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WELCOME
Tim Johnson, President
International Seed Federation

George Pontikas, President
Greek Seed Trade Association (EEPES)

WELCOME TO ATHENS and the ISF World Seed 
Congress 2013!

This congress will be full of activities that will impact the 
seed industry for years to come. The movement of seed globally 
is the core function of the International Seed Federation. 
The congress will provide you with an opportunity to 
establish business relationships to help bring the best seed and 
technologies to your customers. In addition, the city of Athens 
has a rich history that I hope you will have an opportunity to 
visit and experience while we begin to work toward the future 
of seed opportunities on behalf of all seed companies globally.

I want to thank the ISF secretariats offi ce and the Greek 
Seed Trade Association for putting together this congress. 
People come from all over the world to participate in bringing 
better seed to farmers.

Please take time this week to attend one of the committee 
or section meetings. You will have the opportunity to see the 
people who volunteer and spend time on your behalf working 
in committees, and in their own nations, to support the global 
movement of seed. 

There will be a tremendous amount of seed people trading 
and doing business throughout this congress. You can meet 
with your global customers in a great seed atmosphere. Take 
the opportunity to meet new people who can be your future 
customers as you move your seed around the world. See suppliers 
and business-to-business relationships that can help you develop, 
deliver and protect higher quality seed for your customers.

The welcoming party and gala are opportunities to see 
friends from all over the world. I hope you get to enjoy this 
beautiful city of Athens.

Seed is Life!

THE TIME IS coming for the Megaron, the Athens Concert 
Hall, to open its doors to welcome around 1,500 seedsmen from 
80 different countries. On the morning of Monday, May 27, you 
will have the chance to see, feel and hear about Greece and 
its seed history as well as its beautiful landscapes, islands and 
antiquities.

All people looking to meet their seed partners will fi nd their 
way to Athens and the InterContinental Athenaeum Hotel, 
where they will enjoy the facilities and the high standards that 
we, the National Organizing Committee, have strived to provide 
by working hard during the past couple of years.

For Greece, agriculture is a myth, a tradition, a science 
and the main pillar for returning to growth after the crisis and 
recession of the past fi ve years. Seed is the pillar of agriculture, 
being the key component of attaining high levels of production 
in quantitative and qualitative terms. For this reason, our event 
contributes to broadening the basis of the future growth of our 
economies.

Greece and Athens are not only your opportunity to explore 
the seed world—they are your opportunity to discover the roots 
of science, art and civilization, combined with beautiful beaches 
under the pleasant sunshine of May. 

Escaping from your trading table, or taking the opportunity 
to spend a weekend, you will reach beautiful islands and ancient 
monuments like Delphi and Epidaurus, while just a half hour 
away from the main venue, the Parthenon invites you to learn 
about the Periclean era and the fundamentals of democracy.

The Greek Seed Trade Association (EEPES), the 
International Seed Federation and the National Organizing 
Committee look forward to your participation in a fruitful 
congress for you personally and your business. Our board of 
directors, the NOC, our congress organizer, Eurostar/Travel 
Plan, and our volunteers are ready to serve you and contribute 
to your enjoyment of a unique congress.

Greece welcomes you to envision future agriculture.
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MANY YEARS OF hard work culminated 
in the 2012 ISF World Seed Congress 
in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. During that 

congress, the revised ISF trade rules were adopted, 
as well as the revised position paper ISF View on 
Intellectual Property. Participants also witnessed 
the formation of the Seed Applied Technologies 
Committee as a regular standing committee 
within ISF to provide more focus on this field of 
technologies. In addition, a position paper on a single 
access and benefi t sharing system was adopted. 

It was a memorable congress in Rio, resulting 
in great achievements for the seed industry. The 
adopted papers were a big step forward and would 
not have been possible without ISF members 
keeping an eye on the bigger picture.

ISF’s main aim is to facilitate the international 
movement of seed, and to mobilize and represent 
the seed industry at a global level. In order to fulfi l 
its mission, ISF promotes strong cooperation among 

ISF: A YEAR OF 
ACHIEVEMENT
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The International Seed 
Federation accomplished 
many goals in 2012 
making it a memorable 
year for the secretariat, 
members and seed 
industry stakeholders. 

Marcel Bruins, ISF Secretary General
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ISF: A YEAR OF 
ACHIEVEMENT

national and regional seed associations. National 
seed associations are truly the backbone of ISF. 
They are at the heart of our activities. Besides 
the meetings of the national and regional seed 
associations’ secretariats during the ISF congress 
and midterm meetings, each year ISF tries to meet 
with at least fi ve national seed associations. During 
the past year, the ISF secretariat visited the seed 
associations of Kenya, Argentina, Ukraine, Mexico 
and Tunisia. 

However, we should also not forget the hard 
work being done by the employees of the seed 
companies and seed associations that take part 
in ISF meetings throughout the year and during 
the congress. The outcomes of these meetings 
are used for the various outreach efforts by the 
ISF secretariat. We are all very grateful for the 
time these people set aside to come to meetings, 
participate in discussions and engage in the 
follow-up. In addition, we are grateful to the 
companies that allow their staff members to 
attend ISF meetings. It is only through this joint 
cooperation by all members involved that we can 
make a difference. Unfortunately, from time to 
time, I get the feeling that such work for national 
associations or ISF does not get the appreciation 
within companies that it deserves. This work 
could get more attention and resources. As an 
employer, why not make “association work” part 
of the relevant job descriptions in your company, 
allocating a certain percentage of time and 
resources for such crucial work? 

Regulatory Matters
ISF has been active in providing comments and 
scientifi c and technical input on phytosanitary 
issues such as Brazil’s Normative Instructions 
and Australia’s Emergency Measures for Tomato, 
among others. The resolution of problems caused 
by phytosanitary regulations is a slow process and 
rests largely with governments. The seed industry 
can help by maintaining an open relationship 
with national plant protection offices, with the 
aim of being an active partner in upholding the 
principles of the International Plant Protection 
Convention. To this end, ISF has informed, alerted 
and communicated with the industry—and in some 
instances national plant protection offi ces—about 
changes in regulations and requirements, providing 
the necessary technical input.

ISF has been proactive in developing crop-specifi c pest lists to provide 
the industry with information on pests associated with seed. When published, 
this information may also be of use in harmonizing phytosanitary regulations 
on seed.

Last year, we mentioned that ISF had met with Turkish authorities 
to outline its concerns on the recent seed import regulations of 2012. On 
March 13 of this year, after a long adoption process, the Turkish Ministry 
of Agriculture released Seed Import Regulation 2013. The new text includes 
several recommendations submitted by the seed trade from meetings with 
ministry offi cers. Unfortunately, the delay of publication has had some impact 
on the import and export activity of seed companies since the 2012 rules were 
in force up until the new regulation was made public.

Seed Applied Technologies
During the 2012 congress, the erstwhile Seed Treatment and Environment 
Committee was “upgraded” to a regular standing committee and renamed the 
Seed Applied Technologies Committee (SAT-Com). In December 2012 the 
SAT-Com held its fi rst meeting, developing an action plan for the upcoming 
12 months.

The SAT-Com has also started revising existing guidelines that require 
updating. The objective is to have them ready to be presented at the congress 
in Athens for adoption by the membership and subsequent publication on 
ISF’s website.

Intellectual Property
Last year was a special one for ISF because after many years of hard work it 
was the 2012 congress in Rio that marked the unanimous adoption of the 
revised position paper ISF View on Intellectual Property. The paper includes 
an expanded chapter on plant breeders’ rights and also provides much more 
text on patents when compared with the previous version. In addition, the 
paper addresses other forms of intellectual property protection and their 
relationships with plant genetic resources for food and agriculture.

In the months following Rio, the ISF Intellectual Property Committee 
worked on several IP topics that had been postponed until the position 

Photo taken during the joint meeting between the ISF Intellectual Property and Sustainable 
Agriculture Committees.
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paper’s adoption. The outcomes of a questionnaire 
on the practical aspects of plant breeders’ 
rights applications, examination and granting 
were discussed—resulting in a long letter to 
the International Union for the Protection of 
New Varieties of Plants (UPOV) asking for its 
consideration of seed industry viewpoints. 

The disclosure of origin in patent applications 
was f lagged as a topic requiring thorough 
discussion, leading to a joint discussion with the 
ISF Sustainable Agriculture Committee. ISF is 
currently working on a position paper on this topic.

World Seed Project
Since 2009, ISF has been engaged with the World Seed Project, which seeks 
to strengthen the seed sector in developing countries. ISF’s role in the project 
is to enhance the growth of local seed industries to ensure farmers’ access to 
improved varieties and seeds.

The first successes have already been actualized. For example, both Ghana 
and the United Republic of Tanzania have recently provided their draft PBR 
laws to UPOV, and both laws were approved. This means that soon the seed 
industry will be able to file for plant breeders’ rights in these countries and can 
expect to implement a UPOV-like system. 

As with all such projects, there is always a need for financing, and the 
ISF Steering Committee has been looking for potential donors.

ISF World Seed Congress
Survey results indicated that 95 percent of the 2012 congress participants 
rated their participation in the congress as “good” or “excellent.” Although the 
secretariat is very pleased with these results, we continue to address the feedback 
of the remaining five percent. We consider all feedback provided by the survey 
and examine where we can further improve our service to ISF members.

Registration fees for the congress have not significantly increased over 
the past several years. This is achieved by the relentless review of all congress-
related expenses. For example, in the satisfaction survey, a large number of 
delegates indicated that the typical congress bag is extraneous, as most people 
leave it in their hotel rooms. As a result, we will soon be phasing these bags 
out, but rest assured, we will inform you of this change before it happens.

I am pleased to report that in Athens you will see the birth of the first ISF 
congress app. This app will be available for iPhones, iPads and androids, and a 
mobile version will also be offered. App access will be password protected and 
only available to registered congress participants. As a result of the creation 
of this app, we will not be printing a delegates’ list for this year’s congress. 
The list will be available on the congress website in Excel format and through 
the app. In addition, we will not be printing congress programs this year. Not 
only is this decision cost-effective and good for the environment, it is also the 
delegates’ wish as provided by the 2012 satisfaction surveys. 

Marcel Bruins

Group photo taken during the meeting of the secretariats 
of the national and regional seed associations.

Communication as a topic appeared 
in just about every meeting we 
had during the past year—it’s on 
everybody’s lips and its importance 
is being recognized by a growing 
number of people.

Communication
Communication as a topic appeared in just about 
every meeting we had during the past year—it’s 
on everybody’s lips and its importance is being 
recognized by a growing number of people. 
This past year, an ISF working group called 
Communication was formed, which will target 
numerous important issues such as revising the 
ISF communication strategy, identifying target 
audiences, and reviewing the need for an improved 
ISF website, newsletter and other communication 
tools such as videos.
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THE FIRST YEARS of the new millennium have been 
heady times for the global seed industry.  According 
to the International Seed Federation, the value of the 

international seed trade grew from just over $3.5 billion in 
2000 to approximately $10 billion in 2010. Accompanying this 
growth has been a steady rise in the total value of the industry, 
now pegged at $50 billion by GfK, an international research 
company. GfK notes that, after six years of double-digit yearly 
growth, the global seed industry did cool down somewhat 
in 2011, when the annual growth rate slowed to less than 10 
percent, but rebounded in 2012 to 14 percent growth.

With its huge domestic seed market, estimated by the ISF 
at $12 billion (total value of all seed sales in the country in 
2011), and as home base for many of the major corporate players, 
the United States has long dominated the international seed 
industry. The seed industry is undergoing great change—not just 
in terms of developments in hot-button sectors such as biotech 
and treated seed—but as a result of the ascension of corn and 
rising domestic seed production in some key emerging markets.

Growing seed corn 
demand is driving 
expansion in three 
key emerging seed 
markets.

growth in 
global seed 
markets

10
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“This expansion to new regions is mostly, at least to my 
knowledge, in corn,” says Piero Sismondo, director of seed 
technology and trade for the ISF. He believes higher demand 
for corn seed and a dwindling supply of land available for seed 
production in established markets are leading seed companies 
to look beyond their traditional production base.

As the ranks of seed-producing nations become more 
crowded, what are the top emerging markets to watch for in 
2013? Leading market analyst, Tray Thomas says three countries 
in particular stand out in terms of domestic seed market growth: 
Brazil, China and—what may come as a surprise to some—
Ukraine.

Founding partner of the Context Network, an agribusiness 
management and consulting firm based in Des Moines, Iowa, 
Thomas bases this assertion on the 2012 edition of the Global 
Seed Market Database, an annual compendium of statistics and 
information collected from more than 200 sources and reviewed 
by crop experts from around the world, which was recently sold 
by the Context Network to GfK. 

Brazil
“Right now, the fastest growing market for seed corn is probably 
Brazil,” says Thomas, adding that it is among the three leading 
South American nations for seed corn market growth. Argentina 
and Chile are also growing seed corn markets, and they account 
for the bulk of counter-season seed production for commercial 
seed companies in North America. 

Thomas says that when these firms are working to introduce 
new products, “one of the most time-consuming things is getting 
from the one kernel of seed that has the specific traits that you 
want, up to the 100,000 bags of seed you want to sell.” Counter-
season seed production can greatly speed up this process by 
enabling more growing seasons per year.

“Often companies will be short of inventory for their 
newest hybrids. … They’ll produce their seed in the Southern 
Hemisphere so they can get more seed quickly” and in time 
for the North American season, says Thomas. “There’s a lot of 
that going on, especially when forecasts are not quite right or 
you need to expand a product you weren’t ready for. … There’s 
a whole host of things that can go wrong.”

Bernice Slutsky is head of domestic and international policy 
for the American Seed Trade Association. She says the flow 
of seed between North and South America is an important 
component of the international seed trade.

“Brazil is a very important market,” she says. “The Americas, 
in general, are very important to the movement of seed with a 
lot of counter-seasonal production.”

However, Thomas says it’s not counter-season production 
fueling growth in Brazil, which according to ISF figures boasts 
the world’s fourth biggest domestic seed market at just over $2.6 
billion. There is also growing demand for seed internally as a 
result of increased agricultural production required to feed Brazil’s 
burgeoning population and support its export markets.

Thomas cites a shift in farming practices as another factor. 
“Brazil has a lot of flexibility to grow multiple crops. They’re 
beginning to do a lot more double cropping, so they’ll get two 
crops a year—one of wheat or soybeans, and one of corn,” he says. 
“High prices are expanding their seed market and bringing corn 
into it. And as the country develops the infrastructure to handle 
higher volumes, the seed market there is increasing.”

“Brazil has a lot of flexibility to grow multiple 
crops. They’re beginning to do a lot more double 
cropping, so they’ll get two crops a year—one of 
wheat or soybeans, and one of corn.”
— Tray Thomas

Thomas adds that Brazil’s expanding agricultural land base 
is another—although less important—factor. “Land is continually 
being made available in Brazil, although that trend has really 
slowed. It’s not as significant as it once was.”

According to Sismondo, Brazilian corn production has 
grown dramatically due to rising demand both domestically 
and internationally. “If there is market demand, and if you are 
a country that can fulfill it, you are in a better position than a 
country that has nothing to sell,” he says, adding that Brazil’s 
food commodity exports are considered a critical source of hard 
currency.

Sismondo says the area dedicated to growing corn and corn 
seed is expanding rapidly to keep pace with demand. “In Brazil, 
[corn] acreage in 2012 has reached almost 15 million hectares. 
… This is a huge number since traditionally that country used to 
grow around 13 million hectares or less,” he says. “The production 
of [hybrid corn] seed has progressed rapidly from a stable 50,000 
to 55,000 hectares to as much as 105,000 to 110,000 hectares.”
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a country wants, the greater the increase in corn use, because 
the highest use of corn is to feed animals. And as you move 
from taking a crop and eating it directly to feeding animals and 
harvesting the animal and the meat, the volume of corn you 
need to produce goes up.”

Seed companies in Brazil and other emerging markets 
recognize the strategic importance of growing seed in-country, 
says Sismondo, which cuts down on transport costs and 
eliminates the paperwork and lengthy delays that come with 
importing seed. He adds corn producers are also benefitting from 
Brazil’s preferred status with one of its leading trade partners, 
China. “They are supplying a lot of corn and soybeans to China, 
which is the biggest buyer of these products in the world,” 
Sismondo says.

China
China produces a huge volume of seed itself. The value of its 
domestic seed market is pegged by the ISF at slightly more than 
$9 billion. And in terms of seed production in the world’s most 
populous country, there’s appears to be no let-up in sight. 

Thomas says seed production continues to “expand 
dramatically” in China, which produces the bulk of its own seed 
for what is obviously a huge internal market. 

“Companies are putting in plants in China. It’s big and 
it’s growing and it’s getting attention from everywhere,” 
says Thomas, adding China has become a primary corn 
market. Unlike the situation in many nations where a few big 
multinational seed companies might dominate the seed industry, 
everyone, it seems, is scrambling to secure a foothold in China. 

“The Chinese seed industry is so fragmented,” says Thomas. 
“There’s no Western company that has a significant place there. 
All the respective players are working in China, but no one 
has significant presence and no Chinese company really has 
significant presence—it’s a scattered and fragmented market.”

For this reason, China is a key market for ASTA. Slutsky 
says her organization is actively involved in assisting American 
commercial seed companies that would like to do business in 
China, pointing to ASTA’s recently signed memorandum of 
understanding with the China National Seed Trade Association 
to facilitate “a better working relationship between the two 
industries and provide business opportunities.” 

Sismondo says the thirst for corn is behind much of the 
growth in China’s domestic seed market. “All the many usages 
of corn are giving it an advantage, compared to other crops,” he 
says. “Corn is probably the easiest source of high-quality basic 
ingredients for food and feed.”

Thomas believes it is growth in middle class population 
and per capita incomes—not just overall population—that is 
really driving the expansion in the corn market and corn seed 
production in China and other emerging markets these days.

“As sad as it may be, another billion people living on a 
dollar a day does not move the value of corn much. But a tenth 
of that moving to the middle class will have a significant impact 
on corn demand,” Thomas says. “That’s for two reasons: one, 
the volume of food consumed is increased, but more than that, 
it’s the diet itself—the move to more protein and buying higher 
quality food and less sustenance living. The more protein that 

Land pressure in traditional seed producing 
nations such as France and Italy is causing more 
production to shift eastwards.

Ukraine
According to Sismondo, demand for corn is also rising in Western 
Europe, where land pressure in traditional seed producing 
nations such as France and Italy is causing more production 
to shift eastwards—first to Hungary, then to Romania after it 
joined the European Union and began attracting attention of 
corn seed companies. Now, it’s moving even further east.

“Today, the new frontier is Ukraine,” Sismondo says. He 
says demand is growing for corn seed there due to the rapid 
expansion of Ukraine’s corn producing area—acres are forecast 
to increase to five million or even six million hectares from the 
current 4.5 million, some devoted to hybrid seed.

As a result, Ukraine is starting to emerge from under 
the radar in seed circles, as evidenced by growing interest 
from ASTA. Slutsky says Ukraine hasn’t been among her 
organization’s priority markets for focusing its international 
efforts, but that could change. “Our members are telling us that 
they think the Ukraine … is going to be a growth market. So 
we’re in the process of re-evaluating that.”

Thomas agrees Ukraine is definitely a market to watch. He 
says the country has imported much of its seed from Hungary, 
Romania and other Eastern European neighbours in the past, 
but more and more seed production plants are being built there. 
According to Sismondo, most of this production is for internal 
or neighboring markets, although some seed is being exported 
to Western Europe.

Sismondo believes Ukraine’s central location—close to 
Russia, Belarus and other former Soviet republics in Central 
Asia—bodes well for the future growth of the country’s seed 
market. That and other factors such as the switch to more 
modern genetics and more hybrid crops are making Ukraine 
more attractive to seed companies, he says. 
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Thomas maintains the increasing westernization and 
technological development of Ukraine is at least partially 
responsible for the shift from open-pollinated to hybrid crops 
with proven agronomic benefi ts, which increases the need for 
seed. “When the demand for seed goes up, then seed production 
needs to go up to match that,” he says.

According to Thomas, circumstances in Ukraine are shared 
by many other developing nations, where the confl uence of such 
factors as rising affl uence, higher commodity prices, growing 
concerns over food security, quick adoption of crop technologies 
like hybrid seed and the widespread acceptance of novel traits 
create fertile ground for growth in domestic seed production.

“As markets develop and systems are put in place, and as 
people get educated and prices go up, you move to a hybrid 
market,” he says. “Every acre that moves from open-pollinated 
to hybrid is a brand-new seed sale, so across the world as 
countries move from open-pollinated [and] self-suffi ciency-driven 
production to the use of hybrids, you have an increase in seed 
markets and also signifi cant increases in yield and economic 
benefit for the countries that are growing them and for the 
individual farms.”

Slutsky says in addition to hybrid seed, all of the technologies 
surrounding plant breeding have evolved greatly in recent 
years—and it’s not just mature markets like the United States 
and Europe leading the innovation efforts.

“Seed is not what it used to be,” she says. “Brazil and China 
are both perfect examples of their governments [putting] a lot of 
money toward increasing the sophistication of breeding.” 

Mark Halsall

TRAY THOMAS of the Context Network, a U.S.-based 
market research fi rm, identifi es Africa as another area 
of the world experiencing seed production growth. But 

he cautions that as a investment market for commercial 
seed companies, Africa still has far to go before it can 
compete with Brazil, China, Ukraine and other emerging 
markets.

“Africa is growing, but it’s one that 20 years from now 
could be a great market. But at the moment, it’s just a 
complicated place to do business,” he says. “There’s really 
not the infrastructure. … And until you have truly stable 
economies and political regimes, it’s hard for any industry 
to really develop dramatically. And that’s an issue in most 
places in Africa.”

AFRICA

Ukraine’s central location—
close to Russia, Belarus and 
other former Soviet republics 
in Central Asia—bodes well 
for the future growth of the 
country’s seed market. 





Russia 
Invests in 
Seed Industry
Russia plans to raise the seed industry out of a 
protracted crisis through investment—to the tune of 
$9.4 billion—in breeding, research and infrastructure 
with an aim to increase yields and profitability.

AFTER THE COLLAPSE of the Soviet Union, for a long time the seed 
industry in Russia did not develop, mostly due to the absence of state 
support. This lack of investment in the seed industry led to deteriorating 

infrastructure, with almost 90 percent of the main assets within the industry 
becoming eroded. According to experts at the Russian Ministry of Agriculture’s Seed 
Department, this problem began in the early 2000s, due to deterioration of the material 
and technological base of the seed selection process, declining seed production and 
the lack of adequate infrastructure. As a result, low quality seeds make up 30 percent 
of the domestic seed supply.

Under such conditions, crop varieties are only able to realize 30 percent of their 
yield potential, according to official estimates. Independent experts peg this figure even 
lower—at 15 percent. Despite this, Russia has set its sights on doubling the yields of 
its main agricultural products by 2030. In particular, the government aims to increase 
cereal yield up to 150 million metric tons, but authorities confirm that without further 
development of the seed industry, this goal will be impossible to realize. Therefore, 
the government has recently adopted a long-term program to develop the Russian 
seed industry, which is outlined in the paper entitled The Strategy of Selection and Seed 
Industry Development through 2020. Through this program, the Russian government 
plans to invest 281 billion rubles ($8.9 billion) to develop a scientific and commercial 
foundation for the seed industry. 

Stake in Science
Presently, variety selection in the Russian Federation is mainly represented by breeding 
centers of the Russian Agricultural Academy. There are few non-state selection centers 
in the country, and these are usually the departments of large seed companies. 

Russia operates 42 agricultural breeding centers, which develop 300 to 400 new 
varieties and hybrids of agricultural plants each year. According to official statistics 
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from 1991 to 2013, it was recorded in the 
State Register of Breeding Achievements 
that 1614 varieties and hybrids of various 
agricultural crops and other products 
were developed. However, as Table 1 
indicates, the distribution of breeding 
centers in Russia is extremely uneven; 
thus, the government plans to spend 
80 billion rubles ($2.7 billion) on the 
development of a scientific foundation 
for the seed industry, with the number 
of breeding centers to be increased by 50 
percent by 2020. 

Major Investment in Business 
Development 
Under the program, about 200 billion 
rubles ($6.7 billion) will also be invested 
to support businesses operating in the 
seed industry. 

According to the paper, the money 
spent on research activity into crop 
breeding should increase by 28 percent 
by 2018 and 30 percent by 2020 (when 
compared with the average level of 
expenditures from 2006 to 2010), with 
a projected increase in the proportion 
of non-budgetary funds by 32 percent in 
2018 and 45 percent in 2020.

In parallel, the government plans to 
increase patents through the creation of 
new varieties, with an increase of up to 35 
percent in 2018 and 45 percent in 2020 in 
breeding facility assets. 

Increase Innovation
Another priority is increasing the level of 
innovation in small businesses, thereby 
increasing the number of small-scale 
breeding and innovative seed companies 
by 30 units in 2013, 50 units in 2018 
and 60 units in 2020. The government 
also forecasts that with state support, 
investment attractiveness as well as 
profitability of seed businesses will grow 
significantly compared with current levels. 

 
Increased Quality and Production
All of these measures should result in 
a dramatic increase in the domestic 

Table 2. Program Implementation Results

Total 
Units/

Personnel 
2011–2013

Total 
Units/

Personnel 
2014–2018

Total 
Units/

Personnel 
2019–2020

Totals 
2011–2020

Development of modern 
biotechnology and new breeding 
methods (units)

40 96 60 196

Creation of modern varieties and 
hybrids (units) 680 916 354 1950

Development of modern 
technologies for cultivation of 
crops (units)

24 26 45 95

Training of scientific personnel 
(persons) 200 470 150 820

Including doctors (persons) 22 25 26 73

Including PhD candidates 
(persons) 178 220 224 622

Source: The Strategy of Selection and Seed Industry Development through 2020

Table 1. Scientific Russian Federation Support of Breeding and Seed Production  

Name of Federal 
District

Number of 
Breeding 

Centers/Units Dominant Cultures

Central 13 Grains, legumes, cereals, vegetables, oilseeds, flax, 
canola, sugar beets, fruit, berries, feed

Northwest 1 Grains, potatoes, canola, feed

South and North 
Caucasus 11 Grains, legumes, corn, rice, oilseeds, fruit, grapes, feed

Volga 6 Grains, corn, cereals, oilseeds, flax, potatoes, fruit, feed

Uralian 3 Grains, peas, potatoes, fruit, berries, feed

Siberian 6 Grains, cereals, legumes, potatoes, fruit, vegetables, 
berries, feed

Far Eastern 2 Soybeans, grains, vegetables, potatoes, berries, fruit, feed

Source: The Strategy of Selection and Seed Industry Development through 2020

production of quality seed for agricultural producers. The goal is to have enough 
Russian-produced seed to meet 70 percent of demand by 2018 and 75 percent by 2020. 
The main assets of the industry are also expected to increase by 80 percent by 2018 
and 90 percent by 2020. 

Boosting Productivity
According to Russia Ministry of Agriculture forecasts, these investments should 
promote the rapid development of crop production in Russia and lead to a significant 
increase in crop yields. In particular, it is expected that cereal yield should rise by 
70 percent. For the Russian government, it is very important that investments are 
characterized by high returns; for example, every dollar that is invested should return 
almost seven dollars to the state. The realization of the program in increased production 
of agricultural products should generate 1.9 trillion rubles ($66 billion) for the state 
budget and significantly increase the profitability and competitiveness of Russia’s seed 
producers.  Vladislav Vorotnikov
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THE TREATED SEED market has been red-hot in 
recent years, with innovations in treatment types, active 
ingredients and new application technologies, leading 

to increased adoption by more farmers and for a growing array 
of crops. But as the use of treated seed has grown in Europe, 
North America and around the world, so has speculation about 
the possible impact of dust from insecticide-treated seed on the 
environment—particularly bees and other pollinators.

A series of scientifi c studies over the last few years have 
increasingly linked neonicotinoids—the chemical group of 
systemic insecticides that includes clothianidin, imidacloprid 
and thiamethoxam—found in some seed treatment products to 
negative effects on bee health. This has increased pressure on 
government regulators to step in and impose new rules on seed 
treatment handling and usage—or in some instances, forbid the 
use of neonicotinoid pesticides altogether.

In late April, the European Commission decided to press 
ahead with a ban on the use of neonicotinoid-containing 
products for most crops, despite the European Union’s 27 member 
states failing to reach an agreement on the matter. The two-
year ban, which goes into effect Dec. 1, has been criticized by 
Germany-based Bayer CropScience and other neonicotinoid 
manufacturers.

An April press release from Bayer CropScience describes 
the ban as “a set-back for technology, innovation and 
sustainability. … The restriction of these neonicotinoids 
will result in crop yield losses, reduced food quality and loss 
of competitiveness for European agriculture. This will have a 
negative impact on farmers, R&D driven ag companies, the 
seed industry and the food value chain.”

The company says it remains convinced that “neonicotinoids 
are safe for bees, when used responsibly and properly, according 
to label instructions,” adding that “clear scientific evidence 
has taken a back-seat in the decision-making process. This 
disproportionate decision is a missed opportunity to reach a 
solution that takes into consideration all of the existing product 
stewardship measures and broad stakeholder concerns.”

With the situation in Europe, Canada’s Pest Management 
Regulatory Agency announcing a review of approved 
neonicotinoid pesticides and issuing new usage rules in February, 
and a coalition of beekeepers and environmental and consumer 
groups suing the United States Environmental Protection 
Agency over its handling of clothianidin and thiamethoxam, it 
is understandable if some in the insecticide-treated seed sector 
feel besieged.

But for many others, this segment of the industry is by no 
means a lost cause—far from it. Prominent seed organizations 
such as the European Seed Association and the American 

Treated Seed 
Stewardship: 
A Tale of Two 
Continents
In the face of increasing scrutiny over 
the relationship between neonicotinoids 
and bee health, seed associations 
in Europe and the United States are 
taking action to enhance stewardship 
standards for treated seed and to 
further reduce environmental risks, 
especially to bees and other pollinators. 
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Seed Trade Association as well as the association for the crop 
protection industry in the United States, CropLife America, 
have been working hard to debunk misconceptions and educate 
the public and government regulators about the agronomic, 
economic and environmental benefi ts of treated seed, as well as 
institute measures aimed squarely at minimizing and managing 
risks to bee health.

European Seed Treatment Assurance Scheme 
The ESA recognizes that ensuring the highest quality seed 
treatment is important to protecting the environment and 
reducing risks to pollinators. For this reason, it has spent the 
past two years developing the European Seed Treatment Assurance
scheme, aimed at ensuring all parts in the seed treatment chain 
assume their respective responsibilities and put in place specifi c 
quality assurance measures.

“We want to establish good seed treatment practices 
throughout the industry in Europe that’s relevant to all 
treatments—not only for insecticides, but also for fungicides—
and for all crops,” says Garlich von Essen, ESA’s secretary general.
The main features of ESTA are:
•  Independent certifi cation of seed treatment sites by accredited 

auditors
•  Defined quality reference values with a uniform testing 

protocol
•  Safe use handling and care information and product labeling 

for users
Under this initiative, only certifi ed seed treatment facilities 

can use the ESTA logo on their products to document compliance 
and facilitate the free movement of treated seed throughout 
the European Union. SGS Germany recently became the fi rst 
company accredited by the ESA to carry out seed treatment audits 
for the certifi cation of seed treatment plants.

“The accreditation of SGS as the first ESTA certifying 
body marks another important step in the implementation of 
the scheme. It shows that the concept is workable and that it 
is now being taken up in practice by the seed companies,” says 
von Essen.

“We’re fully supporting the ESTA scheme from ESA, and 
have been involved from the beginning,” says Martin Gruss, 
global head of SeedGrowth products for Bayer CropScience. 
“It is a good example of the growing commitment of the seed 
treatment industry in Europe to the high quality of treated seed.”

The ban on neonicotinoid applications, including seed 
treatment, for many crops will be in place across Europe in 
December. ESA, Bayer CropScience and other players in the 
treated seed industry have criticized the European Commission 
of being too reliant “on the precautionary principle, without 

taking the principle of proportionality into account.” They 
maintain that there is a long history of the safe use of 
neonicotinoid-based products, and that when used responsibly 
and properly any impact on bees is negligible.

“We are genuinely concerned about the health of 
honey bees. … As an agricultural company, we are as much 
[dependent] on bees as our customers, the growers,” says Gruss. 
“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 
including diseases and parasites, particularly the varroa mite.” 

Von Essen says the ESTA scheme has been met with 
scepticism from some quarters, primarily those “who would like 
to have a very detailed, very rigid and very controlled, intensive 
regulatory system in place, which we think … is very likely going 
to be very diffi cult to police and very cost-intensive, not only for 
us but, in the end, for farmers.

“We think it much better if we start with a voluntary system 
which is de facto implemented by the whole industry, and where 
you have continual improvement of the standards by adapting 
these standards every year,” explains von Essen, adding that such 

For more information on the ESTA, 
visit euroseeds.org/esta.
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Customer training at Bayer CropScience’s SeedGrowth Center.
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flexibility is next to impossible within the complex confines of 
European decision-making. “We think our system does the trick 
but is a lot leaner and faster than anything that the governments 
could come up with.”

Von Essen believes a similar approach might work well in 
other places like South Africa and South America, since the 
ESTA scheme is not focused on a regulatory environment within 
a specific country. “We have tried to keep it as generic as possible,” 
he says. “There is nothing in our guide that is specific to Europe.”

Guide to Seed Treatment Stewardship
On the other side of the pond, the American seed industry is 
taking a different approach.

In March, the American Seed Trade Association and 
CropLife America unveiled the Guide to Seed Treatment 
Stewardship, the result of a year-long initiative aimed at 
promoting the safe handling and management of treated 
seed. Drawing on data collected worldwide and endorsed by 
the National Corn Growers Association, the American Farm 
Bureau Federation and the American Soybean Association, the 
guide is the product of an industry-wide collaboration between 
seed companies, seed treatment providers and universities. It 
provides farmers and seed companies with critical information 
and up-to-date guidelines for managing treated seed effectively 
to further minimize the risk of exposure to bees and other non-
target organisms.

“The guide serves as an all-in-one resource that addresses 
every stage of a seed’s journey from treatment to planting,” says 
Andrew LaVigne, ASTA president and CEO. “It’s designed to 

be convenient, easy-to-understand and useful to the entire seed 
and crop production value chain.”

Pam Johnson, president of the corn growers association, 
says “the guide will be an invaluable resource for our members. 
We’re encouraging all corn growers to refer to it before, during 
and after the corn planting season.”

ASTA and CLA began aggregating seed treatment research 
and safety information from universities, seed companies, 
international seed associations and others in early 2012 in 
response to the growing concerns about the effects of seed 
treatment dust on pollinators.

“The health of pollinators, especially honey bees, is crucial 
to agricultural production in the U.S. and worldwide,” says Jay 
Vroom, CLA president and CEO. “The crop protection industry, 
seed growers and breeders, seed treatment companies, equipment 
manufacturers and farmers all play a role in supporting thriving 
bee populations through stewardship and sound science.”

In addition to contributing to Europe’s ESTA scheme, Bayer 
CropScience was happy to assist with the development of a good 
stewardship practices guide in the United States.

“As part of ASTA and CropLife, we have contributed to this 
excellent document,” says Gruss. “I think it is another example 
of the joint responsibility of the … seed companies and the 
treatment industry to assure high-quality treated seed and 
contribute to the safe handling and use of that seed by giving 
guidance and checkpoints to consider in the whole process.”

Essentially touching on all aspects of seed applied 
technology, the guide is intended to serve as a resource for 
communicating best practices across crops and treatment 

The ASTA guide is available online and in 
PDF format at seed-treatment-guide.com. 

There is a growing commitment from the 
industry to supply high-quality treated seed.
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segments. It includes guidance and information resources for 
such processes as:
• Planting of treated seed
• Safe use of seed treatment product
• Safe handling and transport of seed
• Selection of treatment product
• Treated seed labeling
• Storage of treated seed

The guide also includes a seed treatment glossary and an 
extensive list of resources. It will be updated regularly to keep up 
with advances in seed treatment technologies and ensure seed 
companies and growers have the latest information. 

The industry-led initiative is also intended to identify 
and explain best seed treatment management practices to 
government regulatory agencies to ensure that unnecessary 
regulations are not put in place. According to ASTA and CLA, 
the response from the EPA and the United States Department 
of Agriculture has been positive. 

 “The EPA’s quite pleased as a regulator of risk associated 
with pesticide products,” says Vroom. “Their preference is always 
to encourage activities by industry segments that help avoid 
regulation because we already have quite a considerable body 
of regulatory requirements. They have enough to do as it is, and 
would prefer to encourage industries working with farmers to 
find ways to reduce and eliminate risk that don’t involve direct 
government regulatory activity.”

Lisa Nichols, ASTA’s director of science and international 
affairs and one of the primary architects of the guide, says, 
“According to our conversations with the EPA, the immediate 
next step for the industry is not to impose new regulations based 
on seed treatments.”

Nichols adds that, “in the U.S., we operate at a very high 
level of stewardship already. We were very transparent with the 
EPA throughout the process of developing the guide and they’ve 
been extremely supportive, especially in the last stages, which 
has been the education and outreach piece. They’ve put a lot 
of emphasis on that as being important for the industry and its 
stakeholders.”

When asked to compare the guide with the ESTA scheme, 
von Essen says the European initiative is less prescriptive in 
terms of describing specific steps for seed treatment stakeholders 
and users.

“Our objective to have high-quality treated seed is the same, 
and we look at each and every factor that could have an influence 
on that. The ESTA basically defines critical control points and is 
more process-driven than standards-driven,” he says.

Vroom says the two approaches, while different, did not 
develop in isolation of each other. “Most of the companies that 
worked on that program in Europe are the same companies that 
helped develop the ASTA/CropLife America stewardship initiative, 
so we believe that all the same principals are at work here.

“We believe in harmonization of our global stewardship 
efforts, so there’s already connectivity there. … We can learn 
from each other on a continuous basis, and that’s the reason 
that we stay in constant contact with our European colleagues.”

Mark Halsall

THE BIGGEST AREA of concern with seed treatment, 
which involves the application of biological or 
chemical agents to seed to kill, repel or control pests 

or enhance plant growth, is dust. When agitated, treated 
seed can release significant amounts of fine particulate 
matter, which usually consists of naturally occurring seed 
dust along with components of the seed treatment. 

Jay Vroom, president and CEO of CropLife America, 
says finding ways to reduce treated seed dust is definitely 
a priority for the industry. New innovations, such as 
replacements for talc as a lubricating agent, are in the 
works.

“There are some alternative lubricants already being 
developed and in commercial application, and we believe 
there is more work being done in that space,” he says. 
“These are lubricants that don’t enhance the dust—they are 
heavier and cling to the seeds, and don’t end up creating a 
dust situation as talc has done.” 

Bayer CropScience, for example, says it has developed 
a new lubricant system, which has been shown in tests 
to dramatically reduce potential dust exposure when 
compared to existing alternatives.

Speaking at the Pollinator Summit in March hosted 
by the EPA and the USDA in Arlington, Va., Bill Hairston, 
Bayer CropScience’s director of product development for 
SeedGrowth, reported airborne dust reductions of up to 90 
percent when using the new lubrication system.  

“Our initial work in the laboratory and limited field trials 
over the past two years has been very promising,” Hairston 
stated in a press release. He added that Bayer CropScience 
plans to evaluate the new lubricant system on 200,000 
acres of corn in the United States and Canada during 2013.

Vroom says new seed coating polymers, which act to 
reduce or eliminate dust by locking it in, are also being 
developed along with improved active ingredients—
particularly insecticides and fungicides—for use in seed 
treatment products.

“There is continuous research and development 
for better solutions to more precisely protect seed and 
accomplish the protection goals with ever-minimizing 
excess risks,” he says. “Almost every direction that you 
can imagine, we believe that innovation is underway and 
will yield benefits to the environment, to human health, 
and to farmer economics. … I think we’re going to see a 
continuing expansion into other crop markets, with higher 
penetrations of seed treatment applications for a variety 
of reasons.”

When it comes to technological inroads in seed 
treatment, the director of science and international affairs 
at ASTA, Lisa Nichols, is similarly bullish: “I think that the 
technology of seed treatments is ever evolving, so we can 
look forward to a lot of new innovation on this front.”

IN THE PIPELINE
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As the rapid pace of technology 
continues to evolve seed 
innovations, and the importance 
of feeding a growing population 
puts agriculture front and center, 
old and new challenges in 
the seed industry are under a 
microscope on the world stage.

IT’S A GOOD time to be in agriculture, and particularly in 
seed: innovation is at an all-time high, and with a growing 
population it doesn’t look like that will slow down any time 

soon. If the seed industry is going to successfully feed a growing 
population in the years to come, it has a tall order: grow more 
with less. And the improvements in traits and genetics that are 
in the pipeline are truly exciting.

“This year refuge-in-a-bag is something that I see from a trait 
standpoint that’s really going to change the dynamics again of how 
farmers get access to genetics and technology. That trait coming on 
board in multiple, different technologies is going to be challenging 
but exciting for farmers, seed companies and the industry as a 
whole,” says Tim Johnson of Illinois Foundation Seeds.

While fierce competition within the industry remains, 
exciting new traits and genetics are also bringing the industry 
together like never before. Johnson says from the viewpoint of 
a product development and licensing and production company, 
he is excited for all potential customers, not just his company’s 
success. “When I look at genetics, obviously we’re excited about 

GIANT VIEWS     
INDUSTRY: UNDER 
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met due to people’s lack of understanding of what GM products 
are, it hasn’t happened yet,” he says. “But they were resistant 
to trains back in the 1800s and resistant to automobiles and I 
think here again when we educate people about the value and 
the safety—they’ll buy into it.”

However, Sissons says there is still a long regulatory road 
ahead of GM vegetables which could limit their development. 
“When I think about the future of GM products in vegetables, 
I think it’s going to be pretty limited in terms of the number 
of products coming—at least in the near term,” says Sissons. 
“There are a couple of reasons for that. First off, when you think 
about developing and obtaining regulatory approval for a biotech 
event the cost is upwards of $50 million. From a vegetable seed 
standpoint that’s pretty restrictive because you either have to 
have a very high value product or you have to have very broad 
acres to make financial sense. As a result of that, I think the 
numbers of products that are going to meet the needs of broad 
acre or high value to make sense of the $50 million investment 
are going to be few and far between.”

Licensing Concerns Linger
As technology and use of trait stacks continue, Johnson says 
the industry is going to start to see additional agreements with 
specific needs, uses and responsibilities. “Agreements will start 
to focus on certain niches—for example, when you look at the 
drought resistance products and how they fit, how you manage 
them, or how the output traits work for people—when people 
look at agreements for these type of products and how they’re 
defined, they just need to make sure they’re working within the 
parameters of those agreements and being responsible to those.”

Ron Wulfkuhle of GreenLeaf says when it comes to 
licensing agreements, “it’s almost certain that they’re going 
to get longer. A good friend of mine once told me that good 
fences make good neighbors, meaning if you have a really good 
agreement then it provides a clear understanding of what’s 
expected on the part of both parties. When you have that 
you both understand how many resources you can invest, you 
understand how aggressive to be and you understand what 
reward you can count on at the end.”

Wulfkuhle says the reason agreements will get longer is 
simple: technologies are becoming more complex. “Many of 
the products we sell today contain multiple components. We’re 
working on Agrisure Artesian, as an example, that has multiple 
alleles. We’re also working on multiple trait stacked products 
and with those come changing requirements, especially from 
a quality assurance standpoint,” he says. “So we always make 
sure—we call it E and E testing—that the trait is turned on 
and is functioning with good efficacy, and that the products are 
equivalent in yield in the absence of whatever pest that trait is 
trying to control. As a result, it takes some paper to explain that 
and to have a good agreement.”

Existing Together
With the increase of technology and the number of biotech 
traits coming into the marketplace, Andy LaVigne of the 
American Seed Trade Association says coexistence has become 
much more of a focus. “While coexistence has always been a 
core part of seed production, it is becoming increasingly more 
important, especially in Washington, D.C.,” says LaVigne. 

new products we’re bringing forward from our company, but 
there is also the excitement for each individual company—
what’s important for their part of the business, their segment of 
the industry, their customer base. So we’re excited about where 
those opportunities are for people,” he adds.

Better use of water is another area of excitement for the 
industry and is extremely timely after the drought of 2012 in 
the United States. “We are taking a multi-pronged approach to 
drought,” says John Soper of DuPont Pioneer. “Our AquaMax 
corn offering is really about utilizing native traits and utilizing 
our Accelerated Yield Technology and marker technologies 
to combine those native traits together to provide better 
drought tolerance solutions. But we also have biotechnology 
approaches—targeting genes that would impact drought 
tolerance at different stages of the life cycle.”

However, new technology brings with it new challenges and 
the seed industry is facing some of its biggest ones yet.

Bridging the GM Divide
“One of the biggest challenges—whether you are an individual 
seed company or the industry as a whole—is, ‘how do we best 
deploy the innovation that we have in front of us in an efficient 
manner?’” asks Norm Sissons of Monsanto.

He says in the seed industry there is typically a lot of 
fragmented market segments and a lot of unique needs within 
crops. “Being able to accomplish the economies of scale to 
develop the innovation, the technology that we have, and get 
an adequate return on that investment is a challenge,” says 
Sissons. “Wherever we can look across the globe and make 
sense of segments that span the globe in different geographies, 
that is definitely a help for our organization or for the industry 
as a whole.”

Many in the seed industry now agree that biotechnology 
will be critical in the future for producing more with less. “We 
all understand the importance of biotechnology, especially 
in corn, soybeans and cotton, and what’s happened there in 
biotechnology,” says Scott Tefteller of Syngenta. “I think what 
drives [the development of GM crops] is the consumer. If you 
look at the population right now we’re at roughly an estimated 
seven billion people, and by 2050 we’ll be at nine billion people. 
We’ve got to employ the right technology in an efficient and 
sustainable way to fuel the growing demand for food,” he says. 
“If you look at some of the surveys done by the Council on 
Food, Agricultural and Resource Economics, the most recent 
survey, which was done in 2010, states consumers are ready for 
[GM vegetables].”

Kelly Keithly of Keithly-Williams Seeds agrees that 
biotechnology is a huge component to producing more with less. 
“Genetically modified vegetables have got to come so that we 
can increase the production, increase the quality and the flavor 
but also increase the ability of various varieties to be grown 
where it’s not compatible to try to grow them there today,” says 
Keithly. “Vegetables that take less water or that can get the water 
out of the ground easier and attributes like that, I think that’s 
going to come through GM varieties.”

Keithly says it is only a matter of time before these products 
hit the store shelves. “Six or seven years ago, I heard a speaker 
talk about how we’d be developing GM vegetables before the 
end of 2009, but just because of the consumer resistance we 
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“We are working closely with the USDA following Secretary 
Vilsack’s reinstatement of the AC21 [Advisory Committee on 
Biotechnology and 21st Century Agriculture] to look at the issue 
of coexistence between conventional, organic and biotech crops 
to limit negative impacts on one or the other. And then the 
question will become, ‘in what direction will the proposed policy 
recommendations lead?’”

LaVigne says this is an area that the seed industry needs to 
help the policymakers get right. “We all know that no biological 
system is 100 percent pure. Food production is not 100 percent—
that’s Mother Nature. You always have natural impacts on our 
production processes,” he says. “So how do we limit potential 
negative impacts between cropping systems to enable producers 
to be successful in their efforts. Our efforts in this process are to 
provide input into the AC21 process about how the seed industry 
produces seed in ways that are based on coexistence in order to 
produce high-quality seed for all markets.”

Talking Trade
Another challenge of bringing on new innovation is how to 
minimize trade challenges such as phytosanitary requirements, 
low level presence and intellectual property protection. 
“Wherever we can minimize those challenges is going to really 
increase the pace of innovation in seed and really bring better 
solutions for seed growers around the globe,” says Sissons.

He says discussions within the industry are becoming more 
focused on the challenges of harmonizing regulations as much 
as possible and, “minimizing some of those non-tariff trade 
barriers where different jurisdictions decide to impose non-
science-based restrictions. Wherever we can get to more of a 
science-based approach, I think that’s really going to help in 
minimizing those restrictions.”

LaVigne says ASTA has been working hard on a number 
of trade issues that have a big impact on the ability of that 
movement of seed both into the United States and into other 
countries.

“In terms of phytosantary issues, we continue to work really 
closely with NAPPO in Canada, the United States and Mexico 
to essentially harmonize the requirements for pest risk analysis 
between the three countries and then harmonizing pest lists,” 
he says. “And, expanding on that, we continue to make progress 
with our activities with the Seed Association of the Americas 
from North to South America. We continue to focus on Brazil 
as they update their pest lists, working to make sure the lists 
are scientifi cally sound. Transparency in the development of the 
lists will be critical as we continue to see that increase in the 
movement of seed from North and South America.”

Low level presence is also on the radar, says LaVigne, and 
much progress has been made in the last year. “We continue 
working with NAPPO and South American countries,” LaVigne 
says. “Between Brazil, Argentina, Mexico, the United States and 
Canada, we produce 80 percent plus of all biotech crops globally, so 
our efforts with these countries are to help facilitate the issues on 
a global basis and ensure acceptance in the international arena.”

Food Safety Intensifi es
Another area of importance that has been thrust into the 
spotlight with increased innovation, especially in the media, 

is food safety. “When somebody has an issue with food safety 
they stop eating [that food], when people stop eating certain 
vegetables or fruits then people stop buying seed. It really does 
have a devastating effect and we’re trying to play a much more 
active role in the food safety arena on the produce side,” LaVigne 
says. “There’s always a tie in, it never fails—we end up seeing 
a media release in which someone tries to associate the issue 
back to seed.”

LaVigne says the media and general public can be easily 
misguided, and the seed industry needs to stay on top of 
communicating the right message. “What we’ve seen most 
recently in the media is alfalfa sprouts—media talks about alfalfa 
seed instead of alfalfa sprouts. It automatically gets tied back to 
seed issues. So this is a really sensitive issue as we spend a great 
deal of time working with our colleagues, other organizations 
and seed groups to talk to the media about seed not being a 
carrier for these diseases. Also making sure that we gather all the 
information and scientifi c data available to justify our position 
on behalf of the industry,” he says.

Seed’s Story to Tell
Perhaps the biggest issue that seed faces is how to best 
communicate to government and the public how it is meeting, 
and exceeding, all of these challenges. “In agriculture, the people 
that we serve, that we grow food, fi ber and even fuel for, don’t 
understand what agriculture is doing to serve this nation as well 
as the world,” says Keithly.

And he says it is the seed industry’s job to make sure that 
story is told right, a point that also comes back to the entire 
industry working together like never before. “We need to make 
sure the various state legislatures aren’t working against us, but 
rather work with us to enable us to do our job better. There’s 
coming a time here pretty quick when it’s going to be very tough 
to feed the population of this world and we’ve got to fi gure out 
how to do that and how to have our governments working with 
us to help us get that job done.”  Julie McNabb

Biotechnology will play a critical role in the future when producing more with less.
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Biographies
TIMOTHY L. JOHNSON
President, Illinois Foundation Seeds Inc./
SGI Field Crops Division
Tim L. Johnson serves as the president 
of SGI Field Crops Division/Illinois 
Foundation Seeds Inc. Before becoming 
president at IFSI, he served as president 
for Seed Genetics Inc., which was 
acquired by Illinois Foundation Seeds in 2003. From 1976 to 1993, 
he was employed at AgriPro. He held various positions there from 
hourly employee to business manager for corn.

Johnson participates in several seed organizations:
•  International Seed Federation—currently president and past 

chairman of the Breeders Committee.
•  American Seed Trade Association—currently participates on 

the executive board and various committees.
• American Seed Research Foundation—board of directors.
•  Indiana Crop Improvement Association—past president of 

the board. He received the Crops and Soils Award in 2010.
•  Indiana Seed Trade Association—past chairman of the Corn 

Committee. He received the Lifetime Membership Award in 
2008.

Johnson is married to his wife, Betty, and has two children, 
Kate, age 23, and Blake, age 20. He enjoys family, working and 
having fun.

KELLY KEITHLY
President and CEO, Keithly-Williams Seeds
Kelly Keithly graduated from the 
University of Arizona in 1970 with 
a bachelor’s degree in agricultural 
education. He worked as a sales 
representative for Ferry Morse Seed 
Company before joining Imperial Valley 
Milling Company in the Imperial Valley of California in 1975, 
also in vegetable seed sales. In 1981, he and his employer at 
Imperial Valley Milling Company, Walt Williams, founded 
Keithly-Williams Seeds, a vegetable seed only company, with 
Keithly serving as president and CEO. Starting out with two 
employees, Keithly-Williams now has 142 employees serving 18 
western states that cover all the major growing areas in those 
states and approximately 80 percent of Mexico. Keithly-Williams 
Seeds offers growers/farmers consultant-type services based 
on strong product knowledge and service, on-site trials, and 
professional and experienced recommendations.

Keithly-Williams Seeds has been able to introduce new 
varieties through trialing in product development to determine 
suitability for markets in the vegetable production areas they 

serve. Keithly-Williams Seeds has enjoyed being part of the 
movement of growers/customers changing from the use of open 
pollinated varieties to hybrids, open fi eld to protected culture, 
direct seeding to transplanting, and thus having large infl uence in 
the introduction of new varieties which have resulted in increased 
production for farmers/growers and higher quality for consumers.

Outside of Keithly-Williams Seeds, Keithly has served 
agriculture and the seed industry in many capacities. He is past 
president of the California Seed Association, has been a member 
of the American Seed Trade Association since 1978 and has 
served in a number of leadership roles and is past chairman 
of the board. He has also served on the California State Seed 
Advisory Board for 12 years and on the Alumni Council for 
the University of Arizona, College of Agriculture and Life 
Sciences, and is currently a member of the Ag 100 Council for 
the university.  

ANDREW W. LAVIGNE
President and CEO, American Seed Trade 
Association
Andrew W. LaVigne joined the 
American Seed Trade Association in 
February 2006 as the president and 
chief executive offi cer. With a 17-year 
career in government relations, industry 
representation, public affairs advocacy and management, 
LaVigne is an expert in the areas of agriculture, food policy and 
international trade. 

During his time with ASTA, he has led the expansion of the 
association’s domestic grassroots program and the reorganization 
of the international cooperator program. He also pushed to 
coordinate regional and international phytosanitary standards 
to facilitate the movement of seed globally. 

Prior to joining ASTA, the Florida native was executive 
vice president/CEO of Florida Citrus Mutual, representing 
citrus growers on issues affecting their businesses. Prior to 
that, LaVigne spent four years as president/executive director 
for Florida Fertilizer and Agrichemical Association. He also 
worked in the U.S. Congress and the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, serving as a legislative director and as an agriculture 
committee staffer. In both positions, he handled agricultural, 
environmental, immigration and trade issues. He currently 
serves on the board of directors for the National Friends of the 
Arboretum and is a member of the Agricultural Policy Advisory 
Committee for Trade.
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NORM SISSONS 
Americas Product Management Lead, 
Monsanto Vegetable Seed Division
Norm Sissons is responsible for leading a 
vegetable seed product management team 
focused on North and South America. 
In this capacity, he leads crop strategy 
development and implementation across 
more than 10 vegetable crop species. A significant focus includes 
developing and launching new innovative vegetable products 
aligned with the future needs of growers and consumers, and 
effectively managing the multiple product lines of a highly 
segmented business. 

Sissons has spent his career in the agriculture seed and crop 
protection industry, and joined Monsanto Canada in 1999. With 
Monsanto, he has held several product development, product 
management and marketing roles in Canada and the United 
States, with the last four years in vegetable seed.

Sissons holds a master of science in plant science and a 
master of business administration, both from the University of 
Manitoba. He resides in Thousand Oaks, Calif., with his wife, 
Michelle, and three daughters. 

JOHN F. SOPER
Vice President, Crop Genetics Research and 
Development, DuPont Pioneer
John F. Soper is vice president of crop 
genetics research and development, with 
responsibility for advancing worldwide 
crop genetics research strategies to 
drive increased productivity and create new value for seed and 
agricultural value chain customers through advanced plant 
genetics. 

Soper began his career at DuPont subsidiary, DuPont 
Pioneer, in 1987 as a soybean breeder in Minnesota and in 1994 
was named regional soybean research director for the northern 
United States and Canada. In 1999, Soper was named director 
of sunflower research with additional responsibility for the 
oversight of Pioneer’s sorghum, rice, millet and alfalfa research. 
Soper led Pioneer’s soybean research efforts as its director from 
2001 through 2010 when he was named vice president of crop 
genetics research and development.  

He holds bachelor of science and master of science degrees 
from the University of Maryland, College Park. Soper earned his 
doctorate in agronomy and plant breeding from North Dakota 
State University.

SCOTT TEFTELLER
Head, Coastal Commercial Unit  
for Syngenta
Scott Tefteller serves as head, coastal 
commercial unit for Syngenta, based 
in Roseville, Calif. Growing up in 
a rural community in Arkansas, 
Tefteller learned the value of farming and supporting the rural 
community. Tefteller began his career early in agriculture 
working on the farm. He worked as a farmhand for his family 
and neighbors as well as adjacent businesses. 

Tefteller attended Arkansas State University, where he 
obtained his degree in agronomy. He then went on to the 
University of Arkansas where he earned a master of science in 
agriculture economics. He began his career as a college intern 
for Uniroyal, followed by three summer internships with BASF. 
Prior to taking on his current role in June 2011, he was head 
of sales for Rogers Brand Vegetables. He also spent time as a 
district manager for NK Seeds in the southern United States. 

In addition to these positions, he has held positions with 
the Syngenta Crop Protection business as a global product 
manager, based in Basel, Switzerland, AgriEdge specialist, 
district manager, and sales representative. Tefteller has spent 
the last 24 years working for Syngenta and its legacy companies.

RON WULFKUHLE
Head of GreenLeaf, a Syngenta Business
Ron Wulfkuhle is head of GreenLeaf, 
a Syngenta business, which out-licenses 
corn and soybean genetics and traits to 
independent seed companies. He has 
headed GreenLeaf since its creation in 
2004 and prior to that held a variety of 
marketing and management positions within Syngenta legacy 
companies, dating back to 1984. He has served on the boards of 
a number of industry organizations. Wulfkuhle has a bachelor’s 
degree in agronomy from Kansas State University.  

WHERE 
ON THE 

WEB

To view the Giant Views of the Industry video interviews, visit  
SeedWorld.com. With dozens of new interviews of industry professionals 
posted each year, the video series covers topics ranging from breeding and 
marketing to regulatory affairs.
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Facing Intense Competition 
“Collaborations are very important today. We have more than 
a thousand collaborations currently with a lot of organizations 
around the world both public and private. What we’re trying 
to do with our program, to stay out on the leading edge, is be 
very close to customers and really understand those customer 
needs. You might have heard our slogan of ‘right product, 
right acre’—that really means developing products that are 
specifically designed for geographic regions that are relatively 
small rather than a more historical approach of trying to find 
a couple of hybrids or varieties that cross from coast to coast 
across the maturity zone in the country. That’s the strategy 
that we’ve been taking.”
— John Soper of DuPont Pioneer

Small But Mighty
“I believe that smaller independent companies can protect 
themselves the way the big companies do. They’ve just got 
to always be looking at and figuring out how to do a better 
job to maintain their place in the industry. Serving niche 
markets and things like that are one thing, but they’ve also 
got to see what’s going on around them and figure out how 
to adjust so that they are there doing the same thing that the 
big companies are doing.”
— Kelly Keithly of Keithly-Williams Seeds

Do What You Do Best
“Always do what you do best. Recognize where your strengths 
are and build on those strengths. Whether you’re the large 
multinational company or you’re a small regional company or 
an organic company, find that niche, find that value and go 
drive that success. That’s the value you can bring to the farmer.”
— Tim Johnson of Illinois Foundation Seeds

Increased Importance on Packaging of Seed
“Historically, I would say that branding and packaging in the 
vegetable seed industry has not been that important. When 
we talk to growers they will typically say their purchase 
decision is based on the variety that they grow and they put 
a lot of emphasis on the variety. However, I would say that 
it is changing and I think it is going to change even more. 
I think the pace of innovation in vegetable seed is going to 
increase substantially in the coming years. As a result, the 
life cycle of specific varieties is going to become shorter. For 
a grower, that’s going to become more difficult to make sense 
of all the different varieties that are coming and changing. 
As a seed company, if you can offer a portfolio of products 
under a brand and deliver a consistent customer experience 
with that seed brand then the seed brand is going to mean a 
lot to the grower in the long term. Therefore, I see that seed 
branding and packaging is going to become more and more 
important in the future.”
— Norm Sissons of Monsanto

Giant Highlights
With agriculture front and center on the world stage, many of the experts 
in this year’s Giant Views of the Industry video series had interesting 
stories to tell about answering some lingering challenges in seed as 
well as some more timely issues that have arisen. Enjoy some of the 
highlights of their news and insights.
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Determining What Makes You Unique
“Today, for an independent seed company, it’s so important 
that they determine how they can differentiate their own 
business. How they can be unique to the farmer and how 
they can deliver—it might be a product, it might be a 
service, it might be the way they package the product—but 
it should be something that they can own in addition to their 
brand, something that makes them unique. Unique doesn’t 
necessarily mean that they have to do it better, but they 
have to do it different. Sometimes seed companies make the 
mistake of trying to appeal to everyone and that’s not possible 
for a huge organization, let alone a company that’s trying to 
compete perhaps within a part of a state or across a couple 
of states. Seed companies really have to decide what type of 
farmer they are serving, what demographic they are dealing 
in and if there are other characteristics about the farmer that 
they can best support, and then go after that.”
— Ron Wulfkuhle of GreenLeaf, a Syngenta company

Recruitment Top Priority
[Recruitment of plant breeders] has been a challenge. What 
we’ve seen in the last 10 and dozen years is a smaller pool of 
plant breeders, particularly those that are North American 
born and bred. [DuPont Pioneer] is not opposed to hiring 
the best scientists in the world, so we’ve been hiring some 
scientists from other countries, several coming out of Latin 
America and Asia and a few from Europe as well.  We’re 
also getting out there and trying to be better supporters of 
education, especially at the graduate level. We support a 
number of graduate scholarships and we are supporting some 
professors and some chairs out there to help the universities. 
The other thing I’ve done personally is get out and visit a 
number of ag universities and talked to students about plant 
breeding and opportunities in the seed industry. Some have 
full intention of pursuing ag-related careers, but others 
studying biology and some of the peripheral sciences are 
being introduced to agricultural career opportunities for the 
first time. One of the good things is that there are growing 
numbers of students entering biology. A lot of students are 
entering fields like ecology and some of those types of kids 
have the same desires and skill sets that we’re really looking 
for. Those are kids that really want to do something good 
for the future of the planet and the same type don’t mind 
working outside a little bit. That’s obviously very important 
to being a good plant breeder—to be able to get out there and 
know the plant just like you know your own kids.”
— John Soper of DuPont Pioneer

Tapping Into Consumer Trends
“We conduct a significant amount of research on trends in 
consumer preferences for vegetables. For example, we look 
at taste and quality profiles and then we seek to marry those 
with agronomic traits that are desirable to growers. We are 
continually working to combine those elements together in 

our breeding programs and answer the question, ‘what is it 
the consumer ultimately desires, and how can we provide that 
with the appropriate agronomic package and trait that the 
grower needs to be able to produce the yield and the return 
on investment he’s looking for?’” 
— Scott Tefteller of Syngenta

Knowledge Sells
“My best advice for selling seed is to know what your 
customers need, know where their industry is trending and be 
there helping to forge the change rather than just buying into 
it and servicing it later. I also believe that by being honest 
with our customers and doing a good job for them increases 
our confidence in what we are doing. I also think we’ve got to 
earn our business by supplying that product knowledge that 
the growers need, and the service that they need, the service 
that our suppliers expect us to provide, and then we’ve got to 
get paid for that. We’ve got to quit earning our business by 
having the cheapest price.”
— Kelly Keithly of Keithly-Williams Seeds

Getting the Most from License Agreements
“I always tell people to read those [license] agreements, 
and I know people at times get frustrated because they’re 
so booked. If you read through them, identify the value that 
they bring. Also identify the challenges or responsibilities 
you have in those agreements and follow through on those. 
Get the most out of the agreement just like you should get 
the most out of the genetics or the traits you are using and I 
think agreements have to be looked at the same way.”
— Tim Johnson of Illinois Foundation Seeds

“UNIQUE DOESN’T NECESSARILY MEAN THAT THEY 
HAVE TO DO IT BETTER, BUT THEY HAVE TO DO IT 
DIFFERENT.”
 — Ron Wulfkuhle
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ALTHOUGH THE FOUNDATION of Europe’s seed 
marketing rules remains solid, the time has come to 
modernize the legislation as a means to streamline 

policy and foster innovation among the continent’s plant 
breeders and growers.

More than five years ago, the European Commission 
launched a review of the 12 basic acts or directives that 
currently govern the way seed and plant propagating materials 
are produced and moved within the European Union. 

In the fall of 2012, the Directorate General for Health and 
Consumers drafted a proposal for revisions to the EU legislation 
on the marketing of seed and propagating material. The proposal 
is currently under review by other related bodies within the 
commission. Once an agreement is reached, an official proposal 
will be forwarded to the European Council and Parliament for 
consideration, which is expected to occur this May. 

Time to Renovate, Not Revolutionize
Some of the tenants of the current legislation date back to the 
1960s, but according to Garlich von Essen, secretary general of 
the European Seed Association, age wasn’t the only reason a 
review was in order. For example, the European Commission 
regularly evaluates policy applicable to individual sectors with the 
intent of simplifying language for the benefit of economic growth. 

During the review process, it became apparent that the 
seed and farming sectors wanted some change; it was equally 
clear, however, they weren’t looking for a revolution. “In the area 
of plant reproductive material and plant health, the evaluation 
found the main pillars of the legal framework still valid and 
much appreciated by all stakeholders,” von Essen says.

New marketing 
regulations should 
allow for stronger 
private sector 
involvement, say 
advocates.

modernizing
seed in europe
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Those pillars include registration 
requi rements based on a plant’s 
distinctness, uniformity and stability, 
and value for cultivation and use. 
These criteria are used for variety 
listing, compulsory seed certification 
for agricultural crops and to determine 
specific exemptions for clearly defined 
markets or uses.

Nigel Moore, business administration 
director of KWS UK Ltd. and ESA’s vice 
president, says European food security 
was a major consideration when the 
current standards, especially the value 
for cultivation and use, were enacted as 
part of the original legislation. Today, 
the requirements for continual genetic 
gain from new varieties continue to be 
important due to the region’s focus on 
sustainability.

“It is essential to European private 
sector plant breeding investment to have 
this regulatory framework providing 
a basis for plant variety development. 
Its retention in the new legislative 
proposal is very much welcomed by the 
seed industry and provides a continued 
driver to raise productivity per farmed 
hectare and deliver on public policy on 
sustainable agriculture,” says Moore.

Clarification of important terms, 
should they be realized in the new 
law, would have an immediate impact 
on international trade. For example, 
problems with direct imports and 
misleading declarations have arisen 
due to the vague way in which the term 
imports is currently defi ned.

“We hope the new legislation will 
be clear that all seed placed in the EU 
market must also fulfill the EU rules, 
norms and standards, starting with 
belonging to a correctly registered 
variety,” von Essen says.

Although simplifi cation is one goal, 
industry leaders say future legislation 
must continue to respect the differences 
between species and markets; for 
example, establishing identical rules for 

“IN ORDER TO ASSURE THE QUALITY OF THESE 
DELEGATED CONTROLS, THE QUALITY SYSTEM 
REQUIREMENTS TO BE MET BY OPERATORS HAVE TO 
BE CLEARLY DEFINED AND VERIFIED.”
 — Gerard Meijerink

“IT IS ESSENTIAL TO EUROPEAN PRIVATE SECTOR 
PLANT BREEDING INVESTMENT TO HAVE THIS 
REGULATORY FRAMEWORK PROVIDING A BASIS 
FOR PLANT VARIETY DEVELOPMENT.”
 — Nigel Moore

many differences of interpretation and 
practices have emerged. With the new 
law based on a regulation and thus 
directly applicable in all 27 member 
states, more harmonization and with 
that, an even stronger common market 
for seed, should be achieved,” he notes.

Industry Requires Effi ciency
The European Seed Associat ion 
advocates that the new policy, in the 
interest of modernity, must allow for a 

vegetables and agricultural crops would be 
problematic.

“We clearly want to maintain 
fl exibility and differentiation where this 
is beneficial for farmers and growers, 
breeders and, of course, public or offi cial 
bodies,” says von Essen.

One proposed change to the current 
legislation being welcomed by the industry 
is a new format. “The ‘old’ law is based 
on directives which require implementing 
acts by member states. Over the years, 

“WE HOPE THE NEW LEGISLATION WILL BE CLEAR 
THAT ALL SEED PLACED IN THE EU MARKET 
MUST ALSO FULFILL THE EU RULES, NORMS AND 
STANDARDS, STARTING WITH BELONGING TO A 
CORRECTLY REGISTERED VARIETY.”
 — Garlich von Essen
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more effi cient and less costly system for 
variety testing and seed certifi cation. The 
nature of the industry has evolved greatly 
since the fi rst seed acts were drafted 40 
years ago.

“We work in a different, much more 
international business environment, in 
more open markets where competition 
is fiercer than ever. High quality and 
high speed are demanded by farmers and 
growers and must be assured by breeders 
and seed producers. Only companies that 
consistently produce and assure both 
have a chance to continue to grow,” von 
Essen says.

Reorganization among government 
agencies and stronger involvement by 
the private sector are means by which 
effi ciencies can be achieved, says von Essen.

The ESA is also calling for the 
Community Plant Variety Office to 
play a bigger role in several areas. The 
agency has demonstrated its ability to 
work effi ciently on variety protection and 
the ESA would like to see it administer 
additional tasks such as the common 
catalogue of varieties, currently managed 
by the European Commission.

“We see a number of activities where 
variety protection and variety registration 
are somehow linked or rest on the same 
pillar, such as the DUS requirements,” 
von Essen says.

More than fi ve years ago, the European Commission launched a review of the 12 basic acts or directives 
that currently govern the way seed and plant propagating materials are produced and moved within the 
European Union. 

“WE CLEARLY WANT TO 
MAINTAIN FLEXIBILITY AND 
DIFFERENTIATION WHERE THIS IS 
BENEFICIAL FOR FARMERS AND 
GROWERS, BREEDERS AND, OF 
COURSE, PUBLIC OR OFFICIAL 
BODIES.”
 — Garlich von Essen

It’s also logical that the European 
Union adopt a more cooperative form 
of governance wherein the industry is 
viewed as a partner rather than just a 
body subject to decision-making—the 
expertise of professionals within the 
sector benefitting from the quality 
and speed of plant health controls and 
certifi cation, von Essen says.

“Today’s seed sector is much more 
professional than 40 or even 50 years 
ago—and so are farmers and growers. 
We can take over many tasks that in the 
past had to be carried out by offi cials. 
But it is decisive that the system 
continues to deliver the necessary trust 
of all parties. That is why we advocate 
a partnership where qualified and 
accredited private operators carry out 

defi ned tasks under offi cial supervision,” 
von Essen says.

Gerard Meijerink, Syngenta’s senior 
government relations advocate, says 
he would welcome more “delegation 
under official supervision” to private 
operators—while respecting stringent 
standards.

“In order to assure the quality of 
these delegated controls, the quality 
system requirements to be met by 
operators have to be clearly defi ned and 
verifi ed. Competent authorities need to 
audit and perform post-controls on a 
representative number of seed lots. This 
should assure that only operators with the 
right expertise, facilities, processes and 
internal controls will be eligible for this 
delegation,” Meijerink says.  Maria Brown
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Get involved
Join more than 400 leading experts from 
around the world on the Global Root Health 
Network (GRHN), a group hosted by Syngenta 
on LinkedIn professional networking services. 
The GRHN community posts scientific results 
and technologies – plus discussions and inter-
views – related to Root Health. © 2013 Syngenta.
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Digging-in to the challenge of Root Health needs more than a shovel. 
Willi Fischer, Global Seed Care Manager, uses the Syngenta-customized 
rhizotrone method to observe root system development. 2012, Syngen-
ta Global Seed Care Institute (Stein, Switzerland).

Scan here for a short, 
lively video…
  
...about why Root Health matters or find it 
on the Syngenta channel at www.youtube.com

When is the last time you inspected 
a root system?

Industry experts and scientists increasingly focus on 
the ability of roots to efficiently use water and nutri-
ents. Healthy and robust root systems lead to better crop 
development at all critical stages and under differing en-
vironmental conditions. They protect the genetic potential 
of the crop and ultimately lead to higher, more stable yield.

Measuring the impact of biotic and abiotic stresses 
on plants – and especially on their roots underground – 
has proven challenging, with new and interesting studies  
underway.  

“Root Health is a research area with untapped po-
tential for discovery and innovation,” explains Christian 
Schlatter, Syngenta Global Asset Manager and Crop Lead. 
“Syngenta is focusing on Root Health as one solution to 
help farmers grow more from less. We see roots as a new 
frontier of crop productivity and sustainable agriculture.” 

 How we can dig-in to the  
challenge

“The soil provides a very complex environment,” says 
Schlatter. “New approaches are being developed – us-

ing innovative techniques and multidisciplinary skills.”  
For this reason, in September Syngenta will gather 

more than 100 research experts from around the world at 
the 2013 Global Root Health Forum in Beijing (China). 
Building on the first Global Root Health Forum (2011, 
Miami, USA) and seven regional Forums held in 2012-
2013, participants will exchange perspectives about vari-
ous approaches to detect root architecture and root inter-
actions with the soil and key pathogens that impact root 
system development.

Both industry-wide research and  
global product solutions are required

At Syngenta, Root Health research has resulted in  
VIBRANCE®, a novel seed treatment fungicide. It is the 
first Syngenta molecule developed specifically for seed 
treatment and offers unique RootingPower™ that results 
in stronger, healthier roots – right from the start. World-
wide field trials show more consistent yields for all major 
crops. Says Schlatter, “The Syngenta strategy combines ex-
pertise in Seeds, Crop Protection and Seed Care – together 
with strong external collaboration in every region  –  to 
address the Root Health challenge.”

To learn more about VIBRANCE and Root Health, 
please stop by our booth at the Intercontinental 
Hotel, room Kappa and/or see www.syngenta.com

DIGGING-IN
RooT HEALTHTo
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LOW LEVEL PRESENCE—which refers to the 
unintended presence, at low levels, of a genetically 
modified event that has undergone a science-based 

safety assessment for cultivation in at least one country, but 
not in the country of import—continues to be an issue for the 
seed industry. Zero thresholds are still challenging trade, and 
two trends make the need for policies that outline threshold or 
common testing standards more acute than ever: the rapidly 
increasing cultivation of GM seeds globally and the increasing 
global trade of seeds.

Status: The Challenges
One of the biggest challenges the industry is facing with respect 
to the potential for LLP in grain and seed relates to the different 
timing and duration of the approval processes for GM crops. 
This creates a situation of asynchronous approvals—approvals 
being granted on the same product at different times, often in 
unpredictable ways, due to delays in a country’s decision-making 
processes.

“This has an impact on a technology provider’s ability 
to commercialize a product, including the possibility that 
commercial launches have to be delayed a year or more,” explains 
Denise Dewar, executive director of plant biotechnology at 
CropLife International. “Countries are starting to address this 
for grain within international LLP [initiatives], but there is still 
a long way to go before it is solved.”

A detailed status report 
on low level presence 
seed policy development 
in Europe, the United 
States and internationally.

FINDING 
COMMON 
GROUND
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According to Marcel Bruins, secretary general of the 
International Seed Federation, the biggest roadblock ISF is 
witnessing now is the restrictions drawn up by governments 
that are struggling with how to deal with situations of LLP. “In 
that respect, ISF is stating that any national LLP policies should 
be science-based, practical and transparent,” says Bruins. “Such 
policies should also provide for mechanisms that are proactive 
and predictable for the global movement of seed, and provide 
f lexibility with respect to risk assessment approaches. LLP 
policies should acknowledge that it is not practical or achievable 
to require zero presence of GE seed approved in one country but 
not approved in the country of import.”

Status: Europe
At present, there are no EU-wide threshold levels for the 
inadvertent presence of GM seeds in batches of conventional 
seeds. “Although EU policy requires that all conventional seed 
should be free of traces of GM, it has never established standard 
sampling and detection criteria that would allow seed producers 
and farmers to be able to confirm that their seed is in conformity 
with EU law,” says Carel du Marchie Sarvaas of EuropaBio.

Divergent national approaches to sampling and detection of 
GM traces in seed distort the internal market, says du Marchie 
Sarvaas. “In several member states legal certainty is minimal and 
risks and costs to business operators are disproportionate. The 
rapid increase of GM cultivation around the world makes the 
need for a common EU testing standard and a labeling threshold 
more acute,” he says. There have been a range of costly incidents 
affecting both GM and non-GM seed producers in EU markets.

Despite political support for a solution, such as the examples 
listed below, from both public and private sectors, no political 
solutions have been proposed. 
•  European ministers have unanimously requested a solution 

for many years. European ministers have twice unanimously 
requested an adventitious presence in seeds threshold. In 2006, 
the Council of Agricultural Ministers invited the European 
Commission to “… come forward, as soon as possible, with 
community labelling thresholds for seeds.” In 2008, the 
Council of Environment Ministers unanimously invited the 
commission to “adopt practicable AP in seeds thresholds as 
soon as possible.”

•  The European Commission has been aware of the need to 
address technically unavoidable presence for over a decade. 
In 2002, Commissioner Margot Wallstrom wrote that setting 
tolerance thresholds is “the only way to address the problem. 
Closing our market completely is not a viable option.” In 
2004, a College of Commissioners debate concluded that: “… 
labelling thresholds … should urgently be finalized.” A second 
debate in 2005 in the college reconfirmed this. In 2007, the 
commission’s midterm review of life sciences asked for a 
threshold. In 2008, President José Manuel Barroso’s Biotech 
Sherpa Group called for an AP threshold.

•  The Scientific Committee on Plants wrote in 2001 that seed 
thresholds were needed. In 2006, a commission-sponsored Joint 
Research Centre study again emphasized the urgent need for 
AP thresholds for seeds. Many national scientific authorities 
have recommended the same. 

Adventitious presence in agriculture refers to the accidental 
or unintentional appearance of foreign material in a product. 
This usually happens in the production, harvesting, storage and 
marketing of grains, seeds or food products.

Divergent national approaches to sampling and detecting of GM traces in seed 
distort the internal market, says Carel du Marchie Sarvaas of EuropaBio.
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•  The European seed industry and European farmers’ 
organizations have asked for an AP threshold level for over 
a decade. In 1999, the seed industry asked the commission 
to set threshold levels for adventitious presence of GMOs in 
conventional seed. Between 1999 and 2012, the seed industry 
and farmers have asked for an AP level in numerous letters, 
events and meetings with the commission and member 
states. In 2012, the European Seed Association and EU farm 
lobby group Copa-Cogeca, together with 10 other food chain 
organizations, asked Commissioner John Dalli to adopt a 
“technical solution for seed: a testing and sampling protocol 
for seed.” The request was repeated to Commissioner Tonio 
Borg in late 2012.

While all of these movements signal the 
political desire for progress, most in Europe’s seed 
industry, including EuropaBio, agree that today 
further political action is needed to restore the 
EU single market in seed—in other words, “a 
single set of protocols for sampling and analysis 
for GM presence in seed is needed, as a start to 
re-establishing the single market in seeds,” says 
Carel du Marchie Sarvaas of EuropaBio.

Specifically, du Marchie Sarvaas says the 
European Commission and member states must 
move to:
1)  set clear and practicable technical testing 

protocols for detecting the presence of GM 
seeds in conventional batches; and

2)  establish labeling thresholds for adventitious 
presence of approved GM seed in conventional 
seed, and in so doing eliminate the diverging 
national approaches.

Status: United States
In 2002, the Office of Science and Technology 
Policy coordinated an effort with the United 
States Food and Drug Administ rat ion, 
Environmental Protection Agency and the 
United States Department of Agriculture’s 
Animal Plant Health Inspection Service to 
update its existing regulatory authority for plant 
biotechnology to address instances of adventitious 
and low level presence. “These actions were 
aimed to account for increased research and development and 
field trials, and were intended to minimize the chances of a 
regulated product from entering commerce,” says Matt O’Mara, 
director of international affairs for the Biotechnology Industry 
Organization. “For example, FDA’s early food safety evaluation 
encourages developers to consult with FDA prior to conducting 
field trails.”

Today, O’Mara says the U.S. government is actively 
engaged in the global LLP dialogue with other countries such as 
Canada. “Industry sees great value in having this global dialogue 
encourage major exporting and importing governments to take 
a proactive approach in addressing LLP, in order to minimize 
impacts on trade,” says O’Mara.

“A SINGLE SET OF PROTOCOLS FOR SAMPLING 
AND ANALYSIS FOR GM PRESENCE IN SEED IS 
NEEDED, AS A START TO RE-ESTABLISHING THE 
SINGLE MARKET IN SEEDS.”

— Carel du Marchie Sarvaas

According to Marcel Bruins, secretary general of the International Seed Federation, the biggest 
roadblock ISF is witnessing now is the restrictions drawn up by governments that are struggling 
with how to deal with situations of LLP. 

The United States has been focused on working with 
other countries on the development of an Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development paper on seed LLP, 
which has just been finalized by the OECD Working Group on 
the Harmonization of Regulatory Oversight in Biotechnology, 
says Bernice Slutsky, senior vice president of domestic and 
international policy for the American Seed Trade Association.

“The United States is the chair of this working group,” 
she says. “The OECD paper lays out the principles that can 
be used by regulators when faced with a seed LLP situation. 
This document has been accepted and will now go through the 
declassification process in OECD when it will become an official 
and public OECD document.”
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Status: International
CropLife International is also excited about the passing of the 
new OECD document, entitled Low Level Presence of Transgenic 
Plants in Seed and Grain Commodities: Environmental Risk/Safety 
Assessment and Availability and Use of Information, which Sarah 
Lukie, managing director of multilateral and regulatory affairs 
says is positive for the entire global seed industry.

“The scope of this document covers LLP situations where 
seed shipments contain low levels of transgenic seed that have 
been reviewed for environmental risk/safety and received 
authorization for commercial cultivation—unconfi ned release—
in one or more exporting countries but not in a country of 
import,” says Lukie.

According to Slutsky, who says ASTA played an important 
role in its development, “this paper will be very valuable when 
working with governments around the world on this issue.”

Working Together
Other than through the OECD, Europe is not currently 
working with countries such as the United States and Canada 
on LLP. However, Slutsky says the U.S. government has worked 
closely with Argentina, Brazil and Canada in the global LLP 
dialogue. These countries have also worked together to raise 
the importance of Europe adopting a practical approach to LLP.

“The Seed Association of the Americas has had a seed LLP 
project ongoing for the last two years, and one of the primary 
components of this project is educating regulatory authorities on 
the best management practices of the seed industry and that seed 
quality standards always have a tolerance or threshold associated 
with them,” says Slutsky. “We are making progress in moving 
toward a better understanding of these normal practices in the 
seed industry and how they could apply to seed LLP policy.”

Bruins says progress is being made no matter what side of 
the ocean you stand on. “Having a common LLP position that 
is supported by the whole seed industry is already a fi rst step 
toward a better understanding and hopefully, in due time, an 
in-depth cooperation between countries and continents,” he 
says.  Julie McNabb

THE EUROPEAN SEED ASSOCIATION has recently 
released a position paper titled Adventitious 
Presence: Bringing Clarity to Confusion. This paper on 

adventitious presence in Europe concludes the following 
steps are needed:

• The immediate establishment of clear and legally 
certain rules for the adventitious presence of trace amounts 
of approved GM material in non-GM seed lots. 

• Labeling thresholds for GM seeds that are 
adventitiously present in non-GM seed at levels that are 
practicably and economically achievable and which take 
account of different crop types.

• Respect for other countries’ freedom of choice and 
avoidance of trade disruption in safe products through 
establishing permanent allowances for the adventitious 
presence of GM material in imported non-GM supplies, 
once the exporting country has assessed the GM material 
as safe for health. 

• Respect for European farmers’ and users’ rights to 
choose, by accepting the presence of trace levels of all GM 
materials that have been approved as safe.

ESA’S POSITION ON LLP

“HAVING A COMMON LLP POSITION THAT IS 
SUPPORTED BY THE WHOLE SEED INDUSTRY 
IS ALREADY A FIRST STEP TOWARD A BETTER 
UNDERSTANDING AND HOPEFULLY, IN DUE TIME, AN 
IN-DEPTH COOPERATION BETWEEN COUNTRIES AND 
CONTINENTS.”

— Marcel Bruins

The issue of LLP in seed raises questions regarding 
environmental risk/safety and compliance with mandated 
legislative requirements for the importing country as well as 
the seed and commodity trade industries in both importing and 
exporting countries, Lukie says.

“Consequently, an environmental risk/safety assessment 
may be undertaken by the importing country to evaluate the 
environmental risk/safety of the unauthorized transgenic plant 
in the LLP situation, not for the purpose of authorization, but 
rather, the assessment can provide a basis for, and may be used 
by, the importing country to inform decisions to mitigate and/
or manage the LLP situation,” she says. “This newly-completed 
document presents approaches to risk/safety assessment in 
LLP situations where there is knowledge of the identity of the 
unauthorized transgenic plant.”

ISF has also been very active addressing LLP and has 
developed a position paper entitled ISF View on Low Level 
Presence in Seed, which is up for adoption at the 2013 ISF World 
Seed Congress in Athens. 

“With the document, the international seed industry wishes 
to present its views of LLP in seed with the intent of putting 
forward information that will be useful to national authorities as 
they develop their policies for addressing this important issue,” 
explains Bruins. “The commitment of the seed industry is to 
provide farmers with a safe and reliable supply of high-quality 
seed varieties.”
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WHEN IT  comes to plant 
biotechnolog y,  and more 
specif ically to the genetic 

modifi cation of plants, Europe still seems 
to be different from most other parts 
of the world. While many countries 
have embraced the technology at a 
breathtaking pace, and the number and 
acreage of genetically modifi ed plants are 
constantly growing at double-digit fi gures 
year after year, the European Union has 
had constant discussion on perceived 
risks, exaggerated benefi ts and scientifi c 
independence—with a near-total absence 
of any practical fi eld experience.

The European Union has been at the 
center of numerous trade disputes, even 
at the level of World Trade Organization 
panels, as many countries see their exports 
unduly restricted by the EU’s rigid zero 
tolerance policy and painstakingly slow 
approval processes.

GM-Free Europe: 
Myth vs. Reality

Lately, the European Commission has tried to bring new 
movement into the deadlocked discussion through its proposal to 
nationalize the decision on actual plantings of GM crops while 
maintaining the competencies and bodies for safety assessment 
and general approval at the EU level. But again, this attempt 
seems to have generated no more than debate, with no concrete 
results in sight.

For at least a year, member states have been unable to 
make the principal decision of whether or not to take legal 
responsibility for their policies on GM crops. There are a number 
of reasons for this, which plant breeders and biotech developers 
should make clear to the interested and wider public.

First and foremost, the current status means that there have 
been no positive decisions made on new GM crops for planting. 
This is exactly what the vast majority of member states consider 
to be in line with two of their main political objectives—not 
to upset their highly vocal and well-organized environmental 
NGOs (specifically when elections loom on the horizon), 
and to shift the actual political responsibility for all negative 
consequences to the European Commission.

So what would national ministers and governments actually 
“gain” in the case that they could make the fi nal decision on GM 

Garlich von Essen is 
the secretary general 
of the European Seed 
Association.
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plantings themselves, without interference 
at the EU level? Not much. On the 
contrary, they would have to visibly and 
legally take responsibility. In other words, 
they would need to substantiate claims of 
the lack of safety of GM crops for human 
health or the environment, outline the 
specifi c climatic or agronomic conditions 
that would make the co-existence of GM 
and non-GM agricultural production 
technically impossible, and to stand up at 
the WTO level and argue their individual 
cases. In short, they would have to admit 
that they are constantly breaking the rules 
and regulations that they themselves have 
set for no other reason than the political 
consideration to avoid diffi cult discussions 
and unpopular decisions that require true 
leadership.

Currently, national ministers with 
or without direct responsibility for the 
biotech dossiers are in the luxurious 
position of claiming to defend their 
citizens against the technocrats in 
Brussels (and non-European multinational 
companies) that seem to be trying to force 
GM crops and food down the throats 
of Europeans. What they deliberately 
forget to admit is that GM products are 
basically present everywhere in Europe. 
Huge amounts of feed and food products 
produced from genetically modifi ed plants 
in other parts of the world are shipped to 
the EU daily, fed to its cattle, pigs and 
poultry, and are—directly or indirectly—
part of our everyday diet. 

But then again, this is largely hidden 
behind traceability and labeling rules 
that are designed to prevent, rather than 
ensure, consumer understanding. Sugar 
from a genetically modified sugar beet 
must be labeled as GM sugar while the 
use of genetically modified enzymes in 
sugar production from conventional sugar 

beets does not need to be labeled GM. 
And meat or dairy products from animals 
fed with GM products do not require any 
labeling at all. In short, these rules are a 
veil that hides the truth from consumers: 
that Europe’s farm production is largely 
dependent upon imports of products 
that are genetically modified, and that 
the often-claimed ‘GM-free Europe’ is a 
myth rather than a reality, but a myth 
that is politically too convenient to be 
demystifi ed.

The question remains: is Europe 
really so different? Do Europeans really 
welcome biotechnology when it comes 
to medicinal and pharmaceut ical 
applications, but strongly resent it when 
it comes to food or even feed production 
from plants? What can be deduced from 
all respective studies and enquiries? The 
picture is blurred at best. Many Europeans 
have a strong skept ici sm, mainly 
motivated by the simple question, “What’s 
in it for me?” Most Europeans don’t see 
any personal benefi ts. And the ones that 
should (i.e. Europe’s farmers), have so far 
not been very vocal in their advocacy of 
access to the technology. 

However, with food security coming 
back to the political agenda, higher 
feed prices—and consequently higher 

“Huge amounts of feed and food products produced from genetically modified plants in other parts of 
the world are shipped to the EU daily, fed to its cattle, pigs and poultry, and are—directly or indirectly—
part of our everyday diet. … This is largely hidden behind traceability and labeling rules that are designed 
to prevent, rather than ensure, consumer understanding.”

— Garlich von Essen

food prices—and increasingly fierce 
competition on the world commodity 
markets, the situation may change faster 
than many have considered possible. 
Suddenly, the question, “What’s in it for 
me?” may be answered with “lower prices.” 
And Europeans are highly sensitive to 
food price developments.

Of course,  there i s  no single 
argument that will suddenly win the 
hearts and minds of Europeans for 
agricultural biotechnology. Or, more 
generally, for its agriculture. For decades, 
the EU’s agricultural policy, farmers and 
associated sectors, such as plant breeders 
and feed or pesticide manufacturers, have 
been branded as expensive to taxpayers, 
largely unnecessary and unsuccessful 
in addressing the wishes of citizens. 
While this appreciation is now finally 
changing as Europe realizes its needs 
and responsibilities toward its own food 
security, it is important for plant breeders 
and biotech companies to seize this 
opportunity, to form a strong, vocal and 
lasting coalition with its customers—
Europe’s farmers and growers—and 
advocate the much-needed sustainable 
intensifi cation of European agriculture, 
to the benefit of the environment and 
the economy. 

This sustainable intensification 
can only be achieved with technology. 
It i s new plant var iet ies carry ing 
new traits that are the answer to the 
increasing demands of an increasing 
world population. It is high time that 
Europe recognizes plant breeding and 
biotechnology for what they are: key 
sectors for our future that deserve strong 
and visible political support, and honest, 
transparent and enabling regulations as 
well as long-term commitment. 

Garlich von Essen
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AG JOURNALISTS sta r ted  w r it ing  about 
consolidations in the seed industry 30 years ago, 
or so it seems. But the beat goes on. With special 

licensing agreements on specific traits, partnerships on 
unique genetics and ‘working agreements’ on biological 
genetic improvements for a variety of crops, will there be 
even more consolidations?

Thomas F. (Bud) Hughes, a partner in Verdant Partners, 
keeps his focus on the seed and crop genetics industry 
worldwide. His read is that the consolidation process is not 
slowing down; in fact, with certain crops in some parts of 
the world, business mergers and strategic alliances are likely 
accelerating—or just shifting gears.

“Consolidations move at different speeds across different 
industries, including agriculture,” notes Hughes “… but it 
also varies amongst crops. In that regard, major consolidation 
efforts within the U.S. corn industry have definitely slowed. 
A few corn deals are still happening in the United States 
while others may involve companies outside the U.S., 
especially in Europe, Latin America and parts of Asia.

“Moreover, seed consolidation and collaborative efforts 
have now moved into other crops such as sorghum, soybeans, 
wheat, turf grass, canola and more. Look at the headlines 

Tray Thomas,
The Context Network

Andy LaVigne,
ASTA

Bud Hughes, 
Verdant Partners

Greg Ruehle,
IPSA

CONSOLIDATION

Expanding business alliances 
around the globe are accelerating 
certain consolidation efforts in 
the seed industry.
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month after month—the bottom line 
is that the need for consolidation and 
strategic positioning never really ends,” 
says Hughes. 

Greg Ruehle,  chief  execut ive 
officer of the Independent Professional 
Seed Association, thinks the outright 
acquisition phase of consolidations 
in the seed indust r y  has  slowed 
considerably. “What I think has not 
slowed is vertical integrations. These 
can be much less formal, but I see 
this trend continuing to impact the 
industry.”

He cites two reasons for these types 
of business agreements. “It’s expensive 
to take a new trait to the marketplace. 
It’s expensive to buy germplasm, as seed 
is the delivery mechanism for traits. It’s 
much easier to go to a major player who 
has germplasm in place and familiarity 
with cross-licensing agreements. These 
agreements can help provide access to a 
larger part of the marketplace.”

He credits the U.S. seed industry 
as being the global leader in genetic 
advancement, the successful integration 
of biotech traits into that germplasm, 
and the adoption of biotech products 
into the marketplace.

“But we’re not the only ones,” cautions Ruehle, mentioning some great R&D work 
in Southeast Asia and Europe. “What I see is the newer phenomenon of an increasing 
number of agreements between U.S. and international companies. This allows a trait 
developed elsewhere to be integrated into the pipeline of the U.S. seed industry. This 
is the best way of marrying together the two pieces needed to successfully launch that 
new product into international markets,” he says.

He suggests these agreements are the logical route for the introduction of new 
biotech traits into certain markets, providing the country is accepting of genetically 
engineered products. Ruehle says this could also be the door opener into the U.S. 
seed industry for traits developed in other countries with those GE products rather 
than being marketed back to the country where they originated.

“CONSOLIDATION IS JUST BEGINNING TO HEAT UP IN SOME AREAS 
OF THE WORLD.”
 — Tray Thomas

Due to increasing concerns about food security, the seed industry 
will keep expanding business alliances around the world.
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Everyone in the seed industry 
recogn i zes  seed i s  now a g loba l 
business. Because of increasing world 
food concerns,  both Ruehle and 
Hughes agree that the seed industry 
will keep expanding business alliances 
across the globe. Hughes indicates 
seed improvements der ived f rom 
biotechnology have been the primary 
driver of recent consolidations. 

“Today, many different technologies 
are adding value to a wide range of 
crops. As investments in genomics, 
biotech and advanced breeding keep 
improving the genetics of different 
crops, those investments are also driving 
consolidations. We see it in crop after 
crop,” says Hughes. “Vegetable deals 
will continue to roll along as well, but I 
believe the real energy there will come 
when technology is developed to enable 
step-change improvements in the quality 
and nutritional value of fresh produce.”

He notes almost 400 million acres 
of biotech crops were planted worldwide 
in 2011. “And the largest rate of 
gain was in developing countries. So 
you can sense that more crops with 
more technology in more countries 
will generate more consolidations.” 
However, Hughes projects corn will 
be the most valuable seed in the world 
market for some time.

Tray Thomas at The Context 
Network adds, “There is plenty of 
acquisition and consolidation activity 
outside of North America; in fact, 
consolidation is just beginning to heat 
up in some areas of the world. In North 
America, however, consolidation has 
slowed considerably. 

“The big companies have made 
the big deals. There’s just fewer of the 
smaller guys left, and most of them 
want to remain independent. Some, 
however, are looking for opportunities 
to collaborate with other smaller seed 
f irms to become big enough to be 
relevant to the trait suppliers. Many of 
these arrangements are already in place, 
but room for this type of consolidation 
still exists for some,” says Thomas.

In 2011, almost 400 million acres of biotech crops were planted worldwide with the largest rate of gain in 
developing countries.

“The point being that if you are 
only a 25,000-bag seed f i rm, you 
don’t have much of a bargaining chip; 
however, if you combine with eight 
other similar-sized f irms then you 
have 200,000 units of potential. That 
volume can generate some trait and 
genetic conversation. That’s smart 
business and provides better access for 
those involved,” he says. “Overall, there 
aren’t many acquisitions left to be made 
in the U.S. Now it’s sort of consortium-
building time amongst the smaller seed 
companies. There may still be a big deal 

to happen, but most of the big deals are 
now in place.” 

Andy LaVigne, president of the 
American Seed Trade Association, 
agrees that mergers and consolidations 
are now fewer. “But you continue to 
see some of this business activity for 
various reasons, be it access to specific 
marketing areas or simply a great 
diversity opportunity for products into 
the marketplace. We see that new 
relationships facilitate production of 
particular seed products, especially 
in vegetable seeds. Also, with world 

“IF YOU ARE ONLY A 25,000-BAG SEED FIRM, YOU DON’T HAVE MUCH 
OF A BARGAINING CHIP; HOWEVER, IF YOU COMBINE WITH EIGHT 
OTHER SIMILAR-SIZED FIRMS THEN YOU HAVE 200,000 UNITS OF 
POTENTIAL. THAT VOLUME CAN GENERATE SOME TRAIT AND GENETIC 
CONVERSATION. THAT’S SMART BUSINESS AND PROVIDES BETTER 
ACCESS FOR THOSE INVOLVED.”

— Tray Thomas
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trade and specific licensing agreements 
much more doable, it represents new 
expansion opportunities for several seed 
companies.

“We’re seeing more seed relationships 
between North and South America, 
especially between the U.S., Chile, 
Brazil and Argentina. Also I sense 
much more activity between U.S. 
and European trait developers in 
vegetable seed businesses. Vegetables 
are so diverse and essentially produced 
throughout the world. Beets are another 
crop with developing global interests,” 
says LaVigne.

Not surprisingly, he says a strong 
and responsive farm bill is the number 
one Congressional priority of ASTA. 
However, a major challenge in the U.S. 
Senate is passage of the International 
Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for 

Food and Agriculture. “We’re trying to build a framework 
for all countries for a better understanding of how seed and 
germplasm will be moved globally, and how companies who 
have developed this germplasm will be compensated when it 
moves into global markets,” says LaVigne, indicating this has 
been a long-term process. “Unfortunately, treaties in general 
are not popular with our U.S. Senate,” he says. 

Outside Money in Seed Genetics
As the financial stakes in the seed industry continue to ramp 
up, will ‘non-ag’ capital start seeking a piece of the action via 
investment funding with selected seed industry firms?

Hughes cuts to the quick, saying investors are always 
looking for a place to put their money where it will grow. 
And many investors are now realizing agriculture is one 
of the bigger growth industries in America. Private equity 
has always been a player in agriculture. However, Hughes 
believes the biggest driver in seed industry consolidations in 
the immediate future will be capital from strategic investors. 

“Crop genetics is a research-driven business, however, very 
few investors outside of agriculture have the patience to sit around 

“I SEE DEFINITE 
INTEREST 
IN THE 
INVESTMENT 
COMMUNITY 
OF BEING A 
MORE ACTIVE 
PARTICIPANT 
IN THE SEED 
INDUSTRY. ”
 — Greg Ruehle

More seed relationships are developing between North and South America, particularly between the United States, Chile, Brazil and Argentina.
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new technologies even though they have no means to bring 
products to market. The big companies try to be good 
at everything but seldom really are. So find those niche 
opportunities and simply work harder to compete in those 
niches.

“But that said, all companies working in crops or markets 
that are impacted by technology are eventually going to require 
some sort of collaboration with a technology provider. And 
that can be the most important step a private company takes. 
You may think you can do it on your own but the reality today 
is that is getting harder to do every year,” says Hughes.

Brand Loyalty Today
So is brand loyalty still functioning in the marketplace? 
Or because of all the ‘new arrangements’ going on within 
the seed industry, are farmers even concerned about brand 
anymore?

“They should be and I think they still are,” says Hughes. 
He notes that brand loyalty covers several issues but even as 
the world of agriculture changes, farmers still do business 
person to person. “Brand reliability based around good 
customer service and finding the right products for each farm 
are still fundamental in the seed business,” he says, adding 
that most growers today buy from more than one seed supplier 
so ‘blind allegiance’ simply doesn’t work in the market, and 
shouldn’t. 

“There is still loyalty on a brand-name basis,” comments 
Ruehle. “Yes, farmers recognize tremendous advancement in 
genetic performance and biotech traits that help preserve the 
yield potential for that crop, but you can’t put customer service 
into that bag of seed. That gets delivered outside the bag. 
And that will always be the advantage of a regional company. 
They’re not just visiting the marketplace; they’re living it 365 
days of the year. They see that customer in church, at a school 
function, at the local coffee shop. That vital relationship 
disappears with too much consolidation.”

How to survive in this intense big money game? It’s 
a tough crystal ball to read, ventures Ruehle. “Genetic 
performance is like table stakes in this poker game. Plus you’ve 
got to provide the latest in cutting-edge traits. Thankfully, we 
are seeing more broad licensing arrangements today. However, 
you still have to provide a level of customer service that sets 
you apart from your national brand competitors.” Dick Hagen

and wait for R&D to turn out products for 
the marketplace. Most investors want to 
see positive financial growth within five 
years, but in crop technology a 10-year 
window is more appropriate for measuring 
return on investment. So those with the 
most to gain are strategic investors that 
are already in the business, like Monsanto, 
Dow AgroSciences and DuPont,” says 
Hughes. 

Other possible strategic investors 
are companies with deep pockets, 
such as global energy companies 
looking for new feedstock crops for 
renewable energy. Or food companies 
who monitor changes in consumer 
preferences and are looking for ways to 
tie the quality and profitability of their 
finished products on the food shelf 
back to the raw ingredients coming 
from the farm.

R u eh l e  r e c e nt l y  a ske d  a n 
investment friend where money is going 
these days. The investment broker told 
him considerable investment money is 
heading right back to U.S. agriculture, 
specifically the seed industry. And 
why this new interest? “Because the 
seed industry is at the cutting edge 
of virtually all agricultural business. I 
see definite interest in the investment 
community of being a more active 
participant in the seed industry. There 
are a lot of smart people out there who 
know this is now a multibillion-dollar 
global business,” says Ruehle.

How do smaller, family-owned 
seed companies survive this financially-
driven competition? Hughes offers sage 
advice. “You pick your battles. A number 
of companies can take on the ‘giants’ on 
a crop-by-crop basis in selected markets. 
But for most, it just simply requires too 
many resources to compete head-to-
head across all markets.

“A private company must recognize 
where its strengths lie—a production 
company, a marketing company or a 
breeding company. Few companies 
anymore have expertise in all three 
functions. Many regional companies 
are excellent brand marketers, but 
typically in a limited range of crops and 
geography. Some small technology shops 
are able to be successful developing 

“YOU CAN’T PUT CUSTOMER SERVICE INTO THAT BAG 
OF SEED. THAT GETS DELIVERED OUTSIDE THE BAG.”
 — Greg Ruehle





SUCCESS  
IN A SELLER’S 
MARKET
Astute companies are using corporate social 
responsibility initiatives to attract and engage top 
talent in a tight market. 
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JOSHUA COBB, a PhD student at Cornell University, 
wants to make a difference in the world. And in his chosen 
line of work, he might be able to do just that. As a plant 

breeder, Cobb is one of the precious few ag graduates companies 
are vying to recruit. 

Just months from earning his PhD, Cobb is being courted by 
all the majors. Like other graduates in ag-related fields, he’s a hot 
commodity in a seller’s market. But he hasn’t let it go to his head—
instead, he plans to leverage his position in the talent market to 
forward his own goals for social development.

“To find myself sitting in a position where large multinational 
companies are interested in what I bring to the table is really 
humbling. I look at it as an opportunity to leverage a little bit 
of the difference I want to make in the world,” says Cobb. “It’s 
harder to feel like you can be true to your own sense of social 
responsibility if you’re struggling to get a job in the first place. But 
if you have lots of different people vying to employ you, that gives 
you a little more freedom to concern yourself with how you want 
your career to impact the rest of your life.”

Cobb’s sense of social responsibility intensified after his 
travels in Argentina in 2001, which coincided with a period of 
tremendous political and economic turmoil for that country. 
“The peso crashed overnight … and the government literally 
went through seven presidents in less than seven days. Even 
martial law was instituted in many of the highly populated areas 
to control looting and riots,” Cobb explains. “I knew families who 
were already struggling to make ends meet and suddenly they had 
no money to buy food. One of the most striking scenes for me was 
watching a group of women who were banging empty pots and 
pans on the gates of Wal-Mart saying, ‘Let us in, let us in.’ They 
wanted access to the food locked behind those gates,” he says.

The scene left a deep and lasting impression on Cobb, who 
left the country with a renewed sense of purpose. “Whatever I 
did with my career, I wanted it to mean something,” he says. “I 
wanted it to mean something for people—for the alleviation of 
human suffering.”

Cobb found that purpose in plant breeding. “For me, plant 
breeding was biology made relevant. It was biology that had real 
economic consequences, and that’s what I was looking for.”

Now as Cobb examines his job options, he finds he’s in a 
position to consider more than just a paycheck. 

“I approach my job search at the end of my PhD with a 
tremendous sense of social responsibility. In plant breeding, where 
jobs are plentiful, we don’t have to concern ourselves with salaries 
and compensation packages—those are a given, we know they will 
be good. Now, all of a sudden, our decision-making criteria fall 
upon concerns secondary to our economic needs—for me, part of 
that is social responsibility,” says Cobb.

A tight market for new talent allows graduates like Cobb 
to scrutinize companies’ social policies and responsibilities before 
signing on the dotted line. And they do.

“I look at potential employers, and at some level I consider 
their formalized commitment to society and the environment, 
but I’m mostly looking for a venue that allows me the freedom 
to pursue crop improvement in a way that both meets my 
obligations to my employer, and their obligations to their 
shareholders, but also empowers my own goals of finding science-
based solutions that contribute to the abolition of poverty and 
hunger,” Cobb says.
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Social License
According to Darren Swanson, the 
International Institute for Sustainable 
Development’s Natural and Social 
Capital Program deputy director and 
Foresight Group program leader, social 
responsibility (also known as corporate 
social responsibility) is an organization’s 
accountability for the impacts of its 
decisions and activities on society and 
the environment through transparent and 
ethical behavior that is consistent with 
sustainable development and the welfare 
of society. 

T h i s  de f i n i t ion  i s  ba sed  on 
the International Organization for 
Standardization’s ISO 26000 standard, 
he says, which provides guidance to both 
business and public sector organizations on 
social responsibility. 

“It takes into account the expectations 
of stakeholders, is in compliance with 
applicable law and consistent with 
international norms of behavior, and is 
integrated throughout the organization,” 
says Swanson. 

“I see social responsibility as an 
organization taking a system’s view—
looking at its economic, social and 
environmental performance. It’s a fairly 
well-accepted understanding there is a 
holistic set of issues that an organization 
should be planning around and reporting 
on to give the shareholder or the taxpayer 
the information they need to know about 
how the organization is performing—
that’s key.”

Companies reporting on their social 
responsibility efforts benefit in many 
ways, says Swanson, such as positioning 
them with a social license to operate, 
increased competitiveness and trust 
from local stakeholders and communities, 
increased ability to deal with complex 
and dynamic situations—and employee 
attraction and retention. 

“My sense is that the new generation 
of employees coming out of school are 
pretty savvy with respect to social and 
environmental issues and are attracted to 
organizations that get the big picture—
because they see the big picture,” says 
Swanson.  

Companies are looking at social 
responsibi l ity in a new light, says 

Jeanne Meister, founding partner of 
Future Workplace and co-author of 
The 2020 Workplace: How Innovative 
Companies Attract, Develop and Keep 
Tomorrow’s Employees Today, because 
a commitment to CSR can attract 
top ta lent.  In the book, Meister 
quotes research conducted by Cone 
Communicat ions  f rom the Cone 
Millennial Cause Study, which indicated 
80 percent of 1,800 13- to 25-year-olds 
want to work for a company that cares 
about how it impacts and contributes 
to society. 

This year, research conducted by 
Future Workplace and reported in Multiple 
Generations @ Work found 69 percent of 
the 1,189 multiple-generation employees 
and 150 managers surveyed want to work 
for an organization whose values match 
their own. “This emphasis on CSR is now 
important beyond the Millennial segment 
of the workforce and is fast becoming 
one of the key levers for attractiveness to 
employees,” says Meister.

A study conducted by Net Impact 
entitled 2020 Workplace: Preparing for 
the Future, and noted in Meister’s blog 
on Forbes.com, indicated 35 percent of 

the workers surveyed would take a 15 
percent pay cut to work for a company 
committed to CSR; 45 percent would 
take that pay cut for a job that makes a 
social or environmental impact and 58 
percent would take the pay cut to work for 
an organization with values like their own.

However, not only are companies 
using social responsibility as a driver to 
attract and keep the best and the brightest, 
but they are also using CSR as a tool for 
employee engagement.

“If you’re contributing to a cause, 
it impacts your level of engagement to 
your core job function,” says Meister. 
A recent survey by Advanced Micro 
Devices indicates 96 percent of its green 
team members agreed that contributing 
to a cause while at work improved their 
commitment and level of engagement to 
their core job function and to the company, 
notes Meister.

“If you care more about your job, 
you’re going to go the extra mile for your 
customers,” she says. “Companies are 
now focusing on tracking the connection 
between employee engagement and 
customer satisfaction.”

Employees at Bayer CropScience will 
go that extra mile for their customers, and 
in turn, for their employer. According to 
an internet survey on science careers 
by the journal Science, respondents 
highlighted Bayer’s social responsibility 
agenda—as well as high-quality research 
and employee loyalty—as reasons for 
Bayer’s status as one of the world’s top 
employers, says Utz Klages, an external 
communications manager for Bayer 
CropScience. 

Bayer is heavily invested in its 
commitment to sustainability. One of 
Bayer’s corporate objectives is to achieve 
a balance between economic, social and 
ecological concerns within the context 
of its responsibility for the environment 
and society.

“Social commitment is an established 
part of Bayer CropScience’s sustainability 
strategy and corporate policy. We 
consider ourselves part of society and see 
our commitment as living up to the role 
of a good corporate citizen,” says Klages. 

From food chain partnerships, which 
help growers produce high-quality food 

Jeanne Meister is the author of The 2020 
Workplace: How Innovative Companies Attract, 
Develop and Keep Tomorrow’s Employees Today.

For guidance on how businesses and organizations can operate in a socially responsible way, visit iso.org. 
The ISO 26000:2010 international standard helps clarify what social responsibility is.
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using the principles of sustainable agriculture, to agricultural 
education, numerous dynamic initiatives are underway at Bayer 
as part of its social responsibility platform.

“We view the promotion of worthy causes, such as agricultural 
education, as a long-term investment in society’s future viability, 
and as a contribution to a positive business environment propelling 
farming’s future,” says Klages. “In many parts of the world, we also 
promote educational opportunities for the next generation focused 
on agricultural science and raising awareness of the judicious use 
of natural resources such as land, soil and water.”

International Draw
Some companies are offering placements in countries with 
emerging markets—such as Brazil, Russia, India and China—as 
part of their recruitment packages to attract socially-minded talent. 
These programs, such as IBM’s Corporate Service Corps, offer 
participants life-changing experiences, building ‘global citizenship 
skills,’ while allowing the company to meet its own financial and 
social interests, illustrating a growing trend of companies making 
CSR strategic to its objectives.

“A number of companies that have created initiatives under 
the rubric of CSR are managed by the organization’s foundation 
to both build global citizenship and make it strategic so it’s 
actually using an employee’s skills in one of the countries around 
the world that the company has designated high growth within 
the next decade and aligning it to the recruiting objective.

“It’s a very big trend that companies are getting strategic 
around CSR. They’re saying, ‘If we’re going to devote resources 
and time, we want these aligned with our corporate priorities and 
use them as a driver to recruit and engage top talent,” says Meister.

For Cobb, an international placement may be the clincher 
to securing his talents. “It is really important to me to serve the 
component of the global population that I feel could really stand 
to benefit from high-yielding varieties and improved agricultural 
technology. That’s why, when I talk to prospective employers, the 
first thing I ask about is an international assignment.” 

One company has already approached Cobb about working 
with a rice breeding operation in India. “I’m excited because if 
you look at India and you consider rice productivity, rice yields 
are about one-third of what they are in China. There’s a lot of 
progress to be made.

“I look at it as an opportunity where I can serve a company 
and their financial interests but do it in a way that’s parallel to 
the development interests of a growing population that struggles 
to feed itself. It’s a unique opportunity—it’s rare for the financial 
interests of a multinational organization to be in line with the goals 
of poverty alleviation and development,” says Cobb.

And once a company has successfully attracted top talent like 
Cobb, social responsibility initiatives may help to keep him. “I’m 
attracted to, and more likely to stay with, a company that works to 
connect its employees in collaborative networks that expand my 
own thinking—that nurture synergistic ideas. The bottom line 
for me is I want to work with an organization where I can build a 
career that supports, rather than competes, with my own sense of 
social responsibility and civic duty,” he says. Kari Belanger

Future plant breeder Joshua Cobb is attracted to international assignments. 

Sustainability Report 
Increases Competitiveness
The benefits of developing a sustainability report for 
your company are many, says Darren Swanson, the 
International Institute for Sustainable Development’s 
Natural and Social Capital Program deputy director and 
Foresight Group program leader. “The benefits will show 
up in your competitiveness and your ability to have the 
trust of local stakeholders in your community. It comes 
operationally—if you don’t have a reporting system 
in place that looks across those social, economic and 
environmental issues, you’re ill-positioned to deal with 
very complex and dynamic situations.

“The other main element is getting a social license 
to operate, or in other words, the general acceptance 
of local stakeholders. If you’re not seen as having 
your finger on the breadth of issues then you are 
disadvantaged if someone else in your sector does,” says 
Swanson.

At globalreporting.org, guidance, support and resources to start 
sustainability reporting is available. GRI provides companies and 
organizations with a comprehensive sustainability reporting framework.
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IN WHAT HAS now become a global arena, the 
complexities of doing business in the seed world are taking 
on new dimensions. However, they boil down to a basic 

problem: how to share information while still attempting to 
maintain legal protection of intellectual properties. In simpler 
terms, successful businesses must be “good neighbors” without 
sacrifi cing fi nancial opportunities in the process. 

Recent collaborations making headlines include the 
following:
•  Syngenta and Dow AgroSciences offer reduced refuge options
• Bayer and Pioneer launch new seed treatment 
• Bayer and Monsanto enter soybean agreement
•  BASF and Monsanto expand collaborations maximizing 

crop yield
However, also drawing media attention are legal cases 

involving the seed industry. For example, two major cases still in 
process include DuPont’s appeal of the verdict that was reached 
in favor of Monsanto in Monsanto’s patent infringement case 
against DuPont and, in a ruling against Bayer Bioscience due 

Are legal wrangles in 
the seed world impeding 
or encouraging new 
technologies to enter 
the marketplace?

SEED WORLD 
WRANGLING
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to inequitable conduct, Dow AgroSciences was awarded costs 
of $5.3 million.

Indeed, the ramifications of companies taking legal 
action against one another while collaborating with each 
other continues to make headlines. But this most compelling 
environment triggers some obvious questions. How does 
this affect the decision-making process? And with new 
technologies constantly driving the marketplace, do these 
patent infringement legal challenges alter, or even seriously 
impede, the research and development ambitions of any fi rm 
doing business in the seed world?

An attorney working in the “Seed Capital of Minnesota” 
community of Olivia, Steve Hettig points out the importance of 
protecting intellectual property in this environment. “Because it 
is such a fi ercely competitive business, seed companies are very 
concerned about protecting their intellectual properties and 
will spend time and money having confi dentiality agreements 
signed and enforced,” he says.

“Logic would suggest that two companies in collaboration 
on something would temper the desire to bring a lawsuit 
against the other company for fear of harming the existing 
col laborat ion or making 
future collaborations less 
likely. However, if the matter 
is important enough I could 
see one company bringing a 
lawsuit against another with 
whom it is in collaboration.”

Rod Osthus, president of 
the R.C. Thomas Company 
and a seed industry veteran 
w i t h  s eve r a l  y e a r s  o f 
experience doing business 
development presentations 
to agribusiness companies, 
says, overall, litigation is 
not to be feared. “All seed 
companies need to be aware 
of trademarks and the reality 
of patent infringement, but 
they don’t need to fear it,” he 
says. “The most important 
thing companies can do is 
create strong relationships 
with technology providers, 
then follow their rules in how 
those technologies are to be 
used and marketed. If you don’t own the technology, you cannot 
make the rules.”

Osthus lists several potential consequences of litigation 
when companies already have collaboration agreements:
•  Approval and release of new technology is often delayed to 

the marketplace. If this is “breakthrough” technology, this 
delay has negative cost implications for both producers and 
consumers.

•  Confusion with production and marketing strategies and 
with the buying audience—the farmer.

“All seed companies need to be aware of 
trademarks and the reality of patent infringement, 
but they don’t need to fear it. The most important 
thing companies can do is create strong 
relationships with technology providers, then 
follow their rules in how those technologies are 
to be used and marketed. If you don’t own the 
technology, you cannot make the rules.”
— Rod Osthus

Decision-makers can let emotions stemming from an adversarial situation compromise their abilities to continue 
collaborating in other areas, when they would be wiser to remove emotion from the equation.
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•  Misinformation about the technology, because companies 
may or may not know exactly how much information can 
be shared.

•  Increased complication of the sales process due to the 
amount of legal documentation needed to enforce the use 
of the product (i.e. warranties and disclaimers).

•  Suppliers may shy away from offering products and 
technologies from companies with a reputation for being 
litigators.

Chicago patent attorney Keith Parr of Locke Lord has 
over 30 years of experience advising companies in the seed 
industry, as well as over 15 years of market entry litigation in 
the pharmaceutical industry. He characterizes the seed industry 
as being relatively new to dealing with disputes involving utility 
patents while at the same time dealing with the intricacies of 
licensing agreements, joint ventures and other collaborative 
efforts on a more cooperative basis.

“In the pharmaceutical world, it is not uncommon to be 
involved in litigation on certain products while at the same 
time having joint ventures or product collaborations on other 
products,” says Parr. “Companies need to structure their 
internal decision-making processes to make certain they make 
rational decisions to take advantage of a collaboration that is 
favorable, while still being able to make different decisions on 
products where they have disputed issues.”

Parr says decision-makers can let emotions stemming from 
an “adversarial situation” compromise their abilities to continue 
collaborating in other areas, when they would be wiser to 
remove emotion from the equation. “I think it is important for 
companies to develop internal structures and reporting processes 
to ensure that they are making rational decisions in all disputed 
matters, while also making rational decisions on matters where 
they would be better off working cooperatively,” Parr notes.

Asked whether winning at any price should be the ambition 
when litigious issues surface, Parr cautions that no one ever 
“wins” completely. “In any event, in the seed industry, it’s 
important to have a competitive atmosphere to bring out the 
very best in people, which very directly leads to better products,” 
he says. “Farmers want to see companies competing. To them 
that means better products, and the ongoing introduction of 
new technology is what makes agriculture such an exciting 
industry for all participants, especially those involved in the 
seed industry.”

Parr, who owns and operates four farms in Illinois and one 
in Wisconsin, emphasizes that farmers want to see companies 
resolve disputed legal issues because seed and technology 
companies continually doing battle in the courts project an 
image of uncertainty that the American farmer would like to 
avoid, given all the other variables, including weather factors, 
that they have to deal with.

Compromising Innovation
Does continuing conflict between seed companies potentially 
slow down the advancement of new genetics, new traits and 
other technologies? Parr believes it can. “Companies may delay 

decisions about introducing new products if they are concerned 
about potential patent infringement. But it is also important to 
encourage and recognize innovation.”

Some companies don’t always access and analyze enough 
information in attempting to develop and introduce a new 
product if management becomes too passive because of litigation 
fears, he says. “Although with the Internet, and other more 
traditional sources of information, a substantial amount of 
information may be publicly available, accessing that information 
and utilizing it in a decision-making process depends upon a 
management team being able and willing to do so,” says Parr.

“Companies may delay decisions 
about introducing new products if 
they are concerned about potential 
patent infringement. But it is 
also important to encourage and 
recognize innovation.”
— Keith Parr

“I agree that some companies might be slow about entering 
into a collaboration, particularly if the company they hope 
to deal with is already engaged in litigation,” he says. “They 
won’t want to be the recipient of a subpoena. They won’t want 
to appear to be aiding or assisting one or the other sides of 
the potential dispute. By the same token, the seed industry 
apparently is already entering into relationships which benefit 
both parties and the revenue stream of each participant. 
Contractual protection to limit the downside risk is the key to 
making collaborations work,” says Parr.

Osthus reasons that the greater the development cost of a 
particular technology, the more likely the company will be to 
protect it as long as it can. Releasing a particular technology 
to the industry might generate more income, but such a tactic 
often hastens the commoditization of the technology, which 
erodes long-term profitability.

Recognizing that “first to market” is the mantra of the 
seed world, he suggests that litigation sometimes does nothing 
more than slow down the ultimate introduction of new traits 
and new technologies by other companies. 

“Where trusting and honesty agreements used to be 
supported by a handshake—that no longer exists. Litigation, 
to a large extent, now both controls and refines the entire 
process of how future technologies will be delivered and used.” 

Dick Hagen
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A seven-step 
process to moving 
beyond the sales 
transaction and into 
a more sustainable 
partnership with 
customers.

JENNA LANGLEY, a sales representative at Mycogen 
Seeds, is excited to go to work every day. 

“My farmers and retailers are the people that I wake 
up for,” Langley says. “Each morning when I get in my pick-up, 
I focus on how I can add value to the customers’ operations—
and I know when I see my customers, it going to be a lot of fun.”

At the same time, she knows it’s going to be hard work, 
too. Langley covers 15 counties in northwest Indiana and 
manages relationships with 50 customers. Her position is 
similar to many seed salespeople and one that gets increasingly 
more challenging as farmers become more sophisticated in their 
buying decisions. 

Knowing how to gain a deep understanding of their 
customers’ operations and identifying their long-term goals will 
allow seed salespeople to move beyond the transaction and into 
a more sustainable partnership with their customers, according 
to Scott Downey, professor of agri-sales and marketing at 
Purdue University. 

THE SALES TRANSACTION
BEYOND 



BEYOND 
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To achieve that partnership, Downey suggests working 
through a seven-step process, which starts with identifying 
potential customers through prospecting. 

Prospecting
Often, in established seed businesses, new salespeople will 
start working from a list of current and previous clients, but 
eventually, they need to find new prospects. There are many 
ways salespeople can build their prospect list. By partnering 
with the marketing department, they can identify segments 
of potential customers who align well with the company’s 
competitive advantages. For example, they might decide to 
focus on farmers with 5,000 or more acres, progressive farmers 
or farmers with certain soil types. There may also be farmers 
who have attended the company’s events, like field days, but 
have yet to make a purchase. Those are also ideal candidates 
for a salesperson’s list. 

Downey suggests that if a customer has seen positive 
performance from a company’s seed, salespeople should ask 
for referrals to other farmers. 

“If the salesperson can clearly articulate what makes his 
company unique, then when he asks for referrals, he’s not just 
saying, ‘Who else should I peddle my products to?’” Downey 
explains.

Building Trust
It’s important for salespeople to build trust when initiating 
relationships with prospective buyers. Trust is established 
through salespeople’s words and actions, such as being honest 
and doing everything they can to deliver on any promises they 
make during a sales visit. Even actions like showing up on time 
are vital when building trust. 

“If I show up late or without an appointment, it says to the 
customer that I care more about my schedule than I do about 
his,” Downey says. 

Being a salesperson doesn’t necessarily mean having all 
the answers. Sometimes, it means solving problems together 
with the customer. By working with the customer as a partner, 
the salesperson can build trust to a greater degree and address 
some of the challenges the customer encounters.

Langley knows that she won’t always have the answer, 
but she is willing to find the right resource, such as one of 
the company’s agronomists, to help find a solution for her 
customers.  

“I try to treat each farm like it was my own,” Langley says. 
“I want to make sure that I’m not over-promising or under-
delivering and that my customers profit in the most positive 
way that they can.” 

Understanding Customer Needs
With a level of trust established, salespeople can begin to ask 
questions that provide more specific information about the 
customer’s operation—not just what they want to buy. For 

example, a salesperson should know how the farm operates 
on a daily basis, what the farmer believes he needs in order to 
operate successfully, what resource constraints he’s facing, how 
the farmer wants to grow his operation, the long-term goals for 
the farm, etc. This is the information that’s driving the farmer’s 
purchasing decisions.

Selecting and Presenting Value
Armed with knowledge about the customer’s goals and needs, 
the salesperson can initiate a conversation about how her 
company’s products will help the customer achieve some of 
his goals or meet a vital need. 

“It’s all about relating the value a product offers in a way 
that is meaningful to the customer,” Downey explains. “Rather 
than saying, ‘This seed will accomplish this because it has this 
trait,’ the salesperson should relate the value to the customer 
in a way that connects back to the things she learned when 
developing her understanding of the customer.”

Understanding
Customer Needs

Selecting and 
Presenting 

Value

Dealing 
with

Objections

Securing
Agreement

Follow-Up

Building 
Trust

There are many ways salespeople can build their prospect list. By partnering 
with the marketing department, they can identify segments of potential 
customers.
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Dealing with Objections
While working with their customers, salespeople should try 
to remember that in today’s marketplace, buying seed is a 
huge decision for farmers. Seed choice dictates the types of 
chemicals that will be used, and how they’re applied, as well 
as the equipment that a farmer will own and what their crop 
rotation will be. Financing and discounting, along with weather 
and soil variability, impact their decision, too. 

Farmers are going to explore competing offers when 
making such a signifi cant decision, and sometimes, the easiest 
way to boil it down is to say, “How much does it cost?” Price 
may not be the primary objection that a customer has, but it’s 
almost always important.

The salesperson should explain, in dollars and cents, why 
his seed is the right choice for the farm. The salesperson should 
refer back to his understanding of the customer’s operation and 
explain the value of his seed in terms of the customer’s main 
objective—profi t and yield or cost.

“Objections must be approached realistically and with 
concern,” Downey advises. “My customer knows that I benefi t 
from a sale, so I don’t want to hide that. But I also have to 
make sure that the decisions I’m recommending will benefi t 
my customer in the ways that are important to him. If I don’t 
do that effectively, then it undermines trust.”

Securing Agreement
Closing the sale is about securing the farmer’s agreement and 
managing his expectations at the same time. It is more than 
getting the customer to say “yes” or sign a contract. This is 
the time to discuss when the customer will hear from the 
salesperson again and when the customer will receive the seed.

Sometimes, a customer may also need to be reminded 
about the decision that they have made. 

“Because of the complexity in today’s market, it’s easy for 
the customer to remember features of a product the salesperson 
talked about, but the farmer chose not to buy,” Downey 
says. “Sometimes, a salesperson needs to ‘unsell,’ or remind 
the farmer about their conversations and reset the farmer’s 
expectations.” 

“Building relationships with my customers is my favorite part of the job. 
Helping them reach the highest potential on their acres is the reason 
that I’m happy to go to work.”

— Jenna Langley

Follow-Up
When the paperwork is fi nished and the expectations are set, 
it’s time to deliver and follow up. The biggest way to betray trust 
in a relationship is to not deliver on promises. 

“The salesperson should help the grower analyze 
performance as part of follow-up and assessment for next 
year—that means coming out to look at the fi eld,” Downey 
suggests. “It’s a good idea to take pictures of emerging seedlings 
and during tasseling.”

It’s also critical to revisit the goals the farmer said he 
wanted to accomplish, and how the salesperson’s value 
proposition will help him do that. The salesperson should 
ensure that he has delivered the expectations he initially 
discussed with the farmer and that those expectations have 
not changed drastically. 

“If a salesperson’s only follow-up comes the next time 
the customer is ready to make a buying decision, then the 
salesperson really isn’t a partner in the business,” says Downey. 
“In that case, you don’t have a partnership. You have an annual 
transaction.”

Following-up positions the salesperson to sell to the 
farmer for the next year. That’s when the sales process 
becomes cyclical, and the salesperson can initiate another 
conversation about the farmer’s goals. Downey suggests looking 
at the weather and pest threats that may have affected the 
original seed-buying decision and bringing them back into the 
conversation about the selection process the following year in 
order to ensure an ongoing relationship.

Langley calls on her farmers multiple times throughout the 
year to strengthen and maintain her partnerships. 

“Although each customer writes a check for seed just once 
a year, I spend time with them throughout the year building 
partnerships and trust, which is vital to our success,” Langley 
says. “Building relationships with my customers is my favorite 
part of the job. Helping them reach the highest potential on 
their acres is the reason that I’m happy to go to work.” 

Megan Sheridan and Kristyn Childres

Editor’s note: Megan Sheridan is the marketing director and Kristyn 
Childres is the marketing assistant at the Center for Food and 
Agricultural Business at Purdue University.
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Roughly one-third of the food 

we consume is reliant on the 

tireless labor of pollinators. And 

Apis mellifera, the honey bee, 

is the only pollinator capable of 

being managed on a scale large 

enough to satisfy the demands 

of the global agriculture industry, 

making honey bees indispens-

able partners in the pursuit of 

feeding the masses.

“Almost all of the dietary items 

that we like to eat and that 

are good for us are highly 

dependent on the honey bee 

for pollination,” says Iain Kelly, 

bee health issues manager with 

Bayer CropScience. According to 

Bayer, there are approximately 

25,000 to 35,000 commercial 

beekeepers in the United States, 

and honey bee pollination 

services are estimated to provide 

$40-billion worth of added value 

to crops worldwide every year. 

Introduced to North America 

from Europe in the early 17th 

century, honey bees require large 

quantities of nectar and pollen 

to rear their young and produce 

honey. In commercial use, honey 

bees are treated as managed 

livestock. The hives support high 

populations of bees, and are 

transported by beekeepers to 

farmers’ fields to provide mass 

pollination of crops. 

QUICK FACT
Without the 
intervention 
of industry 
stakeholders, 
continued large 
annual losses of bee 
colonies will cause 
financial stress on 
the beekeeping 
industry.

This year overwinter 
losses of honey bee 
colonies have reached 
an all-time high in North 
America, and honey 
bee health continues 
to be a top priority for 
the agriculture industry. 
Debate over possible 
causes of declining 
bee health continues 
in many nations 
throughout the world, 
but many experts say 
there is no one simple 
answer to this issue. 

protecting pollinators
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UNDERSTANDING 
COLONY LOSS 

The commercial pollination 

industry has been experienc-

ing losses of adult worker bees 

since the mid-’80s. Across the 

globe, bees have been dying off 

at alarming rates—in some cases 

whole colonies at a time. 

INTERVENTION REQUIRED

“Most of the general public 

has no clear idea of how we 

produce food in this country, 

or the challenges faced by 

the agriculture industry,” says 

George Hansen, president of the 

American Beekeeping Federation. 

“Honey bees are threatened. 

Generally, the bees cannot survive 

without intervention from humans 

to protect them from pests, and 

to supplement their nutrition.” 

Continuing decline of bee health 

and populations will have eco-

nomic and ecological repercus-

sions. Experts warn without the 

intervention of industry stake-

holders, continued large annual 

losses of bee colonies will cause 

financial stress on the beekeep-

ing industry, which could become 

unprofitable and, in turn, trigger 

greater risks to global food se-

curity. “It is an economic hard-

ship for [beekeepers]; it costs 

more in labor, buying queens and 

modification to management 

procedures, so they will not be in 

a financial position to make the 

“Honey bees 
are threatened. 

Generally, the bees 
cannot survive 

without intervention 
from humans”

40
billion

$



increases they need to main-

tain a profitable business,” says 

Dick Rogers, an apiologist with 

Bayer’s Bee Care Center. Without 

honey bee pollination services 

the agriculture industry will be 

forced to invest in alternative 

solutions for pollination or create 

financial incentives for honey bee 

beekeepers.

Some beekeepers who have 

faced these dramatic losses 

found their once healthy hives 

mostly empty, with only the 

queen bee and a few worker 

bees remaining. Foraging bees 

had apparently left the hive and 

never returned. This disappear-

ance of foraging bees ultimately 

leads to the demise of entire 

colonies, leaving hives with 

excess brood and very few bee 

remains. In the mid-2000s, these 

symptoms were labeled colony 

collapse disorder; however, 

there are many disorders that 

negatively affect bee health, and 

these can result in a variety of 

symptoms.

COMPLEX PROBLEM

The reason for the die-offs puz-

zled beekeepers and researchers 

alike. Since the late 1990s, there 

have been many scientific studies 

into possible causes of colony 

deaths. Through this research, 

some experts are now refuting 

the validity of CCD, calling it a 

convenient, simplistic label for 

what is actually a very complex 

problem. 

“CCD is a term that causes a lot 

of confusion. There is this belief 

that the bees are disappearing. 

It is not that they are disappear-

ing—it is that the hive is dying 

from multiple factors,” says Kelly. 

“When we begin to look at … 

why these bees are dying off, the 

public doesn’t understand, to a 

certain extent, what is done with 

the honey bee, how it is moved, 

the kind of needs that have to be 

met in order to survive … because 

of that, they begin to point at 

simplistic solutions as ways to 

improve honey bee health.” 

According to a number of api-

ologists, multiple stressors have 

created the perfect storm of 

vulnerability, where the declining 

health of bees makes them more 

susceptible to viruses and dis-

ease pathogens. Scientists have 

identified more than a dozen 

different factors that contribute 

to the overall decline in honey 

QUICK FACT
Some experts 
are now refuting 
the validity of 
CCD, calling it a 
convenient, simplistic 
label for what is 
actually a very 
complex problem.

protecting pollinators
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According to a number 
of apiologists, multiple 
stressors have created 
the perfect storm of 
vulnerability, where 
the declining health of 
bees makes them more 
susceptible to viruses and 
disease pathogens. 
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bee health, including habitat 

and forage loss causing nutrition 

deficiency, introduced parasites, 

varroacide use, emerging new 

viruses, other bee disorders, hive 

management and possible expo-

sure to pesticides.

“They label these die-offs as 

CCD, but it’s not really a disorder 

because that would suggest it is 

caused by one factor. It is more 

of a syndrome or an undescribed 

cause,” explains Rogers. “We like 

to think of it as a general decline 

of bee health and that they are 

reacting in different ways to the 

different combination of stress-

ors affecting them.” 

Throughout history there has 

always been overwinter loss of 

honey bees. Before the mid-’80s, 

beekeepers typically lost five to 

15 percent of their colonies an-

nually. “The main culprits at that 

time were starvation, old queens 

and simpler problems,” says 

Rogers. 

INCREASING LOSSES

“Since the mid-’80s, shortly after 

the introduction of the varroa 

mite, we have had very high 

losses. Then controlled manage-

ment of the mites pulled those 

loss numbers back again. A few 

years later the mites became 

resistant to those treatments and 

the losses have been going up 

ever since.” 

Beekeepers consider the varroa 

mite their greatest obstacle in 

maintaining healthy colonies. 

Known as the vampire of the 

bee world, varroa mites feed on 

bee blood and reproduce on bee 

brood, spreading viral diseases 

such as deformed wing virus 

and chronic paralysis. Mites are 

vectored by bees which can then 

spread them from hive to hive. 

“If a beekeeper does not have a 

successful mite control program, 

their hives will die—period,” says 

Hansen. “There is no refuge, no 

style of hive or breed of bees 

that will change that fact.” 

Average overwinter losses re-

corded since the introduction of 

the varroa mite have been in the 

range of 30 to 35 percent. Some 

experts have predicted that with-

out corrective action to control 

mites and other bee disorders, 

overwinter losses could reach 50 

to 60 percent this spring. “This is 

one of those years when it was 

clear that mites were getting out 

of control,” says Rogers. “There 

were other factors involved as 

well, but that 50 to 60 percent 

loss has become a reality this 

year because those disorders 

weren’t managed properly.” 

Overwinter colony losses have 

hit an all-time high in North 

America, but to many industry 

stakeholders, this comes as no 

surprise. “Last year was a good 

year. And so a lot of beekeepers 

and researchers were predicting, 

because of the cyclical nature, 

this year would be a bad year, 

especially if people didn’t get 

the varroa mite under control 

quickly,” says Kelly. 

At the start of last year, honey 

bee populations were the stron-

gest they had been in years, with 

only a 22 percent overwinter loss 

going into the 2012 growing sea-

son. However, this also created 

the perfect opportunity for the 

varroa mite and other pathogens 

to flourish. “Because last year 

was a mild winter and the bees 

came out strong in the spring [in 

2012], the mite came out strong 

in the spring as well,” says Kelly. 

In the fall, in order for a colony to 

survive the winter and emerge in 

the spring with strong numbers, 

it is essential for the colony to 

build up a large honey supply, 

helping to create strong winter 

bees that are free of disease and 

parasites. “If the colony has a big 

honey crop, and raises lots of 

bees to make the winter clus-

ter large and healthy, then they 

have a good start the next year. 

Conversely, a poor crop, with 

QUICK FACT
Without corrective 
action to control 
mites and other 
bee disorders, 
overwinter losses 
could reach 50 to 
60 percent this 
spring.

Beekeepers consider the varroa mite their greatest obstacle in 
maintaining healthy colonies. 
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poor conditions going into the 

winter, will generally cause weak 

winter clusters, higher mortality 

and small hives starting the next 

season,” explains Hansen. “2012 

was the smallest domestic honey 

crop ever recorded.” 

Beekeepers are now entering 

the recovery phase, building 

up colony populations for this 

year’s pollination season. This is 

a naturally occurring process in 

nature, but commercial bee-

keepers speed up this process 

by splitting colonies; a second 

queen bee is produced, colonies 

swarm and then begin the task 

of reproducing to build up their 

numbers. Some experts believe 

that through proper hive man-

agement it’s possible to regain 

sufficient honey bee numbers be-

fore the coming winter months. 

“I think what is going to hap-

pen is this is going to follow a 

host-parasite relationship where 

the parasite, and attempts to 

manage the parasite, has resulted 

in a huge loss of the host, the 

honey bee. Now we are going to 

replace and replenish the host 

in a healthier environment, so I 

expect whatever numbers we get 

back to this year will survive very 

nicely over the winter. I foresee 

we will have a very low winter 

loss next season,” says Rogers.

Many organizations in the United 

States and around the globe are 

pursuing initiatives to deter-

mine the most effective ways to 

mitigate colony losses and return 

Supported by:

honey bee populations to a more 

stable state. With many die-offs 

having already occurred this 

spring, agriculture professionals 

are being urged by experts to 

seek out information on the vari-

ous issues affecting honey bee 

health. “It would be beneficial for 

people to work with beekeepers, 

talk to beekeepers, and under-

stand what they are truly facing,” 

says Kelly. Jen Golletz

Watch for part two of this five-

part series on seedworld.com

“If a beekeeper does not have a successful mite control 
program, their hives will die—period.” 
— George Hansen

“If the colony has a big honey crop, and raises 
lots of bees to make the winter cluster large 
and healthy, then they have a good start the 
next year. … 2012 was the smallest domestic 
honey crop every recorded.”
— George Hansen
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THE EVER-CHANGING and constantly evolving 
international seed industry is an excellent example of 
global dynamics at play within the broader industry 

of agriculture. The diverse global agricultural industry closely 
monitors developments within the seed industry. So do leaders 
from other industries and segments of society. Why? Many have 
an interest in how growing global food demands will be met in 
the future. The stakes, by any measure, are large.

Increasing food production capacity and improving food 
security on a global scale are two highly visible and perhaps 
viable means of meeting projected future food demand. For many 
engaged in production agriculture, the issue of food security is 
more difficult to grasp than that of increasing food production 
capacity. The implications related to increasing the capacity to 
produce food alone are many. Several of these implications relate 
directly to the seed industry, others indirectly, and some not at all.  

Today’s cornerstone industry topics are likely to remain 
at the forefront of our thinking for years. Among the most 
prominent is the continued improvement of core genetics 
packages with respect to increasing yield. Genetic enhancement 
efforts will also place emphasis on increasing the nutritional 

attributes of food for humans and animals, attaining a wider 
range of pest protection, generating additional options related 
to herbicide tolerance, improving water utilization, and tailoring 
crop response to varying soil nutrient levels. Advancement on 
cornerstone topics must be accomplished as new topics continue 
to emerge. Future discussions will take place with the benefit 
of the available science of the day, the collective experiences of 
society and relevant stakeholder input.

These discussions will not take place solely within the seed 
industry or even within the broader scope of the agricultural 
industry. Discussion will take place among and between many 
outside our industry. Governments, at many levels and from 
many nations, will contribute to the discussion. Industries 
beyond those involved in production agriculture will also add 
to the discussion. Social and religious organizations around the 
world will weigh in as well. All, as stakeholders, can be expected 
to have either direct or indirect influence on the seed industry 
as to how food production capacity may be increased on a global 
scale. Undoubtedly, significant discussion related to the pros and 
cons of using biotechnology as a tool within the seed industry 
will continue.

Boosting Food 
Production Capacity
Embrace and engage with your global seed industry colleagues—the 
collective wealth of stakeholder creativity, knowledge and experience 
has the potential to increase global food production capacity.
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Some may see the challenge of feeding a growing world 
population primarily from a commercial point of view, while 
others opt to place greater emphasis on social responsibility. One 
need not embrace only a single viewpoint at the expense of the 
other. While these viewpoints differ, they are not necessarily 
mutually exclusive. The challenge is daunting and requires open-
mindedness and creative thinking.  

Creativity can be inspired by intentionally building upon 
our personal knowledge and experience base and by opening 
our minds and hearts to the value of knowledge and experience 
held by others. And particularly from those holding similar 
types of knowledge but having different experiences from ours. 
Creative thinking alone will not necessarily result in a host of 
new knowledge or ideas. Rather, creative thinking may more 
likely result in the identification of appropriate alternative 
approaches to solve problems.

Belt. The model includes community-based seed retail outlets 
that supply a variety of crop production inputs such as dry and 
liquid fertilizer, crop protection chemicals and seed, among other 
inputs and services. Often the retailer will offer local commercial 
farmers seed from more than one seed company or seed brand. 
The offer generally includes seed for multiple crop kinds (i.e. 
corn, soybean or small grain). Typically, a large selection and 
supply of widely available varieties well adapted to the immediate 
locale are available. 

The U.S. seed retailer must establish business relationships 
with seed companies that will meet the needs of local farmers 
and generate reasonable profits for the retailer. The retailer 
has many responsibilities and concerns. Are the core genetic 
packages adapted to perform well in the local area? Are the 
genetic packages enhanced with other attributes desired by 
local farmers, such as disease or insect protection or herbicide 
tolerance? Do farmers know how to plant the seed strategically? 
The list goes on.

Now, envision a distribution model where a local farmer 
may choose, or be obligated to use, only the seed made available 
to them through a commercial lender, a government program 
or nongovernmental organization. Furthermore, envision 
a selection of varieties that may not be well adapted to local 
conditions or that lack other desired and important attributes. 
Last but not least, envision a model that simply cannot assure 
a farmer timely access to seed or seed that is reasonably priced.

The industry’s seed distributors work under varying 
business, economic and social system models and under very 
different agronomic conditions. However, the reality is that 
they serve similar functions and try hard to get the job done 
under their unique circumstances. Might not they learn from 
the struggles, successes and even failures of one another? 

More fully engaging and embracing those throughout 
the global seed industry should be seen as an exciting and 
invigorating opportunity. Intentionally chart a course today 
that will broaden your horizons for dealing with tomorrow. Be 
prepared along the way to experience an increase in your creative 
thinking capacity and the exciting and rewarding discovery of 
new opportunities for your company.

Your personal role in today’s seed industry is of more 
importance than you can imagine. Strive to perform good work 
and achieve results for your company. Remember that your 
journey, molded by your personal experience and knowledge, will 
contribute to the collective societal effort to increase global food 
production capacity. Agriculture, particularly the seed industry 
segment, remains a dynamic and developing industry—ever-
changing and constantly evolving. You play a vital role. Do it 
well! Dennis Thompson

Dennis Thompson is dedicated to delivering solutions and 
empowering people and organizations to solve complex problems 
related to international agricultural development and global food 
security. His career experience and international credentials 
include extension education, agronomy and administration. 

The industry’s seed distributors work under 
varying business, economic and social system 
models and under very different agronomic 
conditions. However, the reality is that they serve 
similar functions.

Agronomic knowledge and experience pertinent to South 
American soybean production, for example, may not be fully 
transferrable to conditions in sub-Saharan Africa—or those in 
the U.S. Corn Belt, Asia or Eastern Europe. Experience and 
knowledge related to business practices, cultural beliefs and 
economic conditions differ from person to person and around 
the world. Knowledge and experience, in broad form, can set the 
stage for the inspired to think more creatively.

From a commercial seed industry perspective, it is 
paramount that a profit (measured in currency) initially be 
realized, then grown and maintained over a sustained period. 
The profits must be shared to various degrees throughout the 
existing value chain in a given market. Multiple models or 
variations upon given models are likely to be required across 
crop kinds, geographies and cultures to achieve sustainable 
profitability.

Those viewing the seed industry from a social perspective 
might shy away from the term profit, since it is generally 
measured in monetary terms, with preference for the term 
benefits. For some, benefits such as relationships, self-fulfillment 
and contributions to society are valued more highly than profits 
measured in currency.

For illustrative purposes, envision a commercial or for-
profit seed retail location distribution model in the U.S. Corn 
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Syngenta recently invested 
more than $8 million in its 

Center of Excellence, a 
research and development 

facility in Gilroy, Calif. 

SINCE THE GREAT RECESSION, Americans have had less money 
in their pockets and, in many cases, no home or yard to spend it 
on due to the concurrent foreclosure crisis. As a result, the nation’s 

floriculture industry has had to weather some difficult economic times, with 
the effects impacting seed breeders and distributors as well.

As they look to recover, industry leaders aren’t banking on a “miracle 
cure” or some kind of new technology to revive sales. Instead, they say they 
are focused on meeting the wants and needs of consumers—as soon as they 
start spending again.

The floriculture seed 
industry looks to recover 
from an economic 
downturn with innovative 
products and a dynamic 
marketing message.

Ornamental 
Overhaul
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Fewer Sales, Fewer Players
Across the board, the fl oriculture industry felt the 
effects of the recession after Americans scaled 
back their discretionary spending over the past 
fi ve years. The drop in sales certainly didn’t come 
as a surprise to industry veterans. Mike Murgiano, 
senior market manager for Syngenta Flowers 
Inc., says history proves that a downturn in the 
housing market negatively affects the purchase of 
ornamentals.

Charlie Hall, professor and Ellison Chair 
in International Floriculture at Texas A&M 
University, says the biggest impact was felt in the 
exit of companies from the ornamental business 
altogether. He estimates that the number of 
U.S. growers has shrunk by 30 percent since the 
recession.

It proved to be a more pronounced loss of 
producers than in a typical recession, something 
Hall attributes to the fact that it’s been several 
years since the last fi nancial crisis and the industry 
was in need of some “right sizing.” Beginning in 
the early 1980s, the f loriculture industry was 
experiencing double-digit growth rates. The 1990s 
weren’t bad either, says Hall, with an average 
growth rate of six to seven percent.

“Now the industry has matured, and with that 
maturity comes some consolidation—something 
we’re seeing more of at the propagative and seed 
level. The fi nancial pressure has hastened that. 
We’ve been overly good at producing plants, so 
much so we’ve had an oversupply in recent years. 
Right sizing is not all bad,” Hall says.

Some see consolidation as an effect of the 
recession, while others see it as an appropriate 
response, says Rod Stacey, a partner with the 
genetics industry brokerage and consulting 
group, Verdant Partners. “Consolidation [in the 
fl oriculture sector] is being driven by the economy 
of scale, not by technology like in field crops. 
Everyone is trying to get bigger. Everyone is trying 
to control the value chain all the way down to the 
retailer and that requires you to be of a certain 
size,” he says, noting that this kind of movement 
is being driven by both big names in the industry 
and private investment.

Demographics also play a role in the 
fl oriculture industry’s downturns, says Hall. The 
industry was built on baby boomers, but they’re 
now becoming senior citizens and, traditionally, 
consumption of f loriculture products starts to 
decline after 65.

“Consolidation [in the floriculture 
sector] is being driven by the 
economy of scale, not by 
technology like in field crops. 
Everyone is trying to get bigger. 
Everyone is trying to control the 
value chain all the way down to 
the retailer and that requires you 
to be of a certain size.”

— Rod Stacey

Continued on page 92
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According to the company, the Duvet compact petunia grandifl ora is another 
Syngenta introduction that promises to perform well for gardeners thanks to 
its uniform, compact habit.
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CANADA is blazing a trail when it comes 
to low level presence policy, say 

seed industry leaders. At a time when some countries 
are shying away from talks on LLP, Canada’s lines of 
communication are open with the intent to develop policy 
that fosters trade, while at the same time ensuring the 
highest level of food safety.

“Right now, in some importing countries there is a 
reluctance to move forward on LLP policy issues. Canada 
is leading that discussion by going through a consultation 
process and developing a Canadian LLP policy for imports 
into Canada,” says Will Hill, president of the Flax Council 
of Canada. 

“Canada is leading the way in terms of developing a 
responsible domestic LLP policy that will help facilitate 
the free movement of goods between countries without 
imposing additional risk and without giving up its ability to 
assess those products as they’re put forward for approval 
in Canada. … By doing that, Canada is certainly leading 

Canada Spearheads Worldwide LLP Eff orts
POLICY TRAILBLAZING

the way, such that other jurisdictions will have a model 
within which to deal with the issue,” says Hill.

Todd Hyra, a member of the board of directors for the 
Canadian Seed Trade Association and SeCan’s business 
manager for Western Canada, also believes Canada is 
stepping up to take a leading role in worldwide LLP efforts.

“Canada has been one country that has continued to bring 
the issue of low level presence to the table because it’s an 
important issue that needs to be addressed. We are one 
of the countries in the world that is cautiously taking a 
step in the right direction,” says Hyra. “The government 
and industry have been working together over the past 
couple of years to come up with threshold levels, and 
I applaud them for taking the necessary steps to work 
toward something that can be practical and achievable for 
those involved in the industry.

“Currently, there really is no seed policy that has been 
adopted, so when something comes up it is assessed case 
by case, but the industry needs to move forward globally 
on something that can work for all trading partners. Zero 
tolerance is not a policy,” he says.

Hill also says zero tolerance is insupportable. “The world 
just can’t live with zero tolerance. We have tolerances for 
trace amounts of many substances that are known to be 
harmful to the health of humans and animals. It seems 
illogical to me that we don’t have tolerance levels for very 
low levels of [GM] products that have been approved as 
100 per cent safe in one or more jurisdictions, and will 
in all likelihood be determined safe by science in other 
jurisdictions as they work their way through the regulatory 
process,” says Hill.

As long as countries continue to default to zero tolerance 
policies, trade will continue to be disrupted. “For anyone in 
the export business, there is the potential for unapproved 
events to show up in cargoes at very low levels. What that 
does is put the whole export pipeline in jeopardy.”

And Hill understands fi rst-hand the industry-wide crisis 
that can arise when low levels of unapproved GM products 
are detected. In 2009, traces of the deregistered and non-

2 
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commercial GM flax variety CDC Triffid were found in 
Canadian shipments to Europe, resulting in the immediate 
cessation of flax trade from Canada to that continent, 
and even now, despite the progress made in eliminating 
traces of Triffid from Canada’s flaxseed supply and an 
extensive and costly testing protocol in place, trade with 
the European Union is modest when compared with pre-
Triffid export levels.

The cost of zero tolerance has been high, agrees Hyra. 
“Zero or near-zero blocks trade and causes extraordinary 
testing costs across grain, seed and all components of 
the system. … As a participant in the forage and seed 
industry, the lack of global policy has stalled progress and 
advancement of technology in forages.”

The problem with the LLP policies, or lack thereof, says 
Hill, is they are not science-based. “They are based on 
political considerations, jurisdictional concerns, etcetera. 
It’s really too bad we can’t get together on this issue 
and [agree] if the United States, for example, says that 
something is safe at 100 per cent, it should not be a big 
leap of faith to say something at one per cent, 0.5 per cent 
or 0.1 per cent is safe. It’s a real lack of faith in science 
to say that one recognized jurisdiction could be so far off 
base relative to the rest of the world.”

Part of the problem is a perceived infringement on food 
safety jurisdiction, says Hill. “Nobody’s asking nations 
to [give up jurisdiction]. What they’re asking is to allow 
trade to continue where there are trace amounts—and 
I’m talking very small amounts—of this product so as to 
not disrupt trade. … It’s 100 per cent safe in one or more 
countries, there must be a level, a very low level, at which 
the risk [is acceptable]. We will continue to approve new 
events throughout the world, and the delay in obtaining 
approval in all global jurisdictions creates a disconnect,” 
says Hill.

“That disconnect can be as much as two or three years. 
That means for two or three years there’s a high risk 
that you will have a cargo that goes over to one of those 
jurisdictions with an unintended admixture at a very low 
level and have that total cargo rejected.”

Again, Canada’s LLP policy could act as a model to assuage 
fears about food safety regulation. “Canada won’t give up 
any jurisdictional authority and won’t compromise food 
safety. When Canada’s policy is fully developed, I think 
what you’ll see is a policy that shows people that you can 
actually deal with the problem and still be confident in 
your ability to regulate and ensure that your population 
has the highest level of food safety,” says Hill. 

Kari Belanger and Shannon Schindle

“Zero or near-zero blocks trade and causes 
extraordinary testing costs across grain, seed 
and all components of the system. … As a 
participant in the forage and seed industry, the 
lack of global policy has stalled progress and 
advancement of technology in forages.”

— Todd Hyra

“Our trade has gone from somewhere in the neighbourhood 
of 400,000 tonnes per year to less than 30,000 tonnes 
because we’re unable to move that product to Europe in a 
way that doesn’t put undue risk on the exporter and, for 
that matter, the importer on the other side.”

Triffid was approved in Canada and the United States, but 
not Europe. “It’s not a food safety issue, it’s a trade issue. 
The amount we’re talking about for Triffid is 0.01 per cent. 
That’s just something the export business cannot deal with. 
It really causes concerns in terms of [the continuation] of 
exports,” says Hill.

“If we had a global LLP policy that said if at least one 
jurisdiction has approved [a GM product] for food and feed 
using a globally-recognized, science-based risk assessment 
process, then at a certain level it would be accepted in 
other jurisdictions, we would be exporting flax to Europe 
without any testing, without the Farm Stewardship 
Program, and we certainly would not have suffered this 
dramatic loss in exports to Europe.”



GIANT VIEWS OF THE INDUSTRY:  
THE TIME IS NOW 
A growing population needs food. We need to grow more with less. Technology continues to improve 
seed innovations. Exciting opportunities lie in the pipeline. The regulatory landscape is evolving. There 
has never been a more exciting time to be a part of the seed industry. 

IT’S a good time to be in agriculture and particularly 
in seed—innovation is at an all-time high, and 

with a growing population it doesn’t look like that will 
slow down any time soon. In response, the Canadian seed 
industry is evolving and industry professionals have never 
been more excited. “What we’re seeing today is one of 
the most dynamic and robust environments that we’ve 
ever seen within the seed industry,” says Stephen Denys, 
vice-president of sales and marketing for Pride Seeds. “And 
that’s really reflected in the activities that we’re seeing 
across the country within the seed industry.”

Denys is also the president of the Canadian Seed Trade 
Association, so he’s well positioned to speak on the trends 
the industry is focused on for the coming year. “One of 
the things we’ve seen for a number of years, but will prob-
ably increase in coming years, is that seed is seen as the 
vehicle to bring new technology to producers. That can 
either be through genetics or it can be through traits or it 
can be through seed treatments,” explains Denys. “We’ve 
seen a great deal of investment in the seed industry from 
companies that offer products beyond traditional genetics 
development, and we are seeing involvement of these com-
panies within CSTA as well. So this is a sign of a healthy 
investment environment within the industry. It has really 
raised the plateau of seed in terms of being the vehicle of 
technology transfer to the producer. So it’s an exciting time 
from that perspective.”

Creating Efficiencies, Increasing Value
Denys says the name of the game for the seed indus-
try today is developing simpler solutions that allow for 
efficiency while increasing the value of seed. “Producers 
today, as they increase in size, are looking for efficiency,” 
says Denys. “And, particularly, efficiencies at planting 
because they are trying to get a large number of acres 
in the ground during a very small window of time in the 
spring. The seed industry is developing a range of solutions 
to simplify things for the producer.”

Denys says solutions range from providing corn refuge 
in the bag to preinoculation of soybean seed at the seed 
processing or retail facility. However, he notes that as the 
industry develops simpler solutions for the producer, it 
often makes things more difficult and less efficient at the 
processing level.

“All of these things hold a great number of benefits for the 
producer in terms of efficiency, in terms of the product 
that is going into the ground,” says Denys. “But there are 
additional costs on the seed processing side which need 
to be reflected in the value of seed that’s now being sold 
to the marketplace. I think growers in general, particularly 
in this type of commodity environment, understand that to 
make things more efficient for them, to see that additional 
value through the year in their crops, they need to and are 
willing to pay the additional price that it takes to get that 
value to the field.”  Julie McNabb
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GERMINATION.CA

ISF 2013 5

The name of the game is to develop simpler solutions that allow for 
efficiency while increasing the value of seed, says Stephen Denys, CSTA 
president.
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As industry adapts to the new marketing era in Western Canada, and investment in wheat 
breeding increases, will new varieties of wheat jeopardize the high standards of quality Canada 
has become known for?

QUALITY STILL COUNTS

THE new marketing era in Western Canada has been 
fully implemented. Farmers are slowly trying 

out new marketing channels and grain flows have already 
shifted. Under the CWB, most durum was shipped east, 
but this year some is moving through Vancouver and the 
United States, according to various grain specialists.

From a research and development perspective, how-
ever, the industry is still waiting to see what effects the 
new marketing era will have on new varieties of wheat. 
According to Suzi Beck, media relations co-ordinator for 
the Canadian Food Inspection Agency, “the government 
expects there to be increased interest and private invest-
ment in the wheat sector as a result of marketing freedom.” 
In the past, increased investment in a crop type has led 
to new varieties, and most seed and grain industry profes-
sionals agree this is finally wheat’s time to shine.

“There will be excellent marketing opportunities for high-
yielding wheat in Canada, in particular for Canada Prairie 
Spring Red and Canada Western Red Winter wheats,” 
says Nancy Edwards, program manager for bread wheat 
research for the Canadian Grain Commission. “One of the 
largest market classes in the world is U.S. Hard Red Winter, 
and the quality characteristics of the newer varieties of 
CPSR put it in a position to very effectively compete with 
U.S. HRW for those markets,” she says. “There are varieties 
of CWRW, and more in the pipeline, that will also be very 
strong competitors in those markets.”

What About Quality?
With the removal of the CWB monopoly, and the oppor-
tunity for new varieties of wheat to enter the marketplace, 
what impact will this have on quality? Edwards says, first 
of all, it is a misconception to consider CPSR, CWRW or 
U.S. HRW low-quality wheat.

“They are typically lower in protein content and therefore 
not suitable on their own for making high-volume pan 
breads or sandwich loaves, but they are all nonetheless 
high-quality wheats with excellent milling and baking 
properties,” she says. “On their own they would be used 

for production of hearth breads, baguettes, rolls, and so on, 
as well as applications in other products such as noodles, 
steam buns and pizza dough.”

In addition, Edwards says quality requirements are regularly 
reviewed as part of the variety registration process in Canada. 
Quality requirements for registration of western wheat vari-
eties are the responsibility of the Prairie Recommending 
Committee for Wheat, Rye and Triticale. Brian Beres, chair 
of the PRCWRT and an agronomist at Agriculture and Agri-
Food Canada’s Lethbridge Research Centre, says irrespective 
of the CWB monopoly, quality specs should be reviewed as 
domestic and export markets evolve.

“The entire value chain will respond. For example, quality 
changes and requests from customers, or a desire to access 
new markets, led to the creation of the Canada Prairie 
Spring, Canada Western Extra Strong and Canada Western 
General Purpose classes. Moving ahead, I can see a class 
like CPS evolve further so that the quality specs may some-
day mirror that of the Dark Northern Spring in the United 
States. This would, as I understand from colleagues in the 
grain marketing sector, enhance variety development and 
sales on both sides of the border.”  Julie McNabb

“There will be excellent marketing opportunities 
for high-yielding wheat in Canada, in particular 
for Canada Prairie Spring Red and Canada 
Western Red Winter wheats.” 

— Nancy Edwards

FULL ARTICLE AVAILABLE AT 
GERMINATION.CA



0

5

25

75

95

100

LMC - Man Vs Machine - VistaSort - Full Page Ad - Seed World magazine  - International Edition- PrePress #1

May-06-13 3:51:19 PM



BUSINESS

8 

Consolidation in the seed industry has 
become a fact of life. For small seed 
companies it can mean access to new 
technology—or an opportunity to 
excel in a niche market.

FULL ARTICLE AVAILABLE AT 
GERMINATION.CA

has often been 
a dirty word in 

many industries, caricatured as a symbol of the death of 
the “Mom ‘n Pop,” with power increasingly centralized 
on major players located far from local communities. In 
Canada, as in the United States, consolidation has been 
a fact of life in the seed industry for decades. Only 
recently has the pace of consolidation slowed, with a 
range of alternative partnership arrangements, including 
collaboration on specifi c projects or vertical integrations, 
increasingly emerging as viable alternatives to outright 
transference of ownership.

But whether or not the pace of consolidation is slow-
ing, the notion that it is always negative is an idea that 
requires re-examination, according to industry experts. 
Consolidation has received a bad rap in the press, but it 
can offer a way forward for companies struggling to stay 
relevant in an increasingly technologized and competitive 
business atmosphere. 

“A lot of people in the ag business think of consolidation 
as negative, but I’m not sure we’ve thought that through,” 
says John Cowan, vice-president of strategic development 
for Grain Farmers of Ontario. “I can think of a lot of com-
panies that have consolidated, and they look different, but 
are not only surviving but thriving because of the consoli-
dation,” he says. “Some of the drivers [of consolidation] 
would be cost of research, or access to a specifi c market. 
For some reason, in ag, we tend to think of this in a nega-
tive way, but if you look at other businesses, consolidation 
is a pretty basic ‘Business 101’ concept.”

Defi ning Partnerships
Cowan defi nes consolidation as “a buyout direction which 
focuses a company in one area,” where collaboration offers 
flexibility to both companies, and vertical integration 
involves cooperation between companies which “goes up 
and down the value chain.” 

With regard to vertical integration, according to Cowan, 
“everybody tries to do it, but it’s more complex than it 
appears. Say I have a wheat that makes a good bran fl ake. 
To get the communication from the variety developer all 
the way to the processor to make the bran fl ake, some-
times we use the same words that have totally different 
meanings—for example, the word ‘yield’: to a farmer that 
means, how many tonnes per acre? To a manufacturer that 
means, how many bran fl akes do I get out of a tonne?” If 
vertical integration is to be successful, says Cowan, “you 
navigate it through communication, communication, com-
munication. You have to have somebody asking the proper 
questions and being willing to listen to the answers.”

All of the models of cooperation have their own unique 
sets of problems and benefits. But one thing is clear, 
according to Cowan: consolidation offers small companies 
a way to not only survive, and continue offering value to 
the market, but thrive. Julienne Isaacs

“CONSOLIDATION”
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Economic concerns are also influencing where 
seed production occurs. Growing operations are 
spread across the globe which, Stacey says, isn’t 
a new practice considering that the diversity of 
species on the market today requires a wide range 
of appropriate growing conditions; however, other 
factors are making it more prevalent.

“We now see seed grown in places like Costa 
Rica, Guatemala and Chile. That’s due to favorable 
climates, but you could find the same conditions 
in the Mediterranean or California. It’s more cost-
effective to go to a country where labor costs are 
lower,” Stacey says.

Although growing operations are expanding in 
places like South America, floriculture companies 
still maintain a significant presence in the United 
States. Murgiano points to the fact that Syngenta 
Flowers recently invested more than $8 million 
in their Gilroy, Calif., facility, called the Center 
of Excellence. The project, which began in 2011, 
includes new state-of-the-art greenhouses, hoop 
houses and a pot-filling operation. The greenhouses 
will be home to breeding programs for pansies, 
violas, geraniums and chrysanthemums, among 
others.

Technology? Yes.  
Genetic Modification? No.
Genetic modification has transformed the seed 
industry when it comes to field crops; however, 
producers don’t see the same kind of potential 
in ornamentals. At the moment, other breeding 
techniques are sufficient in producing flowers with 
desired traits.

Although the costs associated with transgenics 
have dropped in recent years, Stacey says it’s still 
not practical for species in small markets. Some 
limited genetic engineering has been done, aimed 
at producing colors that are otherwise difficult to 
achieve naturally. He says the industry is more 
likely to benefit from mutation and computational 
genomics. Knowledge of genotypes and genome 
maps could be very helpful as well.

There are no genetically engineered seeds in 
Syngenta Flowers’ product line, says Murgiano. 
“We’re focused on using advanced breeding 
technologies. However, Syngenta believes that 
all growers should be able to choose the best 
technology and products in a way that will help 
them meet their production needs,” he says.
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Syngenta Flowers says its new Wonderfall Pansy, a trailing variety that comes in six 
shades, will transform the market and satisfy consumer demand.

Continued from page 90

“We have to talk about the economic impacts, the health 
and well-being, and the environmental benefits that 
ornamentals provide.” 

— Charlie Hall
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Murgiano points to the fact that they’re 
already able to produce plants with vibrant colors, 
better drought tolerance, hardiness and a longer 
bloom time without having to introduce new 
genetic material. It also helps that companies like 
Syngenta are finding good results by ramping up 
their vegetative reproduction practices. “Vegetative 
propagation has been one of the fastest growing 
areas for the floriculture industry as a whole over 
the last five to 10 years,” Murgiano says.

Harris Seeds, a Rochester, N.Y., company 
that sells f lower and vegetable seeds to home 
gardeners and professional growers, has also opted 
not to carry GE seed. “We try to keep an open 
mind to technology, but have not been completely 
convinced that genetically modified organisms will 
not have long-term effects on our environment,” 
says company president, Dick Chamberlin.

There is also consumer perception to 
consider. Although these ornamentals wouldn’t be 
consumed like GE food crops, Stacey believes the 
general public might still have a negative reaction 
to their introduction. “I wouldn’t advise a client 
that there wouldn’t be any backlash,” he says.

However, that doesn’t mean consumers would 
never accept GE flower seeds down the road. Hall 
says several years ago he and a colleague asked 
master gardeners for their opinions on plant 
breeding. “We didn’t see any hesitance on their 
part to adopt plants that were genetically modified. 
What they were concerned about was invasiveness, 
about creating a bulletproof plant that posed the 
potential for becoming invasive,” Hall says.

 
Poised to Deliver
There’s a general optimism among industry leaders 
that the future looks brighter. 

At Syngenta, Murgiano says the company’s 
investment in the Gilroy facility and the volume 
of new varieties they’ve released in recent years 
is evidence of their faith in a recovery. “We’ve 
had two really big introduction years, which is an 
indication of how many opportunities there are in 
the business,” he says, noting there were more than 
100 new seed varieties in their 2012–13 catalog. 

Murgiano says one of Syngenta’s goals is to 
offer ornamentals that are both unique and a 
pleasure to grow. “We know that consumers love 
flowers; that’s the important thing. Where they 
struggle is having flowers perform. We want to 
‘wow’ the consumer and enhance their gardening 
experience, so we’re always looking for traits that 
will thrive. Breeding will have a lot to do with 

it and Syngenta is uniquely positioned to deliver 
that,” he says.

Commercial growers who pay attention 
to consumer trends continue to produce more 
combination pots and hanging baskets. Although 
home gardening may be a popular hobby, Harris’ 
Vicky Rupley, company vice president and 
ornamentals manager, says traditional f lower 
gardens are actually decreasing in size. “More 
homeowners are either growing or purchasing 
product for containers or hanging baskets and less 
for garden beds. Mixed combo containers have 
increased in popularity over the last 10-plus years 
and continue to grow,” Rupley says. 

Fortunately, this trend should benefit growers’ 
and breeders’ bottom lines, Stacey says. Pots and 
hanging baskets last longer than small cell-packs 
while on display at big box stores or supermarkets, 
making them more attractive to the customer and 
more likely to be sold.

However, Hall says growers must take into 
account that the next generation of consumers 
will have expectations that go beyond pot sizes. 
“We must remain relevant to the consumers of 
tomorrow. We have sold ourselves on being pretty, 
but it just doesn’t cut it anymore. We have to talk 
about the economic impacts, the health and 
well-being, and the environmental benefits that 
ornamentals provide,” Hall says.

“I grew up gardening with my parents and 
grandparents. People in the Generation X and Y 
years have not had that experience. Everyone in 
the industry must embrace some kind of education 
efforts to showcase the benefits of gardening and 
landscaping,” he adds.  Maria Brown

“We must remain 
relevant to the 
consumers 
of tomorrow. 
We have sold 
ourselves on 
being pretty, but 
it just doesn’t cut 
it anymore.”

— Charlie Hall
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BIOGRAPHIES:
Kent J. Bradford is a professor in the Department of Plant Sciences at the University of California, 
Davis. Originally from Texas, he earned his Bachelor of Science in biochemistry and a Master of Science in 
horticulture from Michigan State University as well as his doctorate in plant physiology from UC Davis. After 
a postdoctoral fellowship at the Australian National University, he joined the faculty at UC Davis in 1982 
and served as the chair of the Department of Vegetable Crops from 1993 to 1998. In 1999, he founded the 
UC Davis Seed Biotechnology Center and continues to serve as its director. He received a Fulbright Scholar 
award in 1999 to teach in Argentina and the Seed Science Career Award from the Crop Science Society of 
America in 2002. He was elected a fellow of the American Association for the Advancement of Science in 
2003, and received the faculty Award of Distinction from the College of Agricultural and Environmental 
Sciences at UC Davis in 2007. 

Bradford’s research has spanned diverse areas of seed science, from seed germination and conservation 
to mathematical modeling and molecular biology. He has published over 160 peer-reviewed research and 
extension articles and book chapters and co-edited three books on seed biology. He coauthored a textbook 
on seed development, germination and dormancy that was published in 2013. As director of the Seed 
Biotechnology Center, he seeks to create and commercialize new technologies to improve crop performance, 
quality and sustainability. 

Scott Langkamp is head of vegetables for Syngenta North America, and is based in Greensboro, N.C. 
Langkamp’s previous positions with Syngenta include head of horticulture, head of herbicides, head of 
fungicides and insecticides, and Western U.S. regional director. Langkamp joined Syngenta predecessor Ciba-
Geigy after receiving his Bachelor of Science in agribusiness from the University of Wisconsin at Platteville. 
His first role with Ciba-Geigy was as a field sales representative in southern Indiana. Later, he was a technical 
marketing representative and a district manager.  

Leaving field sales, Langkamp moved to Greensboro, N.C., to become product manager for fungicides 
and insecticides. With the creation of Novartis, Langkamp moved back into sales as regional sales director for 
the company’s West Coast business, based in Sacramento, Calif. When Syngenta was formed, he headed the 
company’s western business unit. Langkamp was named head of vegetables in early 2011. 

Norm Sissons is responsible for leading a vegetable seed product management team focused on North and 
South America. In this capacity he leads crop strategy development and implementation across more than 10 
vegetable crop species. A significant focus includes developing and launching new innovative vegetable products 
aligned with the future needs of growers and consumers, and effectively managing the multiple product lines 
of a highly segmented business. 

Sissons has spent his career in the agriculture seed and crop protection industry, and joined Monsanto 
Canada in 1999. With Monsanto he has held several product development, product management and marketing 
roles in Canada and the United States, with the last four years in vegetable seed.

Sissons holds a Master of Science in plant science and a Master of Business Administration, both from 
the University of Manitoba. He resides in Thousand Oaks, Calif., with his wife, Michelle, and three daughters. 

From pipeline developments to consumer demand to the factors limiting the release of new 
vegetable biotech products and the importance of industry initiatives to educate consumers—
three industry experts weigh in on the chief issues surrounding the development and release of 
genetically engineered vegetables. 

Vegetable Venture
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SW: Are North American consumers 
ready for a greater presence of 
genetically engineered products 
in the marketplace? 

KB : There is a small f ract ion of 
consumers who will never be ready for 
any genetically engineered products, 
but outside of that group—about 2 to 4 
percent of shoppers—I do not think that 
consumers per se are the barrier to entry 
of GE products in North America. When 
asked without prompting, as in surveys 
by the International Food Information 
Council, biotechnology is not high on 
consumers’ concerns about food safety 
or labeling. 

SL: Approximately 95 percent of corn 
and soybean acres in the United States 
are currently grown with genetically 

enhanced seeds, and it is estimated that 
approximately one-quarter of the food 
items found in a typical grocery store 
contain corn in some form, indicating 
an already significant marketplace 
presence for foods made from genetically 
enhanced crops.

Fu r t her,  t he  I nter n at ion a l 
Food Information Council ’s 2012 
survey “Consumer Perceptions of 
Food Technology & Sustainability” 
reveals the “ majority of Americans, 
74 percent, have some awareness of 
plant biotechnology and almost 40 
percent are favorable toward the use 
of biotechnology in food production … 
In terms of biotech foods consumers 
would be likely to purchase based on 
specifi c attributes, 77 percent indicated 
they would be somewhat or very likely 
to purchase foods produced through 

biotechnology that required fewer 
pesticide applications; and 71 percent 
indicated they would likely purchase 
biotech foods that provided more 
healthful fats, such as Omega-3 fatty 
acids.” 

NS: North American consumers are 
ready for healthy food grown in a 
better way. The benefits of genetically 
engineered products in the marketplace 
are well known since they have been 
around for well over a decade. I think 
the question is not if consumers are 
ready for a greater presence, but how the 
safety and overall benefi ts of genetically 
engineered products are more effectively 
communicated. This technology gives 
consumers a healthy supply of food 
with less inputs and impact on the 
environment. 

“The question is not if consumers are ready for a greater presence [of genetically engineered products in the marketplace], but 
how the safety and overall benefi ts of genetically engineered products are more effectively communicated. This technology gives 
consumers a healthy supply of food with less inputs and impact on the environment.”
— Norm Sissons
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SW: What are the biggest limiting 
factors to the development and 
release of biotech products?

KB: The factors are somewhat different 
for the agronomic crops already using GE 
crops and the specialty crops in which 
virtually no GM crops are commercialized. 
In the agronomic crops, the limiting 
factors now are the development of 
more difficult traits such as drought 
tolerance, nitrogen use efficiency or 
yield. As GE varieties of these crops are 
already present in the marketplace, the 
introduction of further crops is mainly 
limited by their availability and the 
economics of their commercialization, 
including the approvals necessary in 
countries importing our commodities. 
In the specialty crops, the expense of 
meeting regulatory requirements and 
the uncertain market acceptance are 
the major limiting factors. We would 
likely already have many GE varieties in 
specialty crops in the market if the costs 
of meeting the regulatory requirements 
did not make it uneconomical to even 

“In vegetables, consumer acceptance and demand for our products is paramount. Without it, the product 
will not be accepted by the value chain—or on the farm.”
— Scott Langkamp
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develop these crops. While supermarket 
and consumer acceptance could also be 
an issue, consumers do not get a choice 
until products are in the market, and the 
products cannot get to the market with 
the current regulatory hurdles. 

SL: There are several factors limiting 
the development of genetically enhanced 
products in vegetables. The fi rst is cost, 
which is about $100 to $200 million 
for the development, registration and 
consumer research necessary to ensure a 
market. Given this cost, and the limited 
number of acres of vegetables grown, the 
projected return on investment to bring 
genetically enhanced vegetable products 
to market is quite challenging.

Another limiting factor is supply 
chain complexity and the number of 
vegetable species and varieties we offer. 
Bringing genetically enhanced options 
to market could double the number of 
products in our portfolio, for example, 
which would greatly increase supply chain 
complexity for Syngenta and our channel 
partners.

NS: The biggest limiting factor is the cost 
of development and regulatory approval. 
From an investment standpoint, it can 
take around $100 million and ten years 
or more to develop and obtain regulatory 
approvals for a new biotech product. This 
level of investment will be very diffi cult 
to justify for most vegetable species 
unless the trait of interest has very high 
value or very broad acre applicability.

SW: How much influence do 
consumer trends and acceptance 
of new breeding techniques play 
in the decision to develop or not 
develop a biotech product?

KB: The potential costs and returns 
for any new products have the final 
say in whether they are developed and 
commercialized. In the specialty crops, 
the costs of meeting the regulatory 
test ing requi rements,  combined 
with the “event by event” regulatory 
approach, make it uneconomical to 
recover all of those costs via sales 
of seeds for individual GE varieties. 

In some markets, such as the EU, 
consumer attitudes would likely doom a 
product even if it were marketed. In the 
United States, I think that consumers 
in general would largely accept such 
products. However, dedicated anti-GE 
groups would mount legal challenges 
and boycotts that would make consumer 
opposition appear to be larger than 
it actually is. The reintroduction of 
insect-resistant sweet corn to the 
market and Walmart’s agreement to 
sell it will be a test of whether activist 
opposition can overcome the clear but 
indirect consumer advantages of reduced 
insecticide use in sweet corn production.

SL :  Consumer acceptance plays 
a significant role. With wheat, for 
example, Syngenta is creating technology 
platforms that will increase productivity 
in an environmentally and economically 
sustainable way. This includes the 
development of hybrid wheat production, 
and us ing  the  tool s  o f  moder n 
biotechnology to develop native and, 
eventually, genetically enhanced traits. 

World Wide Seed, 8343 NW, 66 St.
Miami, Florida, 33181, USA

Tel. +1 786 355.2344 Fax. +1 305 895.0594
e-mail: info@worldwideseed.net
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We believe that biotechnology will 
be another tool in our plant breeding 
toolbox in the mid- to long-term 
timeframe. We have the capability, for 
example, for a genetically enhanced 
Fusarium resistance trait; however, we 
paused development of this opportunity 
several years ago. Before we complete the 
path to commercialization, there have 
to be clear and unambiguous signals 
from the value chain—from the grower 
to the consumer—on how genetically 
enhanced technology can be enabled 
to reach the market. We are actively 
engaged with stakeholders across the 
value chain to make this determination. 
In vegetables, consumer acceptance and 
demand for our products is paramount. 
Without it, the product will not be 
accepted by the value chain—or on the 
farm.

and molecular breeding techniques can 
be a more effective approach than a 
biotech solution. 

SW: How can the seed industry 
help to change the conversation 
from “Are products of genetic 
engineering safe? ” to “Wow, 
that’s a huge step forward”? 
What is your organization doing 
to support that concept? 

KB : The entire industry, from the 
breeders and seed producers to the 
distributors and marketers, must be more 
visible and publicly supportive of the 
advantages that can result from using 
all of the genetic improvement methods 
available. While mandatory labeling of 
GE products failed in California in the 

productivity and sustainability. The UC 
Davis Seed Biotechnology Center has 
developed a website on biotechnology for 
sustainability at sbc.ucdavis.edu/B4S/B4S.
html that has information and resources 
on the documented and potential positive 
impacts on the environment of several 
applications of agricultural biotechnology. 

SL: Syngenta is actively engaged in a 
broad coalition whose aim is to improve 
the amount of, and access to, factual 
information about the benefits of biotech 
crops. Agricultural biotechnology can 
improve productivity, secure and improve 
yields, and produce higher quality crops. 
Biotechnology advances are critical to 
the future sustainability of agriculture. 
If food production is to meet projected 
population increases over the next 
generation, genetic enhancement and 
other biotechnology practices will be 
central to our success.

NS: In general, there needs to be more 
education about the safety and benefits of 
biotech vegetables. I think there is a huge 
gap in knowledge and to maximize the 
development of better tasting and more 
nutritious vegetables, we need to use all 
of the tools at our disposal. To accomplish 
this, the whole supply chain—including 
the seed industry—needs to play an 
active role in educating consumers. As 
a company, we actively communicate 
the benefits and also work through 
partnerships with third parties. As an 
example, we continue to advocate the 
benefits of our Performance Series sweet 
corn directly and through our supply chain 
partners.

SW: As it relates to vegetables, 
can you provide us with some 
insight into what you see in the 
pipeline as the next wave of traits 
is being developed? 

KB: We recently reviewed the product 
innovation and development pipeline 
for GE specialty crops in Nature 
Biotechnology entitled, “The Regulatory 
Bottleneck for Biotech Specialty Crops.” 
Many potentially useful traits for 
specialty crops have been demonstrated 
in proof of concept research, particularly 
with respect to pest and disease control, 

recent vote, the issue will likely rise again. 
If labeling is required and companies 
simply accept a label without actively 
educating the public on why these crops 
help in maintaining productivity while 
reducing the environmental footprint of 
agriculture, they will cede the opportunity 
to define the technology to the groups 
that oppose it. Those groups will seek 
to frame such a label as a warning, 
while the food industry should be taking 
the lead in framing it as evidence of 
progress in meeting those twin goals of 

“The entire industry, from the breeders and seed producers to the 
distributors and marketers, must be more visible and publicly 
supportive of the advantages that can result from using all of the 
genetic improvement methods available.”

— Kent Bradford

NS: Because it can take around 10 
years to bring a new biotech product to 
market, and it is very costly to do so, we 
really take into consideration whether 
or not the value to the people in the 
value chain—farmers, retailers and 
consumers—is enough to justify the cost 
and time spent. Consumer acceptance 
can be a consideration if there is a non-
transgenic option that can provide 
similar results. For example, in many 
situations in vegetables we believe recent 
advances in genetic marker technology 
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but virtually none are moving through 
the regulatory process. The global nature 
of the vegetable seed business presents a 
daunting challenge for GE varieties due 
to the myriad of international regulatory 
environments in which such products 
would need to be approved. 

My own view is that the major 
advantages for vegetable crops are in the 
crop protection and post-harvest quality 
areas, rather than in specifi c consumer-
oriented traits. Many feel that specific 
advantages for consumers, as in taste or 
nutritional enhancement, are needed to 
gain market acceptance of GE vegetables. 
This could be true for initially penetrating 
the market, but I think that the biggest 
advantages for vegetables are in quickly 
developing new disease resistances or 
insect management strategies or in 
adapting crops to climate change—for 
example, improved stress tolerance—
that are not visible to consumers. That 
is why the industry must take a more 

active advocacy role in informing the 
public about these advantages and why 
they benefi t us all. 

SL: Syngenta has invested significantly 
in research and development efforts 
to understand the genetic make-up of 
many vegetable species. Our ability to 
identify genes and the native traits they 
represent has advanced rapidly. We use 
this knowledge to develop and bring 
new products to market that are strong 
agronomically for growers, but also provide 
a great eating experience and value chain 
benefi ts. Some examples we are working 
on include a seedless snacking pepper, 
tomatoes with improved yield and great 
taste, and melons that are sweet and 
have a long shelf life. From a genetically 
enhanced perspective, Syngenta will offer 
Attribute II sweet corn in 2013, which 
combines excellent insect protection with 
herbicide-tolerant traits.

NS : Within vegetable seeds, the 
vast majority of our R&D focus is on 
advanced breeding efforts—more than 
95 percent, in fact—and that’s where our 
research focus will remain. We see a lot of 
opportunity in marker assisted breeding 
and using better tools to select for 
consumer traits of interest, such as better 
taste and improved nutrition. However, 
we also continue to address grower 
and supply chain needs by focusing 
on improved agronomic traits such as 
disease resistance and plant architecture 
improvements to facilitate more effective 
mechanical harvest.

While Monsanto is not working on 
extensive biotech vegetable research, 
the overall industry does have a robust 
pipeline of research efforts in this area. 
Examples include work in apples, plums, 
eggplant, dry beans, tomatoes, cabbage, 
lettuce, caulifl ower, among others.

Kari Belanger

“The biggest advantages for vegetables are in quickly developing new disease resistances 
or insect management strategies or in adapting crops to climate change—for example, 
improved stress tolerance—that are not visible to consumers.”
— Kent J. Bradford
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KEEPERS of 
DIVERSITY
Funding cutbacks are causing 
growing concern among 
industry stakeholders about the 
future viability of the National 
Plant Germplasm System. 

THE NATIONAL PLANT Germplasm System in 
the United States collects and conserves plant genetic 
resources, or germplasm, from all over the world. 

Curators and other scientists acquire, preserve, evaluate 
and catalogue this germplasm, and associated information, 
in 20 genebanks across the United States, distributing it to 
researchers and breeders at no charge and without restrictions. 
The collection currently contains more than 557,000 samples 
of more than 14,600 plant species. It annually distributes an 
average of 200,000 samples to researchers worldwide, about 75 
percent domestically and 25 percent internationally. Without it, 
improvements to varieties and hybrids would be harder to make.
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“The seed industry is completely indebted to the NPGS 
collection to be able to continue to make plant improvements,” 
says Tim Cupka, an independent corn breeder at AgReliant 
Genetics and the American Seed Trade Association liaison for 
the NPGS. “If we don’t have a strong germplasm collection, 
there really is no opportunity to evaluate it for all the various 
traits that we have to deal with and try to make selective 
improvements in our commercial varieties and hybrids, not just 
here in the United States but globally.”

The NPGS’s origins can be traced back to the late 19th 
century, but many of its genebanks were established soon after 
World War II. The NPGS assumed its current form during the 
late 1980s and is one of the largest national genebank systems 
in the world. It’s a network of organizations and people that 
includes universities and NGOs as well as industry stakeholders. 
The NPGS is led by the Agricultural Research Service—the 
in-house research agency of the United States Department of 
Agriculture. 

Support from Partners
The base collection is housed at the National Center for Genetic 
Resources Preservation in Fort Collins, Colo., which maintains 
backup seed samples of the germplasm that is held in working 
collections located across the United States, and which also 
conducts research on developing more effective germplasm 
management and preservation methods. Germplasm is kept 

in both short-term and long-term storage depending on seed 
characteristics. The NCGRP uses advanced techniques such as 
cryopreservation—freezing germplasm in or over liquid nitrogen 
at a temperature of -320.8 F —for long-term storage.

The National Germplasm Resources Laboratory at 
Beltsville, Md., also supports the system, catalogues all incoming 
germplasm, and acts as a hub for plant exploration and a clearing 
house for the exchange of germplasm with foreign countries. It 
also maintains the Germplasm Resources Information Network, 
a data management system containing information on all genetic 
resources within the NPGS.

“The people that run the program for USDA and at our 
collection centers as well as our [National Center for Genetic 
Resources Preservation] are excellent partners to our industry 
and they do a terrific job with the resources that they have,” says 
American Seed Trade Association president and CEO, Andy 
LaVigne. “They realize this truly is the foundation of America’s 
agricultural community, and we couldn’t ask for a stronger group 
of people than we have today.”

Tomorrow’s Challenges
The NPGS faces a number of challenges, not least of which is 
managing and expanding operational capacity and infrastructure 
in the face of diminishing budgets. The USDA/ARS provides 
around 80 percent of the funding for the NPGS, with the states, 
through land-grant universities and state agriculture experiment 

Samples of seeds maintained at the Agricultural Research Service’s National Seed Storage Laboratory in Fort Collins, Colo.
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Staff members at the National Seed Storage Laboratory in Fort Collins, Colo., 
preserve more than one million samples of plant germplasm. Here, technician 
Jim Bruce retrieves a seed sample from the 0 degrees Fahrenheit storage vault 
for testing. 
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“What we see as a concern is ensuring that the 
NPGS has adequate funding and has the resources 
necessary to make sure that we are addressing the 
evolution of the process as we go along.” 
— Andy LaVigne

stations, supplying the rest. “Without that recurrent federal and 
state support, the NPGS would not exist,” says Peter Bretting, a 
senior national program leader for the USDA/ARS. “The most 
daunting challenge currently facing the NPGS is to meet the 
strongly increasing demands for its germplasm and information 
while faced with a shrinking capacity to meet those demands.”

the things we have to make sure of fi rst and foremost is that the 
resources are available to enable the NPGS to continue to be 
a strong system.”

The seed industry plays a critical and supportive role in 
the system by multiplying and characterizing seed stocks, 
collaborating with NPGS staff to conduct joint research projects, 
donating germplasm to genebanks, and educating the public 
about the NPGS and plant germplasm’s importance to U.S. 
agriculture and global food security. “Seed industry personnel 
also donate much time and in-kind support to serve on the 
NPGS’s crop germplasm committees, technical review teams, 
and other groups, which furnish invaluable information and 
technical input for the NPGS’s operations,” says Bretting.   

As leading-edge genomic research advances plant breeding 
at an ever-increasing pace, the NPGS is faced with additional 
challenges of managing the increasing number of genetic/genome 
seed stocks generated, as well as conserving the germplasm of 
crop-associated microbes, which are important for crop breeding 
and enhancing crop yields. Genetic stocks include induced and 
natural mutations, and stocks of genetic oddities and variations 
on normal chromosomes and genes.

“I suspect that almost every important genetically modifi ed 
trait has already occurred in nature through spontaneous 
mutation of one kind or another,” says Cupka. “However, no one 
was there to identify it and select it, so it grew and then it died. 
If we continue to collect germplasm and maintain germplasm 
from all around the world from all the different species, we will 
maintain genetic diversity and natural mutations that occur—
and we will fi nd that, yes, it already happened, yes, we were able 
to screen for it effectively and, yes, we were able to move it into 
the commodity markets much more quickly than if we had to 
create it synthetically later.”

Maintaining Biodiversity
One of the NPGS’s major responsibilities is acquiring and 
conserving the germplasm of the wild relatives of crops, which 
include genes that could be invaluable in ensuring the future of 
agricultural production.

“As we continue to improve and modify our breeding 
techniques, the NPGS becomes even more important,” says 
LaVigne. “We are able to look at and mine the various traits 
that may be in varieties that we didn’t necessarily need out of 
that variety before, but now it’s got that trait we need for either 
oil quality or nutrition or other factors that you can target and 
breed with more quickly. With a strong NPGS, we have good 
information and data-mining capability, and will help breeders 
address issues as we go forward.”

The NPGS’s role as the foundation of plant breeding in 
the United States is well recognized by the seed industry and 
is something it is working hard to promote to the agricultural 
industry as a whole. “The NPGS is the repository of germplasm 
that breeders can access to fi nd the traits that are important in 
dealing with the issues that are facing growers,” says LaVigne. 
“That’s where, I think, we have to step up our activities 
to communicate with our colleagues in other parts of the 
agriculture community about how important it is to have a 
strong NPGS system.”  Angela Lovell

Funding cutbacks to many federal and state research 
facilities, universities and other public organizations are causing 
growing concern about the future viability of this essential 
system.

“What we see as a concern is ensuring that the NPGS has 
adequate funding and has the resources necessary to make sure 
that we are addressing the evolution of the process as we go 
along,” says LaVigne. “We are seeing various collections being 
somewhat endangered; for example, when a professor retires at 
a university, who is going to pick it up, and does the NPGS have 
the resources to be able to take on that responsibility? One of 
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STATUSRUSSIA
RUSSIA’S SEED industry 
is currently going through 
hard times and the state is 
taking serious steps to try to 
bring it out of crisis. Accord-
ing to the Russian Ministry of 
Agriculture, the main problems 
within the industry are the 
deterioration of the material 
and technological base of the 
seed selection process, declin-
ing seed production and the 
lack of adequate infrastructure 
required to supply agricultural 
organizations with high-quality 
seed material. 

As a result, today almost 30 
percent of Russia’s sowing 
seeds for major culture crops 
are now considered to be 
sub-standard. According 
to Russia’s Ministry of 
Agriculture, the productivity of 
plant breeding in the country 
currently stands at only 30 
percent of the total number of 
seeds produced by domestic 
seed companies. Therefore, 
the volume of quality domestic 
seed of numerous key crops 
is falling short of the required 
quantities for agricultural 
producers.

According to data from the 
nation’s Federal Static Service, 
the share of sowing seeds of 
Russian origin is high only for 
cereals and legumes, where 
Russian-produced seed makes 
up about 96 percent of the 

total market. For vegetables, 
imported seed accounts for a 65 
percent market share, and for 
sugar beets, it is estimated to 
be 65 percent, for potatoes 53 
percent, for maize 34 percent, 
and for sunfl ower 28 percent.

To combat this problem, the 
government has adopted 
measures aimed at supporting 
the seed industry and 
improving the effi ciency of 
plant breeding. In particular, the 
state is currently subsidizing 
the purchase of elite seeds. 
Every year, 1.5 billion rubles 
($50 million) is allocated for 
this purpose. At the same 
time regional authorities are 
instructed to subsidize interest 
rates on investment loans for 
the construction of plants and 
other seed production facilities.

The government is also 
currently working toward 
improving legal frameworks in 
this area. In particular, it has 
developed a federal law entitled 
On Plant Genetic Resources 
as well as a long-term federal 
program for seed industry 
development. According to the 
Strategy of Selection and Seed 
Industry Development through 
2020, the coming seven years 
will see signifi cant upgrades of 
main production assets take 
place within Russia’s seed 
industry, to the point where 
there should be enough high-
quality domestic seed to meet 

at least 75 percent of Russian 
farmers’ needs. 

— Vladislav Vorotnikov

STATUSESA
OVER THE past few years, 
the activities of the European 
Seed Association and Breeders 
Trust N.V. have revealed 
several cases of fraud and 
illegal marketing of grass 
seed in the European Union. 
The ESA, Breeders Trust and 
individual seed companies are 
determined to continue their 
monitoring activities and to step 
up the fi ght against illegal seed 
marketing.  

Violation of plant breeders’ 
rights not only creates an unfair 
playing fi eld, it is also a threat 
to the entire production chain. 
In the grass seed sector, the 
focus tends to be more on 
preventing illegal activities, 
such as the sale of unregistered 
seed varieties, mixing cheap, 
uncertifi ed seed into certifi ed 
seed lots and mixtures, and 
the misuse of trade names or 
the use of falsifi ed certifi cates. 
Furthermore, there is a 
challenge to stop the illegal 
importation of grass seed 
lots and grass seed mixtures 
into the EU. In this respect, 
there are major smuggling 
leaks, in particular in southern 
European countries, which 
“strongly disrupt the market, 
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and which need to be stopped,” 
says Breeders Trust project 
manager Corné van Beers, who 
specializes in tracking down 
illegal grass seeds. 

Breeders Trust is presently 
active in the grass seed sector 
in Portugal, Hungary, Poland, 
Italy, among other countries, 
and has successfully stopped 
an illegal Internet trading 
scheme in the Netherlands—
recently a Dutch company 
was offering small packages 
of uncertifi ed grass seed 
mixtures to customers via the 
Internet. Moreover, Breeders 
Trust also focuses on the major 
European ports to identify lots 
of uncertifi ed grass seeds 
arriving from overseas, which 
are subsequently transported 
to various European member 
states where they are then 
illegally given new identities. 

Breeders Trust takes strong 
action against these unlawful 
activities and the violation of 
plant breeders’ rights. The ESA 
and Breeders Trust continue 
to carefully monitor the global 
fl ows of grass seed in order to 
remain on top of these issues.

— European Seed Association

STATUSCHINA
AT PRESENT, China’s 
pepper seed market is mired 
in a slump, mainly due to 

increasing players, depressed 
prices and soaring production 
costs. However, the value of the 
pepper seed market is growing 
gradually with the promotion of 
hybrid seeds in linear pepper 
and pod pepper planting. 

More and more companies 
have become engaged in the 
pepper seed business, leading 
to intense price competition. 
This has resulted in low market 
prices, currently the same 
level as they were 10 years 
ago. During this same period, 
pepper seed production 
costs have soared—in some 
instances by as much as two 
or three times the cost of 
production 10 years ago. 

Among the large number 
of pepper seed companies, 
only a few have undertaken 
professional market research 
to properly gauge market 
demand. In addition, there 
are few companies with 
pepper seed as their core 
business. Jiangxi Zhengbang, 
Hunan Xiangyan Seed 
Industry Co. Ltd. and Beijing 
Zhongshu Horticultural Crop 
Seed R&D Center are the 
leading domestic pepper 
seed enterprises, with sales 
accounting for more than 80 
percent of their respective 
annual revenues. 

Multinationals, like Syngenta 
and Seminis, also report good 

sales but pepper seed only 
accounts for a small portion of 
their revenues. Multinational 
companies dominate the sweet 
pepper and pod pepper seed 
markets, while domestic fi rms 
are the main suppliers of horn-
like and linear pepper seeds. 

The total value of China’s 
pepper seed market is believed 
to be more than one billion 
yuan (US$15.8 million), with 
annual sales of hybrid pepper 
seeds totaling around 80,000 
kilograms. In recent years, 
there haven’t been any large 
fl uctuations in the domestic 
pepper seed market, only 
some small fl uctuations caused 
by price changes. 

In the future, China’s pepper 
seed market is predicted to 
take a turn for the better. Apart 
from industrial policies and 
breeding technology, there 
are two major factors that 
would help boost the market. 
First, disadvantaged players 
should be eliminated if the 
soaring costs of pepper seed 
production and marketing 
go beyond the market price. 
Second, the large-scale 
planting of peppers would link 
operations closer with superior 
companies, which in turn would 
impact seed companies.

— CCM



114 SEEDWORLD.COM

1915
German Beet Seed
Conditions under which Germany will permit sugar beet 

seed to be exported to the United States are laid down in a 

communication from the German government. They are that 

Germany shall have received $800,000 worth of food products 

from the United States before shipment of the seed, that the 

United States Department of Agriculture shall see that the 

seed is not re-exported from this country and that assurance 

of safe passage for seed to the United States shall be secured 

from Great Britain. The seed required for the 1916 crop in the 

United States amounts to about 800,000 bushels and unless 

it can be obtained from Germany or Russia there will be only 

enough seed for a half crop. 

1940
Getting Acquainted With European Seed Laboratories
It is safe to assert that there is no other country in the world 

where the voluntary cooperation between the growers and 

handlers of seed and the state seed testing laboratories is 

so extensive, careful and popular as it is in Denmark. Over 

two-thirds of all the seed used in that country at the present 

time is voluntarily submitted to the control of the State Seed 

Testing Station. Thus it would be fi tting to begin with the 

Copenhagen laboratory, which is considered one of the fi nest 

in Europe.

The Danish station was found by private enterprise as early 

as 1871 and since the station at Saxony no longer exists, 

the Danish station is the oldest of the many stations now 

scattered throughout the world. The Seed Testing Station 

is located in the city of Copenhagen, a short drive from the 

heart of the main business district.

It occupies an entire, attractive and immaculately clean 

building with an adjacent garden with experimental 

plots and greenhouses. There are numerous purity and 

germination rooms in the building, also a well-equipped 

offi ce with an excellent library nearby, a complete herbarium 

and several identifi cation rooms. On the top fl oor is a large, 

sunny dining room with a handy kitchenette where the 

employees can prepare their lunches and afternoon teas, and 

an adjoining balcony overlooking the garden where one can 

relax in old sol after a busy morning. 

— Anne Pierson

1965
They’re Beautifying Britain Too
It is interesting to note from seed and garden publications 

in Great Britain that they too are carrying on a campaign 

to “Beautify Britain.” A recent issue of “Nurseryman and 

Garden Centre” states that: “So well supported was last year’s 

Britain in Bloom campaign that its sponsors, the British 

Travel Association, are again offering a handsome trophy 

to the city, town or village which does most to promote the 

aims of the movement, in addition to giving separate prizes 

of a week’s holiday for two in Sourthport, Jersey and Bath to 

the individuals considered to have contributed most to the 

winning town’s success.”

It then goes on to say that they understand local communities 

have ambitious schemes underway such as reclamation 

of derelict sites, decoration of approaching roads, and the 

wholesale planting of fl owers, shrubs and trees in their 

localities, with villagers working together in some towns on 

communal areas as well as on their own gardens. 

Perhaps our government could take a lesson from the 

program in England, even if it is only to the extent of realizing 

that making and keeping a country beautiful starts at the 

grassroots, with the people, and not through the building 

up of a government organization which will spend untold 

millions of dollars on projects of their own choosing in which 

the people have no interest as well as salaries and end up 

without any real results.

Since 1915
The fi rst issue of Seed World was published in 1915. Read on for a Seed World was published in 1915. Read on for a Seed World
timeline of interesting news and events that were printed in the 
magazine throughout its long history.
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1990
To Russia With Corn
The largest shipment of hybrid seed corn from the U.S. to 

the U.S.S.R. since the 1970s grain embargo took place this 

spring. The deal is representative of the recent political and 

economic changes in the Soviet Union, as Soviet leaders 

focus on feeding their people, increasing the productivity of 

collective farms and building hard currency.

The shipment involved over 7.5 million pounds of seed corn 

developed by the Garst Seed Company, Coon Rapids, Iowa, 

which is owned by the British-based ICI. The seed is to be 

distributed to twenty collective farms around the Black Sea, 

some in the republic of Stavropol, Iowa’s sister republic. Also 

included in the deal were some ICI crop protection chemicals 

and sugar beet seeds.

Hybrid seed corn being loaded for shipment 

to the “Iowa of the Soviet Union.”
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IT’S A VERY REAL 

CHALLENGE FOR US IN 

AGRICULTURE TO TALK 

ABOUT OURSELVES

time, developing countries grew 

more, 52 percent, of global biotech 

crops than industrial countries at 

48 percent. In 2012, growth rate 

for biotech crops was at least three 

times as fast, and five times as 

large in developing countries, at 

11 percent or 8.7 million hectares, 

versus three percent or 1.6 million 

hectares in industrial countries. 

Of the 28 countries which planted 

biotech crops in 2012, 20 were 

developing and eight were industrial 

countries; two new countries, Sudan 

(Bt cotton) and Cuba (Bt maize) 

planted biotech crops for the first 

time in 2012. Germany and Sweden 

could not plant the biotech potato 

Amflora because it ceased to be 

marketed. Stacked traits are an 

important feature—13 countries 

planted biotech crops with two or 

more traits in 2012, and notably, 

10 of the 13 were developing 

countries—43.7 million hectares, or 

more than a quarter, of the 170 million 

hectares were stacked in 2012.”

— The International Service for 

the Acquisition of Agri-Biotech 

Applications

TACKLING DROUGHT

“More extreme and f requent 

droughts resulting from climate 

change are having devastating 

food security impacts, especially in 

the most vulnerable regions of the 

world,” said José Graziano da Silva, 

director general of the Food and 

Agriculture Organization, in a press 

release leading up to a high-level 

meeting on national drought policy 

in mid-March in Geneva. “To buck 

this trend, we must build resilient, 

drought-resistant communities. This 

means not simply reacting after the 

rains fail, but investing over the long 

term, so that when drought does 

hit, people and food systems can 

weather the blow.”

GROWTH RATE FOR BIOTECH CROPS 

WAS AT LEAST THREE TIMES AS 

FAST, AND FIVE TIMES AS LARGE IN 

DEVELOPING COUNTRIES

AGRICULTURE NEEDS A VOICE

The growing disconnect between 

agriculture and the public was 

a major theme at the 2013 Bayer 

CropScience Ag Issues Forum, held 

recently in Kissimmee, Fla., United 

States. The forum is an annual 

platform for media and industry to 

discuss those issues that will affect 

agriculture not just in the United 

States, but also around the globe. 

Speaker Michelle Payn-Knoper, 

author of the book No More Food 

Fights, emphasized this point by 

actually breaking a small plate 

before beginning her presentation. 

“I did that to make you realize 

that the plate is indeed broken 

between the farm and food sides 

of the public,” said Payn-Knoper. 

“It’s a very real challenge for us in 

agriculture to talk about ourselves 

because we think that we are too 

busy taking care of our crops and 

livestock to do so.” But folks in 

agriculture need to speak up for 

themselves, she said. “The reality is 

for agriculture that if your voice is 

not in the conversation somehow, 

someone else is probably speaking 

on your behalf,” said Payn-Knoper. 

TRENDS IN BIOTECH 

PRODUCTION

“Biotech crop hectares increased 

by an unprecedented 100–fold 

from 1.7 million hectares in 1996, 

to over 170 million hectares in 

2012. This makes biotech crops the 

fastest adopted crop technology in 

recent times. In 2012, for the first 
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COOL DEBATE HEATS UP IN AUSTRALIA

Australia’s Rural and Regional Affairs and 

Transport Committee’s recent decision not to 

endorse amendments to the Australian Food 

Labelling Bill has seed growers in the country 

upset. “Obviously, we are disappointed that 

this draft of the bill has not been endorsed, as 

country of origin labelling in its current form is 

incredibly difficult to understand and in vital 

need of an overhaul,” says William Churchill, 

public affairs manager for AUSVEG, the national 

peak industry body for Australian vegetable and 

potato growers. “Industry will obviously continue 

to provide feedback on the proposal as it is 

incredibly important in ensuring the long-term 

viability of not only the Australian vegetable and 

potato industries but also broader agriculture.” 

According to AUSVEG, recent research has 

revealed that 80 percent of consumers surveyed 

agreed with the statement: I purchase Australian 

produce because I want to support our farmers 

and for Australia to have a viable industry. 

“There is a high level of support for an overhaul 

of country of origin labelling laws within the 

Australian community, so it is frustrating to see 

these improvements delayed, especially when 

the Senate report indicates this support for 

improvement in COOL laws was reflected in a 

number of submissions made to the committee,” 

adds Churchill.

CHINA SLOW TO ROLL 

OUT GM CROPS

According to top government scientists, China 

has delayed the introduction of genetically 

modified rice and corn as it trie
s to 

head off public fears. “There 

are some debates. ... We have 

not given the public enough 

knowledge about GMO 

crops,” said Peng Yufa, a 

member of the GM crop 

b i o s a f e t y  co m m i t te e 

under the Chinese Ministry 

of Agriculture. “The crops 

have to be accepted by 

consumers who are willing 

to buy and by farmers who 

are willing to grow,” Peng said, 

adding that the process may take 

five years. Another top agricultural 

official, Chen Xiwen, said while the 

Chinese public remains “very concerned” about 

the safety of GM crops, it was inevitable that 

China would import GM crops in the future to 

meet the supply gap.

ADVOCATING THE IMPORTANCE OF SEED TREATMENT

“Seed treatment is the technology of choice for the seed industry and for farmers and vegetable 

growers across Europe. It allows targeted crop protection with minimal quantities of pesticides, saves 

labor, time and energy, and avoids CO2
 emissions and external land use. This new report shows just 

how crucial neonicotinoid seed treatments are for the competitiveness of the agri-food chain and 

what is at stake for our economy and the environment,” Garlich von Essen, secretary general of the 

European Seed Association, said referring to a report from Berlin-based think tank Humboldt Forum 

for Food and Agriculture on the socio-economic and environmental value of neonicotinoid seed 

treatment within the European Union. The report finds that neonicotinoid seed treatment contributes 

more than 2 billion euros annually to commodity crop revenues and reduces production costs by €1 

billion across the EU. ESA has been urging the European Commission and member states to reflect 

on the findings of the report in further discussions of seed treatments. “The report is based on an 

economic impact assessment approach that should serve as reference for such discussions in the 

future. It allows decision-makers a truly informed judgement of all relevant economic aspects in a 

policy debate.”

THIS NEW REPORT SHOWS JUST HOW 

CRUCIAL NEONICOTINOID SEED TREATMENTS 

ARE FOR THE COMPETITIVENESS OF THE 

AGRI-FOOD CHAIN 
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Greece has the highest per 
capita consumption of nuts 
in the world; production is 
mainly to meet domestic 
demand and needs of the 
growing tourism industry.

Interesting facts and figures

Sources: United States Department of Agriculture Foreign Agricultural Service, European 

Commission—EuroStat, International Service for the Acquisition of Agri-Biotech Applications

3rd
Largest producer of almonds 
among the 27 nations of the 
European Union, after Spain 
and Italy.

1st

3rd3rd
Largest exporter of raisins in 
the world, behind Turkey and 

the United States. 

Of Greek farms specialize 
in cereals, oilseeds and 
protein crops.

10%
Portion of the total Greek 
labor force working in the 
farming sector.

82%

Of Greece’s 
total acreage 
is dedicated to 
organic production.

5%

29% Of Greek farms 
specialize in olives.

56%
Portion of Greek 
farmers who would 
adopt Bt maize, 
according to recent 
survey.

Portion of Greece’s total 
wheat area planted to 
durum in 2010/11, when 
an estimated 0.9 million 
tons was produced on 
0.5 million hectares.

67%

GREECE’S 
AGRICULTURAL 

INDUSTRY
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