
that happened in Minnesota, Wisconsin and Iowa, and that 
facilitated a lot of growers replacing a lot of alfalfa stands,” says 
Fanta. “But we also see a lot of demand in that there’s not a lot 

of forages for feed in the marketplace and so the value of those 
forages continues to increase.”

Fanta expects that demand will remain strong, which is 
consistent with what he’s seen over the past couple of years. “The 
value associated with forages continues to be strong, but it is 
part of the overall value in commodities in general,” says Fanta. 
“Good quality forages help animals produce and we’ll continue 
to see a demand for those quality forages in the marketplace.”

Melanie Epp

Supply and demand are keeping prices up in the forage and turf grass markets.
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As colony losses peak, industry 

players are coming together to 

conduct research in hopes of 

broadening knowledge of the 

intricate relationship between 

crop protectants and honey bee 

health. 

In recent years, the neonicotinoid 

class of chemicals has been 

publicly associated with honey bee 

health declines. However, Dennis 

vanEngelsdorp, an assistant 

research scientist at the University 

of Maryland, says a new research 

study titled Crop Pollination 

Exposes Honey Bees to Pesticides 

Which Alters Their Susceptibility 

to the Gut Pathogen Nosema 

Ceranae, published in the scientific 

journal PLOS ONE, indicates 

it is the interaction of multiple 

pesticides that is affecting bee 

health in addition to many other 

external factors.

Bill Hairston, director of 

product development for Bayer 

CropScience’s SeedGrowth 

Division, agrees that multiple 

factors are involved. “Most 

scientists, including the 

Environmental Protection 

Agency and United States 

Department of Agriculture 

experts, are in agreement that 

bee health is associated with 

multiple stressors,” Hairston 

says. “Large-scale field studies 

have shown that colony decline 

correlates strongly with the 

QUICK FACT
Large-scale 
field studies 
have shown that 
recent declines 
in honey bee 
populations are 
likely connected 
to parasitic mites 
and disease.

Commercial beekeepers 
across North America 
have been witnessing 
losses of honey bee 
colonies for several years 
now. While neonicotinoid-
based pesticides have 
taken much of the blame 
publicly, honey bee 
experts caution that the 
relationship between crop 
protection products and 
bee health is extremely 
complicated and research 
is still in its infancy. 

protecting pollinators

CROP 
PROTECTANTS 
AND HONEY 
BEE HEALTH

presence of parasitic mites 

and diseases, but not with 

agricultural pesticides, including 

neonicotinoids. One of the most 

important factors is the Varroa 

mite, a parasite that has been 

clearly linked to colony decline. 

Other important factors include 

poor nutrition, loss of habitat 

and the need to optimize hive 

management practices.”  

In the vanEnglesdorp study, 

researchers collected pollen as 

bees returned to the hive after 

pollinating crops. “We collected 

the pollen pellets and analyzed 

those for pesticides, and we 

found an awful lot of pesticides. 

In fact, the average amount 

was nine different pesticides 

and up to 21 different pesticides 

from one pollen sample,” says 

vanEngelsdorp. 

The most common pesticides 

researchers found were those 

beekeepers apply themselves 

to control Varroa mites. After 

miticides, chlorothalonil, a 

commonly-used fungicide, was 

the next major product found. 

“We weren’t expecting to find 

fungicides to be a major driver, 

but we did. So there is quite a bit 

of work that needs to be done 

there to determine what is going 

on. It could be doing something 

to the bees’ stomach linings or it 

could be affecting their immune 

systems.” says vanEngelsdorp. 

Supported by:
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21 
different 

pesticides



The study also found that 

neonicotinoids, miticides and 

chlorothalonil are not the only 

products being found in pollen 

samples. “They are all a part of 

this concoction, this witches’ brew. 

It is amazing how many different 

products we are finding out there 

and so that is another factor we 

need to look at in our research—

what do these products do in 

combination with one another?” 

says vanEngelsdorp.

NEONICOTINOIDS—SMOKING 
GUN OR BLAME GAME VICTIM?

In the public arena, neonicotinoids 

have taken much of the blame 

for honey bee health declines. 

However, recent scientific studies 

do not offer conclusive evidence 

linking colony die-offs to 

neonicotinoids.

“We certainly do see negative 

sublethal effects in feeding low 

levels of neonicotinoids to honey 

bees but there hasn’t been a lot 

of evidence to show colony-level 

effects,” says vanEngelsdorp. “If 

these effects are happening, they 

are happening in a very sublethal 

way, which is a very difficult 

thing to test and manage. The 

main concern is specifically in 

the drilling process when the 

treated seeds are being planted. 

The issue is getting that seed in 

the ground in a safe way. This has 

been problematic and needs to 

be managed.”

Dust produced when planting 

treated seed has been the most 

common route of neonicotinoid 

exposure to honey bees. 

Producers of crop protection 

products have been working 

with industry stakeholders to 

minimize the dust released into 

the environment from treated 

seed at planting. 

“We have a new fluency agent, 

a replacement for the talc and 

graphite used by growers in 

pneumatic planters. [Talc and 

graphite] help reduce friction 

and improve uniformity of 

planting, but can increase the 

amount of dust released from 

planter exhaust and raise the 

potential for unwanted exposure 

of seed treatment products to 

honey bees,” explains Hairston. 

“Bayer CropScience is working 

on a replacement that has been 

shown to dramatically reduce the 

protecting pollinators
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“It is amazing how 
many different 
products we are 
finding out there 
and so that is 
another factor we 
need to look at in 
our research—what 
do these products 
do in combination 
with one another?” 
— Dennis vanEngelsdorp

Crop protection producers have been working with industry stakeholders to minimize the 
amount of dust released into the environment from treated seed.
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total dust from pneumatic planter 

exhaust. We have been working 

with planter manufacturers and 

hope to introduce this product 

for the 2014 planting season.”

Hairston also points out that 

neonicotinoids have, in some 

instances, replaced older, more 

harmful crop protectants. While 

industry stakeholders work on 

improvements to the planting 

process, many claim that 

neonicotinoid seed treatments, in 

comparison with alternatives, are 

still the most effective and safe 

way to protect crops globally. 

“Neonicotinoid seed treatments 

are highly precise applications 

that have replaced older 

chemistry because they are 

more effective in controlling 

destructive pests, reduce worker 

exposure, and also have a more 

favorable environmental profile,” 

explains Hairston. “Benefits 

to the grower are improved 

emergence, healthier plants and 

increased yields. Removing these 

products would be harmful to 

farmers and with no appreciable 

benefit to bee health.”

A DIFFERENT WAY OF 
QUANTIFYING RISKS

This past April, regulators in 

Europe agreed to institute a 

two-year restriction on most 

neonicotinoid products—

including treated seed—in an 

effort to reverse the trend of 

plummeting bee populations. The 

restrictions, which take effect in 

December, have led to increased 

public pressure in North America 

for regulatory agencies to impose 

similar restrictions. But many 

industry experts and regulators 

in North America claim it is too 

early in the scientific process to 

move forward with any product 

restrictions. 

“In Europe they have a different 

way of quantifying risks. There 

you have to show that the 

product is safe and that is the 

reason decisions are made,” 

explains vanEngelsdorp. “Where 

in North America, you must show 

adverse effects. It is a completely 

different way of thinking about 

a product. Using the European 

standard, it makes sense the 

product is banned, but that is a 

European standard; that is not 

the same standard that is being 

applied here.” 

According to David Fischer, 

head of Bayer CropScience’s 

environmental toxicology and 

risk assessment group, regulatory 

agencies in North America are 

also evaluating neonicotinoids. 

However, “[Europe] went ahead 

with the ban as a precaution 

without definitive scientific 

evidence,” he says. “We are 

going through the same process 

here, but we won’t ban on a 

precaution; we need to have 

conclusive scientific evidence.” 

QUICK FACT
Bayer’s Bee 
Care Center will 
be conducting 
research on 
Varroa mite 
control and the 
effect it could 
have on honey 
bee health.

Industry experts say it wouldn’t make sense at this stage to impose restrictions on the 
use of neonicotinoids in North America as is being done in Europe.



OCTOBER 2013 35

Supported by:

FUTURE INITIATIVES 

The seed sector, scientific 

community and industry 

stakeholders are making honey 

bee health a priority and continue 

to develop more initiatives aimed 

at protecting pollinators. “Our 

stewardship measures have been 

developed and implemented in 

close cooperation with many 

agricultural stakeholders, which 

is at the core of our Bee Care 

Program. In general, this program 

includes bee health research, 

training and education, product 

stewardship, and the creation 

of a Bee Care Center in North 

America, which will open in 2014 

and will complement an existing 

facility in Germany,” explains 

Hairston.  

Experts at the Bayer Bee Care 

Center will be conducting 

research on Varroa mite control, 

implementing the Sentinel 

Hives Project (in cooperation 

with beekeepers and farmers), 

developing best management 

practices for seed treatments, 

and creating a new fluency agent 

to reduce potential planting dust 

exposures to foraging honey 

bees. As part of its stewardship 

program, seed samples from 

customers will be monitored to 

confirm dust abrasion standards 

are being met.  

Every day, knowledge on 

honey bee biology is advancing 

and agricultural technology 

continues to evolve. Experts in 

numerous fields are working to 

develop better, safer and more 

effective ways to balance honey 

bee health and our global food 

supply. 

“Sustainable agriculture depends 

both on pollinators and on 

crop protection products,” says 

Hairston. “Collaboration among 

all stakeholders—researchers, 

manufacturers, farmers and 

beekeepers—is essential if we are 

to meet the challenge of feeding 

a hungry world on limited arable 

land.”  Jen Golletz

“Collaboration 
among all 
stakeholders is 
essential if we 
are to meet the 
challenge of 
feeding a hungry 
world on limited 
arable land.”
— Bill Hairston

Beekeepers have an essential role to play when it comes to balancing honey bee health with the global food supply.
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SINCE 2011, after more than a decade of product 
development and a prolonged deregulation battle, Roundup 
Ready technology has been available to American alfalfa 

producers. In addition to this biotech solution to weed control 
in alfalfa, growers could reap the benefits of a second GM trait 
promising higher quality alfalfa within the next few years. 

An application by Monsanto and Forage Genetics 
International for deregulation of a new GM alfalfa—genetically 
engineered for reduced lignin content and improved forage 
quality—is currently under review by the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture.

“We’re tremendously excited about reduced lignin [which is] 
the first forage quality trait in GE alfalfa,” says Mark McCaslin, 
vice president of research for FGI. “I’ve been talking about it at 
grower meetings the last three or four years as we were doing 
the discovery phase and proof-of-concept. [There’s] a lot of 
excitement among growers.”

Lignin is a structural component of alfalfa plants that 
is indigestible by livestock. The new trait was developed by 
suppressing a key enzyme during the plant’s synthesis of lignin, 
resulting in a 12 percent lower lignin content according to the 
deregulation petition before the USDA.

“Rather than putting a new gene in, we took an existing 
gene and turned down the volume—commonly called a ‘knock 
out.’ So from a regulatory standpoint, it’s a little different,” says 
McCaslin. “I wouldn’t say that will expedite the regulatory 
process, but it probably simplifies some of the analysis.”

The developers of the new trait maintain reducing lignin 
may provide more flexibility for growers, who typically only have 
a short window for reaping alfalfa before lignin content increases 
substantially and crop quality declines. 

“In producing high-quality alfalfa, there are trade-offs 
between forage yield and forage quality. Alfalfa’s forage quality—
digestibility and protein—is highest during the early growth 
stages. After early growth, forage yield will increase, but forage 
quality decreases. This is because, as the time between cuttings 
grows longer or if plants are harvested at later stages, the yield 
per cutting may increase due to more stems and larger stems,” 
explains Kathleen McAleenan, specialty crops business manager 
for Monsanto Company.

“On the other hand, overly mature forage is less nutritious 
because of its higher fiber content. Oftentimes growers are faced 
with tough choices between quantity and quality with their 
alfalfa acres, so there’s inherently a lot of risk in the decisions 
growers make. Because of this, many growers continue to be very 
interested in the potential benefits that reduced lignin alfalfa 
can bring to their operation,” she adds.

Advancing Alfalfa
Following the successful introduction of Roundup Ready alfalfa, a new genetically 
engineered trait is in the works that promises to deliver a higher quality forage crop.
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Grower Quentin Maupin fills up his planter 
with Dekalb Roundup Ready alfalfa seed as 
he prepares to plant his field in Paradise, Kan.
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“The goal of the reduced lignin effort is to provide farmers 
with harvest flexibility when adverse weather, equipment failure 
or competing farm activities arise and to better manage the yield-
quality relationship for their alfalfa forage production.”

McAleenan says the added yield or quality premium will 
benefit both growers and users of alfalfa. “High-quality alfalfa in 
dairy cattle rations increases milk production while controlling 
feed costs, but getting enough high-quality alfalfa is an on-going 
challenge as growers must typically sacrifice yield for quality,” she 
explains. “Because of the important role alfalfa plays in a dairy 
operation’s profitability, we believe this particular agricultural 
investment will make a positive difference for growers seeking 
to produce more high-quality hay.”

Monsanto and FGI also teamed up for Roundup Ready 
alfalfa, genetically engineered to resist glyphosate herbicides. 

“We’ve had a couple of sales years now, and we’re feeling 
good about the fact that farmers are finding value in the trait,” 
says McCaslin. “It’s a unique tool for weed control in alfalfa, 
especially during establishment, but also [for] control of perennial 
weeds in established stands.”

In late 2011, the University of California released the results 
of a survey that showed 72 percent of respondents who grew 
Roundup Ready alfalfa would grow it again. FGI has conducted 
its own market research that echoes those findings.

“We’ve done quite a few grower surveys to try to get feedback 
from the growers in terms of their experience with Roundup 
Ready technology, and what we see generally in all parts of the 
country is … those growers who are trying it are reporting to 

us that they’ve had a positive experience and are planting more 
acres,” says McCaslin.

McAleenan agrees that Roundup Ready alfalfa continues 
to be well received by growers, citing a recent grower survey 
in which 97 percent of users reported being satisfied with the 
technology.

“Growers recognize that weed competition in the 
establishment year reduces alfalfa yield potential and forage 
quality over the life of the stand. These growers know that better 
stands mean more productivity, longer,” she says. “We’ve asked 
early adopters what they like most about the product, and time 
and again we hear that the technology makes our growers’ lives 
easier and that the added yield pays for the technology in year 
one of the stand’s life.”  

McCaslin says the new GM traits being introduced by FGI 
and Monsanto are creating quite a buzz throughout the alfalfa 
industry, and not just among growers. 

“To add value to the seed … is a good thing, both for the 
industry and for American agriculture. I think the industry is 
going be supportive of anything that adds value to crops [and] 
helps farmers be more profitable,” he says. “Anything that makes 
growers happy, the industry is excited about. That’s true for us 
as a company and the seed industry generally.”

For this reason, the folks at FGI are particularly excited 
about the prospect of combining Roundup Ready technology 
with the reduced lignin trait currently in the pipeline. 

“We think both of these traits add significant value and 
flexibility for growers in terms of doing a better job controlling 
weeds, providing more flexibility in cutting management and 
increasing the likelihood of producing high-quality hay, for 
which they get paid a premium,” says McCaslin.  Mark Halsall

REDUCED LIGNIN alfalfa was developed by the 
Consortium for Alfalfa Improvement, a group 
comprised of researchers from the U.S. Dairy Forage 

Research Center, the Noble Foundation, DuPont Pioneer 
and Forage Genetics International. Founded in 2001, the 
CAI represents a unique union of government, private 
non-profit and for-profit scientists dedicated to improving 
alfalfa characteristics such as yield, nutritional content and 
digestibility.

“The reason we put this consortium together was the 
realization that companies and institutions have limited 
dollars to spend for these really long-term, big picture 
projects,” says Mark McCaslin, FGI’s vice president of 
research. By combining resources, CAI researchers have 
been able to “move the mark” in alfalfa research and 
development, he adds.

“There are probably 20 scientists among the four 
organizations that met twice a year to make all this 
happen,” McCaslin says. “I think it’s a great example of 
an unconventional relationship of organizations that are 
all committed to making a significant change to alfalfa.”

BIG PICTURE PROJECTS
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AFTER A SUMMER break, 
members of the U.S. Congress 
returned to Washington, D.C., in 

mid-September with a hefty stack of issues 
to address including the languishing farm 
bill. But with escalating international 
issues and looming deadlines related to 
the defi cit, it appears the comprehensive 
document that dictates funding and 
operations for everything from disaster 
relief and crop insurance to nutrition 
programs and agricultural job initiatives 
will once again be put on the back 
burner. The inability of lawmakers to 
fi nd common ground on the Agriculture 
Reform, Food and Jobs Act of 2013 is 
disappointing and frustrating to those 
involved in agriculture, including the 
seed industry.

Debate Over Cuts Slows Progress
In late 2012, Congress fa i led to 
reauthorize a new farm bill and this past 
January it opted to tag a nine-month 
extension onto the existing law, called 
the Food, Conservation and Energy Act 
of 2008. That extension was set to expire 
on Sept. 30.

In the meantime, both Houses of 
Congress have taken divergent roads. 
The Democratic-controlled Senate 
easily passed its version of the farm bill 
in May but the Republican-led House 
voted down a comprehensive package in 
June, choosing to separate the farm and 
nutrition programs and only vote on and 
pass the farm portion in July. 

“There is a lot of uncertainty 
and frustration about the farm bill as 
the discussions and negotiations have 
literally dragged on for years. Although 
any impact on the seed industry will 
not be felt immediately when the bill 
expires on Sept. 30, the longer the bill 
takes to be finalized, the more likely 
we are to face the very real prospect of 
there being less money available for the 
overall bill. This could impact, not just 
the nutrition and commodity programs, 
but also the less well-known parts of the 
bill like the conservation, research and 
trade promotion programs,” says Jane 
DeMarchi, vice president of government 
and regulatory affairs for the American 
Seed Trade Association.

FRUSTRATION 
MOUNTS 
OVER STALLED 
FARM BILL

40

DELAYS OVER THE PROPOSED FARM BILL COULD 
CAUSE EVEN MORE FEDERAL FUNDING CUTS IN 
THE AGRICULTURAL SECTOR.
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Both versions already call for 
signifi cant spending cuts. That’s alluded 
to in the use of “reform” in the bill’s 
offi cial title. As a result of the House’s 
2014 budget, legislators were tasked with 
fi nding $31 billion worth of cuts during 
the next 10 years in the commodity and 
conservation titles plus $130 billion in 
the nutrition title. The Senate was asked 
to identify a total of $23 billion worth of 
savings.

At the moment, a debate over just 
how deep proposed cuts to the food stamp 
program should be is what’s reportedly 
preventing the House of Representatives 
from completing its fi nal version of the 
bill. At the time of writing, a vote on the 
food stamp cuts was scheduled for the 
third week of September. If that proposal 
is approved, a joint conference committee 
would then need to meet and reconcile 
differences between the House and 
Senate versions before sending the fi nal 
bill to President Obama for his signature.

W hat  happen s  i f  t hat  i sn’t 
accomplished soon? United States 
Department of Agriculture Secretary 

Tom Vilsack has warned a trade 
agreement with Brazil could be in peril as 
of Oct. 1. That agreement, which stems 

from a cotton dispute, has protected the 
United States from paying out hundreds 
of millions of dollars in tariff penalties 
every year. Other provisions, like the 
dairy supports program, wouldn’t dissolve 
until the end of the calendar year.

Stakeholders Can’t Afford 
to be Quiet
Although the clock is ticking, DeMarchi 
says the industry is buoyed by signs that 
House leaders want to move forward. 
“There are still many variables to be 
worked out between the House and 
Senate, but ultimately we know that the 
leadership and members of the House 
and Senate Agriculture Committees 
have the best interests of agriculture in 
mind,” she says.

Still, it’s crucial that stakeholders 
continue to communicate with their 
elected leaders and push for action. 
“We are urging everyone to weigh in 
with members of Congress and ask for 
a fi ve-year bill that is good for all crops 
and all parts of the country. All parts of 
agriculture, including the seed industry, 
can’t afford to be quiet,” DeMarchi adds.  

Maria Brown

Jane DeMarchi says ongoing discussions about the 
farm bill have caused plenty of uncertainty and 
frustration.

“We are urging everyone to 
weigh in with members of 
Congress and ask for a five-year 
bill that is good for all crops and 
all parts of the country.”
— Jane DeMarchi
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INTERNATIONAL AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT  |  BY DENNIS THOMPSON

Opportunities and Challenges in Afghanistan

WA R ,  D R O U G H T  A N D 
social collapse have greatly 
impaired land management 

and agricultural production systems in 
much of Afghanistan. Reconstruction or 
development is needed to create a stronger 
commercial agricultural sector, including 
seed. Beyond an immediate need for 
increased security and stability, a primary 
detriment in the country is a general lack 
of effective management of water and 
land resources. To establish a baseline 
for agricultural sustainability these key 
resources must first be better managed.

John Groninger, a professor of 
si lviculture (forestry) at Southern 
Illinois University and a primary source 
of information for this column, holds a 
unique perspective on the agricultural 
development status of Afghanistan, which 
he formulated during his nine in-country 
research and service excursions since 
2005. His insight, blended with personal 
experience and observation, leads to 
today’s column which offers thoughts and 
insights into how commercial agriculture 
and the seed industry may evolve in 
Afghanistan.

Groninger’s f ield experience in 
Afghanistan can be likened to that of 
basic research performed in a laboratory 
setting as opposed to being applied 
research conducted at the field level. 
His work has contributed significantly 
to the overall body of knowledge related 
to agricultural development. What 
might the seed industry surmise from his 
investigations and experiences?

As with peeling an onion, strip away 
the layers dealing with populace and 
development worker security as well as 
those related to effective water and land 
resource management policies: plenty 
can be gleaned from what remains. Let’s 
view two contrasting physical and social 
environments within Afghanistan. 

In one investigation, Groninger dealt 
with watershed health and productivity 
issues. His experience took place in 
perhaps the country’s least secure 
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Stark, denuded areas like this one are prevalent in many regions of 
Afghanistan and pose a significant challenge for growers.
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southeastern region (Khost, Paktika and Paktya provinces) 
and arguably it may exemplify a worst-case scenario for rapid 
development. Alan Walters, a professor of vegetable breeding at 
Southern Illinois, was lead researcher on a vegetable production 
investigation in north-central Balkh province, which was 
relatively secure by Afghan standards. Walters’ experience may 
depict a best-case scenario in that a shorter period of time may 
be required before recognizable results from developmental 
efforts can be realized.

 
BEST-CASE OBSERVATIONS
Significant potential presently exists to further develop and 
expand the already existing commercial vegetable production 
industry, as evidenced by Walters in northern Balkh province, 
in that the climate is arid, soils are favorable and the workforce 
is abundant. This is true in the presence of an existing strong 
domestic market and promising export market. Government 
officials, more than producers, recognize the need for improved 
cultivars. Most of the cultivars currently planted are landraces 
and there is potential to both increase production and 
vegetable quality with the introduction of cultivars better able 
to adapt to specific localized climates and environments. The 
vegetable industry thus has the potential to fuel development 
of a value-added agricultural sector within the nation’s 
agricultural industry.

WORST-CASE OBSERVATIONS
Upper watershed regions (prone to landslides, avalanches and 
flash floods) are large and disproportionate compared to the 
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smaller areas of the productive land base 
generally located on numerous arable 
terraces and in valley bottoms. These 
factors combined with highly variable 
monsoon precipitation rates present 
major challenges for agriculture. 

Cultural values held by nomadic 
people in the region affect agriculture. 
The accepted practice of moving 
livestock either up or down a watershed to 
utilize seasonally available forage (a form 
of transhumance) has led to persistent 
overgrazing and general exploitation of 
precious range resources. 

Successful development may first 
require rehabilitation of grasslands and 
shrubs in conjunction with adaptation of 
improved range management practices. 
Secondly, increased hillslope terracing 
efforts may be required to stabilize many 
watersheds. Ultimately, a more efficient 
irrigation infrastructure may need to be 
developed to underpin a wide-ranging 
agricultural industry.

SEED INDUSTRY IMPLICATIONS
The potential for the seed industry 
extends well beyond that which may 
be highlighted by the targeted works of 
Groninger and Walters. Alfalfa, wheat 
and rice are currently three important 
commercial crops. Farmers might expect 
to benefit from a consistent influx of 
improved seed stocks.

Irrigated wheat is grown as a 
primary staple crop contributing heavily 
to caloric intake in the Afghan diet. 
Production from irrigated wheat also 
generates cash revenue from grain sales. 
Furthermore, dry-land wheat is grown to 
provide livestock feed and fodder. 

Alfalfa is grown as ground cover 
to enrich orchard soils. It is also grown 
commercially to satisfy commercial forage 
demand within the livestock industry. In 
addition, rice production has received 
increased emphasis in recent years as 
a result of it being yet another dietary 
staple. Collectively, alfalfa, wheat and 
rice offer more immediate opportunities 
for the seed industry.

The case made by Walters for a rapid 
development of the vegetable production 
sector, including the potential benefit 
from improved seed, speaks for itself. The 

case made by Groninger will require a 
long- range approach and sustained focus 
upon range stabilization and management 
in conjunction with enhancing ruminant 
(camel, beef and dairy cattle, goats, and 
sheep) animal-based agricultural systems.

As more viable systems of animal 
agr iculture emerge, they too wil l 
contribute to the building of the seed 
sector, although the impact will be less 
dramatic as the development period will 
be longer than with vegetables, cereal 
grains and legumes. Management of 
existing plant life on ranges remains 
extremely important. The introduction 
of improved grasses, forbs and legumes 
may yet be another means of improving 
range lands.

Increased levels of forage production 
will be required to keep pace with 
growing needs for harvested livestock 
feeds. Feedstuffs more nutritious than 
traditional sources such as crop residues, 
weeds from fallow areas and roots from 
harvested areas will be in demand. Forage 
crop seed will be required.

As livestock systems become more 
highly developed demand for supplies 
of readily available feed grains, for 
incorporation into animal diets, can be 
expected to encourage increased local 
grain production. Excess grain beyond 
what may be needed to satisfy local 

livestock feed requirements may then 
be marketed to generate additional farm 
income. This cyclic effect will create yet 
further need for seed stocks of preferred 
feed grain crops to keep pace with 
growing livestock numbers.

D evelopment  o f  a  s t ron ger 
commercial  agr iculture sector in 
Afghanistan must begin to evolve to 
properly set the stage for concurrent 
development of a viable and sustainable 
seed industry. Potential exists in several 
areas beginning with the need to stabilize 
soil and improve rangelands. Other areas 
having potential include increasing 
production levels of cereal grain, forage, 
legume and vegetable crops and the 
related need for improved seed stocks. 

Although the f rust rat ions of 
development professionals are clear and 
uncertainty remains, Groninger believes 
that Afghanistan may well be standing at 
the beginning of a prosperous period and 
that in many areas significant prosperity 
is already apparent. Creative participation 
and engagement in the development 
process may lead to new opportunities 
for seed entrepreneurs.

Agriculture, and particularly the 
seed sector, remains a dynamic and 
developing industry: ever-changing and 
constantly evolving. You play a vital role. 
Do it well!

This commercial farm in southeast Afghanistan near the Pakistani border is an 
example of the potential that exists in the country’s vegetable industry.
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into your planter or drill, decreasing the down 
time in the field.- BUILT TO MOvE.  
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THE SEED INDUSTRY lost 
more than a pillar of knowledge 
w ith  the  pa ss ing  of  Kur t 

Austermann earlier this year; it also lost 
one of its best friends. Austermann, 62, 
passed away Feb. 9 following a battle with 
cancer.

Austermann was a fixture in the 
American seed industry for nearly 40 
years, working his way up from his first 
job as an outside sales person in 1975 
at Mangelsdorf Seed to vice president 
of seed for the company following its 
acquisition by Siemer Enterprises Inc. 
He also served terms as president of the 
Western Seed Association, the Southern 
Seed Association and the Southern Field 
Seed Council. Earlier this year he was 
named co-recipient of the Southern Seed 
Association’s Man of the Year Award for 
his many years of distinguished service.

While Austermann’s wealth of 
knowledge of the seed industry was 
second to none, it will be his friendship 
that will be most sorely missed, say friends 
and former colleagues.

“He was extremely personable. He’d 
always ask you about your wife, your dog, 
your kids. He was always happy to talk 
to you. I never knew him to have a bad 
day or be cross with anybody,” says Turf 
Merchants Inc. president Steve Tubbs, 
who knew Austermann for more than 30 
years and considered him a member of 
his family. 

“Kurt was one of those people who 
would tell you he loved the seed business 
because of all the friends he made. 
Sometimes it’s hard to be friends with a 
customer or competitor. Kurt was never 
like that. He was friends with anybody. 
He would tell you that one of the joys 
of the seed business was his competitors 
were also his friends. I think that is 
[pretty rare]. I can’t imagine he had an 
enemy in the world.”

Wendell Howard, international 
seed manager for Warner Seeds Inc., 
shared a connection with Austermann 
that dated back more than 50 years. The 
very first load of seed he ever sold was 
to Austermann’s dad, Robert, back in 
1961. He also worked with Austermann 
on the SSA’s board of directors and the 
two became fast friends over the years. 
Howard says his friend’s longevity in the 
seed sector was a testament to both his 
honesty and his integrity.

“It [showed] he was respected by his 
peers. He conducted himself in an ethical 
manner,” says Howard. “In our business I 
sometimes trade a half a million dollars’ 
worth of seed on just my word. You can’t 
do that with people who are not honest. 
You have a reputation in this business and 
believe me it precedes you. If someone 
doesn’t act right … it’ll go over the U.S. 
like wildfire. If [Kurt] wanted me to get 
him something, I never worried about it. 
Never.”

O n e  o f  t h e  h i g h l i g h t s  o f 
Austermann’s seed career was having 
the opportunity to work with his father 

Everybody’s Friend
Former Southern Seed Association Man of the Year Kurt Austermann passed away 
earlier this year. Colleagues recall the man and his impact on the seed sector.

at Mangelsdorf Seed until the elder 
Austermann’s retirement in 1990.

“He was old school and I was new 
school,” Austermann said in a biography. 
“He taught me the ins and outs of trading 
seed and how to buy at our Ky-31 fescue 
buying yards. We played off each other 
pretty well.”

Austermann was an avid baseball fan 
and spent countless hours as a volunteer 
umpire for a church youth league. He 
also enjoyed the great outdoors and made 
regular pilgrimages to Canada to fish with 
friends.

He also had a reputation for enjoying 
a laugh with friends and colleagues. Even 
just a couple of days prior to his death, he 
had friends in stitches when they visited 
his St. Louis, Mo., home.

“Kurt was vivacious in every sense 
of the word. [He] had a way of putting 
humor into everything he did,” says 
Richard Taylor, executive vice president 
of the SSA. “He never met a stranger. 
Even when Kurt was diagnosed with 
cancer, he always had a positive attitude. 
He knew the end was coming, and 
coming soon, but he never let that change 
his attitude at all.”

One thing everyone who knew 
Austermann can agree on is the fact that 
his loss has created a huge void as far as 
knowledge of the Midwest seed industry 
is concerned.

“There are certain people in certain 
areas of this country you can call them 
and ask them and they can tell you pretty 
much about anything about it. In the 
Midwestern United States [Kurt] was 
that,” says Howard.

“It’s that 40 years of cumulative 
knowledge,” adds Tubbs. “So much of it’s 
almost innate by that point. To bring a 
young person into the business and teach 
them what Kurt knew—I don’t know how 
you do that.”  Jim Timlick

Kurt Austermann was a respected and 
recognizable figure in the U.S. seed sector.
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ASK HALF A DOZEN seedsmen for 
their defi nitions of trait stewardship and 
odds are you will receive six different 
responses in return.

In essence, seed trait stewardship 
encompasses the entire life cycle of 
a product, from its initial development 
all the way through to its eventual 
discontinuation. It outlines in very 
specifi c terms what the requirements 
are to grow a specifi c product with 
the aim of ensuring its sustainability 
and use over the longer term. While 
specifi c stewardship practices vary 
from product to product, and from crop 
to crop, the overriding principle behind 
them is similar—to guard against insect 
resistance and ensure viability and 
registration regardless of trait.

“That is defi nitely a big part of it, to 
extend the life span and make sure it’s 
going to continue to meet the needs of 
the user, effectively,” says Marty Turner, 
stewardship and compliance director 
for STEP Ltd., which was established 
in 2003 as a service provider to 
agricultural manufacturers to help them 
educate dealers about the requirements 
of the products they sell. “Our objective 
is also to protect the environment and 
make sure the products are being used 
properly.”

Blended Refuge Helping Increase Producer Buy-In

The biggest challenge when it comes to 
trait stewardship is getting all growers 
to fully buy into the concept and follow 
all of the requirements provided by the 
manufacturer. While the majority of 
growers accept and comply with trait 
stewardship, there continues to be 
reluctance among some to do so.

“I would defi nitely say there is a range 
of buy-in,” says Turner. “Some may be 
100 percent on board [and believe], 
‘We have to do this; we need to abide 
by the requirements.’ Then there are 
others who think, ‘There are enough 
[other] folks around doing it—I don’t 
have to.’”

Mark Foster, stewardship strategy lead 
for Monsanto Company, says he thinks 
the vast majority of growers want to do 
the right thing as far as trait stewardship 
is concerned. Challenges arise when 
growers don’t realize the importance of 

Mark Foster is Monsanto Company’s stewardship 
strategy lead.

SEED TRAIT STEWARDSHIP IS HIGH PRIORITY FOR GROWERS AND SEED RETAILERS. 

“WE’RE FOCUSED ON 
BOTH THE WHAT AND 
THE WHY SO THAT 
GROWERS NOT ONLY 
UNDERSTAND WHAT 
THEY NEED TO DO BUT 
UNDERSTAND HOW TO 
DO IT CORRECTLY AND 
WHAT BENEFIT THERE 
WILL BE FOR THEM TO 
DO IT CORRECTLY.” 

MARK FOSTER

50 SEEDWORLD.COM



all the relevant information they need in 
terms of stewardship requirements, he 
says.

That’s why it is important for retailers to 
communicate to growers not only what 
they need to do, but why it’s important 
for them to do so.

“Is it benefi cial for the grower to be 
following a stewardship plan? Is it 
practical and can they understand and 
implement it on their farm?” asks Foster. 
“[Communication] is of paramount 
importance. We’re focused on both the 
what and the why so that growers not 
only understand what they need to do 
but understand how to do it correctly 
and what benefi t there will be for them 
to do it correctly. Buy-in comes from 
the why. If you don’t articulate the why 
properly, that’s when you can see some 
challenges.”

One encouraging sign is the number of 
growers buying into trait stewardship 
has been steadily increasing in recent 
years, says Turner. He attributes part 
of the increase to increased education 
efforts by both manufacturers and 
retailers.

“I’ve seen a big increase in different 
avenues of getting education out 
there: billboards, radio ads, mailings, 
newspaper and magazine advertising. 
There’s defi nitely been an increase in 
that in the past few years,” Turner says.

Perhaps the biggest factor in increasing 
grower buy-in has been the recent 

here or there because the supply ran out 
or they had to replant for some reason.

“[Their popularity is a result of] a couple 
of things. One is that the product works. 
No. 2, it’s just the ease of it. They don’t 
have to factor in a separate refuge and 
change out their seed boxes or whatever 
they might need to do to make sure they 
meet those requirements. [And] the 
refuge-in-a-bag products have a lower 
percentage of refuge required so there’s 
a higher yield overall because they can 
plant less refuge.”

introduction of blended refuge 
products. Blended refuge combines 
about fi ve percent refuge in each bag of 
seed and doesn’t require an additional 
structured refuge. 

Turner says acceptance of blended 
refuge products has been nothing short 
of phenomenal.

“It’s been diffi cult to fi nd growers [who] 
are not [using] 100 percent integrated 
products in some areas,” he says. “The 
ones who don’t … ask for a few bags 

Retailers need to communicate to growers why it’s important for them to follow 
the correct trait stewardship plan.
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Randy Wilken, president of Ashkum, 
Ill.-based ProHarvest Seeds, says he 
sold nearly eight times as much blended 
refuge products this year compared with 
last year when they were introduced. 
While he expected a bump in sales, 
Wilken admits the level of demand did 
come as a bit of a surprise to him.

“The convenience factor and the speed 
of the adoption and other things have 
probably gained momentum faster than I 
would have expected,” he says.

“The convenience has been huge. 
That’s probably the biggest thing. And 
I think the vast majority of [producers] 
really want to comply with [stewardship] 
requirements. This is making it simpler 
for them to do so.”

While retailers have done an excellent 
job of educating growers about the need 
for trait stewardship and the benefits it 
provides, Foster says those efforts have 
to continue and perhaps even increase 
in coming years. He says retailers must 
continually educate both employees and 
customers to ensure all sides not only 
survive, but thrive.

“From my perspective, I am not 
comfortable in assuming growers 
know what and how they should do 
things,” he says. “Although we’ve been 
selling biotechnology crops for 15-plus 
years new products demand evolving 
stewardship practices that we must 
educate growers on,” says Foster.

“It’s important [retailers are] training 
their new staff as to what sales 
processes need to be, including 

ensuring that growers are licensed to 
be utilizing the technologies as well 
as be able to effectively communicate 
what the requirements are and where 
to learn more information about them. I 
think retail plays a key role in this. They 
are really the last touch point between 
that bag of seed going into the hands 
of the farmers and them making the 
farmer know how to use the technology 
responsibly and appropriately.”

There has been talk in some 
quarters that the federal government 
may consider cracking down on 
noncompliance to ensure more growers 

“I WOULD DEFINITELY SAY THERE IS A RANGE OF 
BUY-IN. SOME MAY BE 100 PERCENT ON BOARD. 
THEN THERE ARE OTHERS WHO THINK, ‘THERE 
ARE ENOUGH [OTHER] FOLKS AROUND DOING 
IT—I DON’T HAVE TO.’” 

— MARTY TURNER

adhere to stewardship requirements. 
Some have even called for the United 
States Environmental Protection Agency 
to require seed companies to conduct 
regular field inspections. 

Turner says he doesn’t think such a 
move is necessary.

“I feel the industry does a good job 
overall and is doing everything it can 
to educate folks. I think the retailers 
understand what the requirements are; 
they understand their customer and can 
educate and gain the support of farmers 
to follow appropriate stewardship.”
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RANDY WILKEN acknowledges 
that it wasn’t so long ago there 
was some reluctance on the part 
of growers to buy into the notion of 
seed trait stewardship.

“There has been some hesitancy [in 
the past],” says Wilken, president of 
ProHarvest Seeds in Ashkum, Ill., and a 
member of the Independent Professional 
Seed Association. “We’ve not seen it 
as heavily here as in other areas but 
there has been some confusion and not 
total compliance with planting refuge, 
particularly on the corn side of things.

“Our customers have been very, very 
cooperative. I don’t want to paint the 
picture they’re not. Sometimes it’s just 
not totally understanding the refuge for 
rootworm, for example, has to be in the 
field. Or they think I farm a thousand 
acres and I’ve got one field off by itself 
so I can do that 200-acre field without 
refuge.

“Some of those things sometimes get 
lost in the message because you do have 
different criteria for above-ground and 
below-ground refuge requirements. And 
some [growers] see the yield value the 
trait brings so they just flat out want to 
plant as much of that [crop] as they can.”

The reality is growers have had little 
choice but to become more conscious 
of the importance of incorporating 
trait stewardship into their plans. The 
potential risks make it far too important 
to ignore, according to Wilken.

Education the Key to Promoting Trait Stewardship

“We’re seeing the resistance [to some 
traits] there now so all of a sudden it’s 
like this can happen. [It’s] kind of like a 
light bulb that’s gone off,” he says. “The 
other thing is we’ve got weeds that are 
resistant to glyphosate. It’s like, ‘Wow, 
this is for real.’ We have to be more 
vigilant with all of the other technologies 
we have. I think it’s a concept we … 
need to promote more overall.” 

The key to promoting stewardship 
among both retailers and growers is 
continued education, says Wilken. The 
more people know the better informed 
the decisions they will make, he says.

“I think you need to teach the concept 
all the way through. If we follow the 
stewardship guidelines it may not solve 
all of our resistance issues but it will 
allow us to use these technologies 

longer and bring us more long-term 
value.”

The lack of producer buy-in in some 
regions of the country has prompted 
calls for the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency to crack down on 
noncompliance and consider requiring 
seed companies to conduct regular 
field inspections. 

Wilken says he hopes it doesn’t come 
to that.

“I think the preference is definitely 
the industry can and will regulate 
itself. [But] this might be a little bit of 
a wakeup to where we need to do a 
better job of that. Any time we need to 
get into more government regulation 
it’s not necessarily a good day.”

Randy Wilken, president of ProHarvest Seeds, says growers have become more aware of the importance of 
trait stewardship.
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Exploring ideas and views on all aspects of the seed industry.

SEED’S GROWTH POTENTIAL

“I think the seed industry definitely has 

growth potential. Population continues to 

grow around the world; therefore, food 

demand will be higher where political 

and economic forces don’t restrict 

consumption. Genetic progress in drought 

tolerance should open lands on the 

margin or increase plant densities,” says 

Scott Downey, associate professor in the 

Department of Agricultural Economics 

and associate director of the Center for 

Food and Agricultural Business at Purdue 

University. “Hopefully, that progress 

offsets challenges with water availability. 

Demand pressures potentially keep prices 

higher, although many suggest that some 

correction may occur. As long as prices are 

relatively high, land will be in production 

and the seed industry should continue to 

thrive and expand. There is a lot of seed 

development that goes on [in the United 

States] which makes the U.S. continue to 

be relevant, and the variety of crops we’re 

capable of producing makes it a great place 

to innovate.”

FARMERS TAKE SUSTAINABILITY 

INTO THEIR OWN HANDS

“I know in my part of the country, and 

from talking to other farmers around the 

country, 90 percent of the farmers are 

probably doing 90 percent of the practices 

and things that are in the protocol,” says 

Doug Winter, a United Soybean board 

director and soybean farmer from Mill 

Shoals, Ill. W
inter is referring to the newly 

developed U.S. Soybean Sustainability 

Assurance Protocol, which was developed 

by the American soybean industry to 

help define and document sustainable 

performance in soybean production for 

international customers. “In addition to 

protecting farmers’ freedom to operate, 

the protocol ensures that global demand 

and acceptance for our product will remain 

strong,” says Winter. “It is a promise that 

U.S. farmers can keep, because we are 

committed to responsible production and 

continuous improvement.”

JOIN THE GMO CONVERSATION

“GMOs are a growing topic of discussion 

today, with a wide range of questions and 

emotions on the topic,” says Cathleen 

Enright, executive director of the Council 

for Biotechnology Information, sponsor 

of a new online resource called GMO 

Answers that provides information on 

GMOs, their background, use in agriculture, 

and research and data. “Food is personal, 

so we want to open the door for personal 

discussions. We recognize we haven’t done 

the best job communicating about GMOs—

what they are, how they are developed, 

food safety information—the science, data 

and processes. We want people to join us 

and ask their tough questions. Be skeptical. 

Evaluate the information and decide for 

yourself. We look forward to an open 

conversation.”

“WE ARE COMMITTED TO RESPONSIBLE PRODUCTION AND 

CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT.” 
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CONTROLLING DUST-OFF

“We’re going the extra mile to make sure Bayer 

SeedGrowth products stay where they should be—

in the field launching seed’s performance,” says 

Marc Andrieux, head of SeedGrowth Technology 

and Services and SeedGrowth Coatings at Bayer 

SeedGrowth. His job involves everything from seed 

drilling equipment modifications to developing 

new seed coating technology—all in the name 

of limiting dust-off. “If you aren’t in control of 

a number of different factors from on-seed 

application to planting, it could lead to dust-off. 

Limiting dust-off is an integrated solution at and 

after on-seed application,” he explains. Minimizing 

dust-off is nothing new for Bayer, says Andrieux, 

adding that work on improving dust control—

everything from improving product formulations 

to modifying seed drillers in the field—began 

several years ago in Europe and has since gone 

global.

BRINGING WHEAT INTO 

THE NEXT GENERATION

“With almost a century of experience in the North 

American wheat industry, the commitment of 

Syngenta to this all-important crop has never 

been stronger,” said Norm Dreger, head of North 

American cereals for Syngenta at the recent U.S. 

Wheat Associates annual meeting. “Wheat has so 

many end uses, and it is absolutely critical for world 

food security. With that level of responsibility 

comes unique challenges, and we are dedicated 

to working across the industry to overcome them.” 

According to Dreger, Syngenta continues to make 

tangible advancements in wheat transformation. 

The primary challenge is in producing crops that 

offer a strong balance of yield and quality. “With 

wheat, an increase in the crop’s yield potential 

often means a drop in protein, and vice versa,” 

Dreger explained. “Syngenta therefore takes a ‘YQ’ 

approach—not just thinking about only yield or 

only quality, but yield and quality.”

One technology with strong potential is hybrid 

wheat, which the company is on track to deliver 

by 2020. The successful development and release 

of Syngenta hybrid barley in Europe is informing 

this innovation, which is expected to bring yield 

stability, a lower carbon footprint, improved water- 

and nutrient-use traits, and enhanced disease 

tolerance.

IT’S A VERY REAL 

CHALLENGE FOR US IN 

AGRICULTURE TO TALK 

ABOUT OURSELVES

GREENHOUSE PRODUCE TAKES OFF

Though still in its early stages, the U.S. 

greenhouse industry has been steadily 

growing over the past decade, according 

to a report by Rabobank’s Food and 

Agribusiness Research and Advisory 

group. This growth, driven in part by 

the need for more intensive production 

due to limited land, water and labor, has 

pushed sales to more than $3 billion 

and that total is expected to reach more 

than $4 billion by 2020, says the report 

entitled The Growing U.S. Greenhouse 

Produce Niche—Capitalizing on High 

Tech Quality and Consistency. The report 

also states that reducing the cost of 

high-tech greenhouse installations and 

differentiating from lower cost Mexican 

shadehouse and low-tech greenhouse 

competition will be the key to future 

growth. The report, authored by Karen 

Halliburton Barber, a senior analyst at 

FAR, addresses a variety of opportunities 

for the industry as it grows. “There is a 

growing preference among U.S. retail 

and foodservice buyers for greenhouse 

produce,” says Barber. “These buyers 

are seeking the quality and reliability 

of supply that greenhouse products 

provide.”

Although greenhouse produce is 

estimated to only represent one to 

two percent of overall U.S. fresh fruit 

and vegetable production, there are 

important trends to keep an eye on. 

According to the report, greenhouse 

tomatoes today account for as much as 

70 percent of sales. This concentration 

in business is an indication that the key 

challenges noted in the report—costs and 

competition—are not insurmountable. 

T h e  r e p o r t  a l s o  n o te s  t h a t 

growth in greenhouse production is 

likely to continue in the near future. 

A core chal lenge to that growth 

will be educating consumers while 

differentiating high-tech greenhouse 

products from lower-tech products, the 

report states. “Stricter labeling laws as 

well as greater awareness of certification 

programs already in place in the U.S. 

and Canada can aid in this education as 

well. Success in the niche is expected 

to continue to favor the most efficient, 

reliable and experienced producers with 

advantages in marketing, geography and 

technology,” says the report.

“SYNGENTA THEREFORE TAKES A ‘YQ’ APPROACH—NOT 

JUST THINKING ABOUT ONLY YIELD OR ONLY QUALITY, 

BUT YIELD AND QUALITY.” 

“LIMITING DUST-OFF IS AN INTEGRATED SOLUTION.” 
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An in-depth 
overview on 
the global 
seed industry.
From a new 
international 
partnership to aid 
salinity tolerant 
varieties to a new 
disease tolerant 
asparagus variety in 
New Zealand

STATUS 
SAUDI ARABIA
THE AUSTRALIAN Centre 
for Plant Functional Genomics 
at the University of Adelaide 
and King Abdullah University 
of Science and Technology in 
Saudi Arabia have signed a 
memorandum of understand-
ing for the development of salt 
tolerant varieties of wheat and 
barley. The agreement stands 
to benefi t growers in both 
Saudi Arabia and Australia.

The partnership will allow 
for transfer of materials, 
technologies and resources 
between the two organizations, 
facilitating the development of 
crops that are able to grow in 
saline conditions. The project 
will also provide opportunities 
for student exchanges and 
joint PhD projects.

“Both KAUST and ACPFG 
have great resources 
and mutual interest in 
understanding and improving 
salinity tolerance in crops,” 
says Mark Tester, a professor 
of bioscience at KAUST. 
“This international agreement 
provides a valuable opportunity 
to benefi t agriculture in both 
[Saudi Arabia] and Australia—
we all win.”

“The agreement is an 
exciting venture for ACPFG 
and Australia because our 
researchers will access 

additional information, 
resources and expertise 
to investigate how these 
important crops respond to 
extreme saline conditions,” 
says Stuart Roy, program 
leader at the ACPFG. “The 
project will help deliver to 
Australian farmers crops 
that can grow in these tough 
conditions.”

As part of this collaboration, 
ACPFG and KAUST will 
replicate laboratory and fi eld 
trials to identify genes that play 
an important role in salinity 
tolerance, providing both 
organizations with extensive 
data on these cereals. 

— King Abdullah University 
of Science and Technology, 
Australian Centre for Plant 
Functional Genomics

STATUS
NEW ZEALAND
NEW ZEALAND asparagus 
growers will soon have access 
to the fi rst asparagus variety 
that is tolerant of the soil 
fungus Phytophthora. Offi cials 
with Aspara Pacifi c Ltd. say 
this is the fi rst disease tolerant 
asparagus variety produced in 
100 years, since tolerance to 
asparagus rust was fi rst devel-
oped in the United States.

New Zealand grower and 
breeder Peter Falloon, 

together with the New Zealand 
Asparagus Council, has 
identifi ed at least one hybrid 
that shows higher yields under 
high disease pressure from 
Phytophthora rot compared with 
the best commercial varieties 
during evaluation trials.

The Phytophthora resistant 
asparagus breeding program 
started in 1985 when a 
search began for a source 
of resistance to the fungus 
in asparagus. Varieties from 
breeding programs throughout 
the world were tested but 
none were found to have high 
levels of resistance. However, 
a few plants were discovered 
that resisted the disease when 
exposed to several isolates of 
P. asparagi and P. cryptogea
that had been collected from 
asparagus from many different 
fi elds.

The work continued with 
support from New Zealand’s 
Foundation for Research, 
Science and Technology 
and the Asparagus Council. 
National cultivar evaluation trials 
were established in the main 
asparagus producing regions 
of New Zealand, in order to 
compare the Phytophthora 
tolerant hybrids to non-tolerant 
commercial varieties. 

Falloon explains that 
Phytophthora rot is a signifi cant 
disease in asparagus in most 

world
STATUS

A look at seed industry developments around the globe.

Farm King has been a leader in grain 
handling for decades and is proud to 
introduce a proven line of on-farm seed 
handling solutions for the seed industry.
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countries around the world. He 
spent three years in California 
where he saw establishment 
failures as high as 80 percent 
and yield losses in excess of 
50 percent. The disease has 
traditionally been treated with 
chemicals, which are not only 
expensive but cease to work 
after around seven years as 
the disease builds resistance 
to them. 

“There is lot of replanting of 
asparagus in the same fi elds due 
to limited areas of suitable soil 
[and] this causes higher disease 
levels in the soil,” says Falloon. 
“Our trials have shown better 
yields than standard varieties; 
they also last three or four years 
longer than current varieties 
meaning that the growers won’t 
have to replant so often.”

Current asparagus varieties in 
New Zealand have a lifespan 
of about 10 to 12 years, 
depending on the conditions, 
and seven years in Europe. 
Extending the lifespan of 
asparagus plants could save 
growers considerable money 
as planting is the biggest cost 
after harvest labor. 

The research has resulted in 
the development of the new 
variety Pacifi c Challenger, 
which will be released in New 
Zealand later this year. A small 
amount of seeds have been 
sent to European plant breeder 

Hargreaves Plants. Falloon 
says there is limited availability 
of seeds currently but he 
hopes to increase this amount 
by 15 to 20 times next year. 

STATUSGHANA
GHANA HAS started 
fi eld trials of some imported 
genetically modifi ed seeds at a 
number of locations across the 
country. The three GM seeds 
are Bt rice, Bt cowpea and Bt 
cotton.

Erick Okoree of Ghana’s 
National Biosafety Committee 
says the Bt cotton was 
imported from South Africa, 
while the Bt rice and Bt cowpea 
came from International Centre 
for Tropical Agriculture sites 
in Colombia and Australia, 
respectively. Another member 
of the committee, Walter 
Alhassan, says his group is 
closely monitoring the fi eld 
trials.

Ghana is a signatory to 
the Cartagena Protocol on 
Biosafety, an international 
agreement aimed at 
protecting biological diversity 
from potential risks posed 
by genetically enhanced 
organisms. The country 
passed its own Biosafety Bill 
in 2011, and has enlisted the 
help of regulatory agencies, 
academics, researchers, 
farmers and policymakers to 

create public awareness and 
provide training workshops on 
biosafety.

STATUS 
AUSTRALIA
THE MOST signifi cant issue 
confronting grain growers in the 
southern regions of Australia 
is the continuing spread of herbi-
cide resistance in weeds and 
the threat this poses to farming 
systems. So say researchers 
with Australia’s Grains Research 
and Development Corp.’s south-
ern regional panel, who have 
released a detailed report on 
the constraints to productivity in 
southern and central New South 
Wales, Victoria, South Australia 
and Tasmania.

Panel members toured parts of 
the southern cropping region 
where the development of 
herbicide resistance in rye, 
barley and brome grasses and 
in broadleaf weeds such as 
wild radish was underlined as a 
critical issue.

Panel chair Keith Pengilley 
says growers in all four states 
were grappling with herbicide 
resistant weeds or were 
concerned about the potential 
for resistance developing.

“It’s a problem GRDC has 
been addressing for some time 
through a concerted research, 
development and extension 

A look at seed industry developments around the globe. Brought to you by:
Connecting your combine to the marketConnecting your combine to the market

www.farm-king.com

effort, and we will certainly be 
treating herbicide resistance as 
a priority issue in ongoing and 
future investment programs,” 
says Pengilley.

“While resistant weeds 
loom as a major threat 
to productivity, it was 
encouraging to speak with so 
many growers right across 
the southern region who 
are actively implementing 
integrated weed management 
strategies to reduce the build-
up and impact of resistance.”

— Grains Research and 
Development Corp. Australia 
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NATIONAL
USDA ANNOUNCES BIOTECH REGULATORY 
PETITIONS 
The United States Department of Agriculture’s Animal and 
Plant Health Inspection Service has announced the agency 
will be sending several biotechnology regulatory actions to the 
Federal Register for publication. APHIS has posted a notice 
of three actions for preliminary deregulation of the following 
genetically engineered plants—glyphosate-resistant canola 
from Monsanto, glyphosate-resistant corn from Genective and 
hybridization system corn from Monsanto. APHIS has evaluated 
the public comments it has received and prepared the fi nal 
environmental and plant pest risk assessments as well as the 
preliminary fi ndings of no signifi cant impact that support the 
agency’s preliminary determinations of nonregulated status.

BAYER AND MS TECHNOLOGIES RECEIVE TRAIT 
APPROVAL 
Bayer CropScience and MS Technologies LLC have achieved a 
milestone on their path to delivering new solutions for soybean 
farmers. The dual herbicide tolerance trait Balance GT has 
received cultivation approval from the United States Department 
of Agriculture. This step follows approval from the U.S. Food and 
Drug Administration and approvals already received for cultivation, 
food and feed uses in Canada, and import into Australia and 

New Zealand. Heralded as an alternate tool for weed control and 
resistance management the technology confers tolerance to both 
isoxafl utole and glyphosate herbicides. The fi rst launch is planned 
for the United States by mid-decade, pending regulatory approvals. 
Balance GT is expected to be one of the fi rst dual-herbicide tolerant 
products for soybeans on the market in the U.S.

SYNGENTA RECEIVES REGISTRATIONS FOR 
SEED TREATMENT 
Syngenta has received federal registration for Vibrance seed 
treatment fungicide for more than 30 additional crops, including 
corn. Vibrance contains sedaxane and is the company’s fi rst 
active ingredient developed specifi cally for use as a seed 
treatment. According to the company, the chemistry unlocks 
the power of root health by providing ideal soil mobility and 
enhancing biotic/abiotic stress management. “This addition 
to our diverse portfolio further strengthens our ability to 
protect seeds and seedlings against disease, which otherwise 
may impact yield potential negatively,” says David Winston, 
Seedcare product lead at Syngenta. In addition to fi eld corn, 
Vibrance received approval for sweet corn, popcorn and forage 
corn, as well as sorghum and dry beans.

INTERNATIONAL
PHC ANNOUNCES PLANS FOR HARPIN SEED 
TREATMENT
Plant Health Care, a provider of naturally derived products to 
the agriculture industry, has regained licensed rights to Harpin 
αβ as a seed treatment. PHC and Monsanto have mutually 
agreed to discontinue the 2008 Harpin αβ agreement, which 
granted Monsanto certain exclusive rights to develop and sell 
Harpin αβ as a seed treatment. Since the fi rst usage in 2010, 
more than 10 million acres of Harpin-treated soybeans have 
been planted. As a result of the new agreement, all licensed 
rights revert back to PHC, which has purchased Monsanto’s 
remaining Harpin inventory. The agreement enables PHC to 
develop and sell Harpin seed treatment into all crop markets—
including corn, soybean, cotton and canola—on a global basis. 

BASF DISAGREES WITH EC RESTRICTION
BASF has expressed its displeasure with the European 
Commission’s latest decision to apply a two-year restriction on 
selected seed treatment uses of the insecticide fi pronil, which 
it says will limit growers’ access to valuable and approved 
technologies. Along with many experts, BASF remains convinced 
that the decline in bee populations is caused by multiple and 
complex factors, and that the restriction of fi pronil will not 
contribute to protecting bees. “We will support the EC in the 
development of extensive measures that can benefi t bees while 
securing food production in Europe. We do not believe that the 
planned restriction of fi pronil uses will accomplish that,” says 
Jürgen Oldeweme, senior vice president global product safety 
and regulatory affairs with BASF Crop Protection.

REGULATORY ROUNDUP Keeping you informed of legislative and regulatory changes at 
the state, national and international levels—from lawsuits to 
approvals to other regulatory issues affecting your business.
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•  Targeted Seed Dealer network 
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• On-site Grower Education
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• And more …

Benefit from increased 
revenue, profits and ROI as 
a result of our customized 

seed trait technology 
training programs.

Contact us today at 1-877-330- STEP-(7837) or email us at contact@s-t-e-p.org for a 

consultation and needs assessment. We would love to discuss how STEP can support 

your company’s Ag Industry efforts. 
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PEOPLE NEWS
AgReliant Genetics has hired Ivan 
Barrero as the company’s newest corn 
breeder at its Kirkland, Ill., research 
facility, succeeding Bill Koehring
who is retiring this year. Barrero will 
specialize in corn breeding for the 
company’s 95- to 105-day relative 
maturity market. Barrero’s hiring follows 
the company’s recent selection of Chris 
Clucas as director of northern breeding. 
Clucas will also be based at the Kirkland 
research station.

John Brutty has joined Burrus 
Hybrids as general sales manager with 
overall responsibility for sales force 
innovation, dealer relations and customer 
services. Previously employed by Cargill 
AgHorizons as a sales manager for 
10 years, Brutty was responsible for 
coordinating marketing services and 
crop insurance.

Landmark Services Cooperative 
has named Mike Elder its chief 
operating offi cer. Elder will oversee all 
cooperative operations including safety, 
environmental health and the Landmark 
Logistics division. Elder joined the 
Landmark team in 2003 following the 
merger of Landmark Services Cooperative 
and Union Cooperative, serving as interim 

INDUSTRY NEWS Industry News is geared to seed professionals and delivers the 
people, industry, business and product news you need to know. 
Submissions are welcome. Email us at news@issuesink.com.

COO and vice president of health and 
safety for the cooperative.

PRODUCT NEWS
Clariant has launched its new Agrocer 
pigments for seed coloration—the 
fi rst dedicated range of colorants for 
the agricultural industry. The unique 
offering will provide ease of color choice 
and purchasing for seed companies 
and manufacturers of seed treatment 
products, in particular those looking to 
differentiate their brands amid growing 
competition in this market. According 
to Clariant, the high-quality pigments 
are easy to apply at any treatment stage 
and can also be used in fertilizers and 
pesticide products. 

FMC Corp. has entered into an 
agreement with Belchim Crop 
Protection which grants FMC an 
exclusive license to develop, register, 
manufacture and sell the patented 
fungicide valifenalate in mixtures in 
North America, Latin America and a 
select number of countries outside of 
the Americas. Approved for use on high-
value crops such as grapes, tomatoes 
and other vegetables, valifenalate is 
a dipeptide-class fungicide effective 
against various types of mildew.

Integrated Coating and Seed 
Technology Inc., a leader in coatings and 
seed technology serving the vegetable, 
ornamental and agronomic seed 
business, has announced the commercial 
introduction of AlphaKote, a newly 
developed lettuce pellet. According to 
the company, AlphaKote is a pelleted 
seed product with a moisture tolerance 
designed specifi cally for coastal climates, 
yet it also has the fl exibility to perform 
in a broad range of environmental and 
agricultural applications.

BUSINESS NEWS
Wilbur-Ellis Company, a leader in 
crop production technology and the 
distribution and marketing of plant 
protection, seed and nutritional products, 
has acquired the assets of Blue River 
Ag Supply LLC in Edgerton, Wisc. The 
company also acquired the assets of 
G & G Spray Service Inc. as part of 
the purchase. The Wisconsin location 
services customers from southern 
Wisconsin to northern Illinois and will 
now be part of the Wilbur-Ellis Great 
Lakes operations. 

DLF-Trifolium A/S, a Danish world 
market leader in temperate grass and 
clover seed, has signed an agreement 
for the acquisition of Pickseed Canada
and Pickseed USA, including Seed 
Research of Oregon, by the DLF-
Trifolium Group. Pickseed is a North 
American leader in the development, 
production and distribution of turfgrass 
and forage crops seeds. Pickseed 
has eight locations including offi ces, 
warehouses, plants, and research and 
distribution facilities across Canada and 
Oregon. Pickseed operates under the 
Pickseed, Mapleseed, Seed Research of 
Oregon and TurfOne brand names. 

Syngenta and U.K.-based Rothamsted 
have agreed to form a multi-million 
pound scientifi c research partnership to 
develop high yielding, environmentally 
sustainable wheat. During the next fi ve 
years, the collaboration will seek to 
integrate a wide range of technologies 
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and approaches in areas such as improved crop genetics, 
crop protection strategies, plant architecture, soil and root 
interactions, and disease control. 

INDUSTRY NEWS
“People need to tap unused plants to feed the world in the near 
future,” says Cornell University plant geneticist Susan McCouch 
in a recent article in the journal Nature. According to McCouch, the 
biodiversity stored in plant gene banks, coupled with advances in 
genetics and plant breeding, may be the key to meet the demands 
for more food in the face of climate change, soil degradation, 
and water and land shortages. “Gene banks hold hundreds of 
thousands of seeds and tissue culture materials collected from 
farmers’ fi elds and from wild, ancestral populations, providing the 
raw material that plant breeders need to create crops of the future,” 
says McCouch. 

Honey bees that consume pollen containing amounts of commonly 
used fungicides at levels too low to cause the bees’ deaths still may 
be left more susceptible to infection by a gut parasite, according 
to U.S. Department of Agriculture and University of Maryland
research published in PLOS ONE. The report highlighted the need 
for additional research to determine risks presented by pesticides, 
along with the need for improved collaboration and information 
sharing. “Our study highlights the need to closely look at fungicides 
and bee safety, as fungicides currently are considered safe and 
can be sprayed during the bloom on many crops,” says co-author 
Dennis vanEngelsdorp of the University of Maryland.
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Why do we need 
so many seed 
associations? 

W e  h a v e  l o c a l , 
r e g i o n a l ,  n a t i o n a l 
a n d  i n t e r n a t i o n a l 
associations, all requiring 
resources: time, money, 
ideas, skills and tons of 
initiative. But why?

I recently attended 
the Seed Association of 
the Americas meeting 

in Punta del Este, Uruguay. While I was there I 
had the opportunity to see firsthand why these 
associations are so critical to our industry’s 
success with their power and capabilities. One 
national association was notifi ed that its federal 
government had made some rash and potentially 
damaging decisions for its national seed industry, 
which could also have far-reaching implications 
across the global seed industry. Within minutes, a 
letter had been signed by the representatives of no 
less than 16 national seed associations supporting 
the concept that this government must rethink its 
decision. It was an impressive display of solidarity 
and commitment not just to local initiatives—
which are of course very important—but a vision 
for the betterment of the global seed industry. 

We work in an industry that is signifi cantly 
misunderstood by the governments and societies 
that we serve and feed. This misunderstanding 
is heightened on a regular basis by disruptive 
forces who want to wreak havoc on existing 
infrastructure. We, as an industry, are under attack, 
whether we want to acknowledge it or not, and 
it is up to each of us to share the importance of 
seed. Our best opportunity to portray our noble 
industry is to remember that our message must be 
shared at many, many different levels to ensure 
that it is accurately portrayed. The initiatives that 
various seed associations champion are powerful 
statements that create room for individual company 

Importance of Seed Associations 
Cannot be Overstated

tactics. Don’t be fooled, though. Without this incredibly important work at 
all levels, your business would be much more diffi cult to operate as you face 
a world that not only does not support your goals, but most likely would not 
even understand your goals.

I look forward to seeing many of you at local, regional, national and 
international meetings this winter. And please, the next time these associations 
come asking for your support, remember that their importance cannot be 
overstated—your investment will indeed pay dividends in the future.

Talk soon.
P.S. Don’t worry, I won’t be jumping on any union bandwagons anytime 

soon.

Shawn Brook, Publisher, Seed World Magazine

Picturesque Punta del Este in Uruguay hosted the recent Seed Association of the Americas 
meeting which focused on cooperation among member nations.
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fine Summit Seed 
Coatings products:

Forage legume 
seed coating 

Nutrient coating
for grass seed

Micro-nutrient &
polymer coating

summitseedcoatings.com

Contact Stu Barclay and Martin Luttrell: (866) 818-7327
or Bill Talley: (270) 365-6133

710 North 11th Street • Caldwell, Idaho 83605 • (208) 455-8009

Organic Seed Coating
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Always read and follow directions. Flo Rite® is a registered trademark of BASF. 
©2013 BASF Corporation. All Rights Reserved. 13-BU-CP-003
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Products applied to seed need to stay on the seed — all the way through to planting. 
Fast-drying Flo Rite Plantability Polymers deliver uniform coverage to help lock  
down fungicides, insecticides, inoculants and other seed treatment products  
on the seed.  

Application of a Flo Rite Plantability Polymer helps:
• Minimize undesirable dust during handling
• Increase seed flow through treating equipment, with less stickiness and bridging
• Improve seed plantability, with fewer skips and doubles — and more uniform stands

Insist on Flo Rite Plantability Polymers. To learn more, visit agproducts.basf.us.


