
Over 500 participants gathered 
at the CSIR Convention Centre in 
Pretoria for the 8th annual PMA 
Fresh Connections: Southern Africa 
conference and trade show. This 
two day event featured international 
and local speakers covering topics 
such as blockchain, the role of 
superfruit in growing South Africa's  
economy, and opportunities in new 
markets. Themed 'Connect Local, 
Grow Global' the event created 
ample opportunity to network.
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South Africa was expected to 
achieve a GDP growth of about 1,8% 
in 2018.

However, to achieve the growth 
targets set out in the National 
Development Plan (NDP) by 
2030, the economy had to grow 
by at least five per cent per year.
Thabi Nkosi, executive director of 
research business development and 
investment at AFGRI, said that there 
was not enough investment in South 
Africa to achieve the level of growth 
required to address challenges such 
as unemployment.

Speaking at the Produce Marketing 
Association’s Fresh Connections 
Southern Africa Conference and 
Trade Show in Pretoria, she said that 
low levels of business confidence 
were deterring local investors, as well 
as foreign direct investment, which 
had been declining since 2012.

“When we look at this trend, we 
need to ask ourselves some serious 
questions about what it is that we 
need to change to start attracting 
investment,” Nkosi said.

The agriculture sector could play 
a key role in achieving the NDP 
targets for economic growth, poverty 
alleviation and job creation. 

According to Nkosi, horticultural 
industries such as high-value fruit 
did not only hold major potential for 
growth, but they were also labour 
intensive, employing roughly 1,3 
labourers per hectare of crops.

Tommie van Zyl, CEO of ZZ2, who 
participated in a panel discussion 
with Nkosi, said the opportunity for 
growth in the horticulture industry 
is particularly high in the superfruit 
category, which include blueberries, 
almonds and dates.

Fresh produce suppliers can 
choose from a variety of marketing 
channels, which each offer different 
challenges and rewards, when 
selling their produce. Fresh produce 
growers need to be market-orientated 
to remain profitable. 

Lindie Stroebel, general manager 
of the Produce Marketing Association 
of Southern Africa, highlighted five 
marketing channels: the export 
market, local and regional retail, 
commission markets (fresh produce 
markets), cross-border trade, and 
informal markets. “Some of the 
largest suppliers of tomatoes in the 
country estimate that over half of their 
products are sold through informal 
markets. 

“We can achieve rapid 
growth in the South 
African economy by 
investing in the superfruit 
industry, but we need to 
be more forward-looking 
if we want to create the 
type of environment that 
would attract investment 
in the industry.”

CONNECT LOCAL
GROW GLOBAL

PMA
Fresh Connection Conference

REGARDING 
MARKETING

Low levels of business 
confidence deter investors
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NUUSFLITSE

Syngenta's tomato team created a 
variety that proved itself extremely 
strong against tip rot.

Long heat periods are difficult for 
crops, causing stress to the plants. 

But even during days with very 
high temperatures, Romindo held its 
own. In view of climate change, one 
might expect these kinds of summers 
more often. 

Romindo
It is a loose plum tomato

After investing a lot of money and 
labour in producing a commodity, 
a farmer generally expects to reap 
his reward. This is not the case for 
Zambian tomato farmers, currently.

Tomatoes are going to waste daily, 
due to the low price caused by an 
over supply.

The Permanent Secretary of 
Agriculture, Julius Shawa, is also 
concerned with the wastage of 
tomatoes. He defines the solution to 
the over supply as value addition to 
the commodity.

According to Mr Shawa, value 
addition to tomatoes requires a 
concerted effort by Government and 
the private sector to be strategic as 
they produce their crops saying the 
agriculture diversification programme 
is aimed at bringing other crops on 
board and not just tomatoes.

Flooding the market
Zambians

“We cannot have all the farmers 
producing the same products and 
expect the price to rise. We have 
a situation where all farmers want 
to produce the same products just 
because they can cash in and when 
prices fall, they all rush to another 
product. Let us be strategic as we 
produce,” he says.

The tomato price has dropped to 
as low as K15 (R20,37) for a box, 
triggered by the over supply. At 
Soweto Market in Lusaka it is a sorry 
sight as farmers see their tomatoes 
go to waste due to a lack of demand.

Earlier this year, a box of tomatoes 
sold for approximately K300 (R407) 
and farmers produced more, 
anticipating that the prices would 
remain high. They didn’t realise all 
farmers were thinking alike, resulting 
in a drop in prices.

Departemente Landbou, 
Bosbou en Visserye en Landelike 
Ontwikkeling en Grondhervorming 
dra R4,4 miljard aan die Land Bank 
by om opkomende boere te steun. 

Hoogs arbeidsintensiewe gewasse 
wat op die uitvoermark gerig is, sal 
prioriteit geniet. Hierdie inisiatief 
spruit uit pres. Cyril Ramaphosa 
se stimulusplan waar die landbou 
geïdentifiseer is as ‘n groot dryfveer 
van ekonomiese herstel, waarvoor 
die bedryf voorkeurfinansiering moet 
kry.

Mnr. Tito Mboweni, Minister van 
Finansies het benadruk dat die 

regering in samewerking met die Land 
Bank beplan om grondhervorming te 
versnel en die produktiewe gebruik 
van grond wat aan begunstigdes 
oorgedra is, te onderhou. 

lngevolge die grondhervorming- 
projek sal begunstigdes huur-
kontrakte vir 30 jaar kry sodat die 
Land Bank lenings aan daardie boere 
kan toestaan. 

Die bank sal ook 'n kombinasie 
van lenings en toelaes gebruik om 
landbouproduksie te verhoog met n 
kommersialiseringsprogram vir swart 
boere. 

Mediumtermyn
Werkskepping in die landbousektor het met die mediumtermyn 
begroting ’n hupstoot gekry van R4,4 miljard. Mnr. Tito Mboweni, 
Minister van Finansies het sy mediumtermynbegroting op 14 Oktober 
in die parlement ter tafel gelê.

SA BEGROTING
At a recent investment 
summit President Ramaphosa 
reassured investors that his 
government was committed to 
protecting property rights as it 
pursues plans to accelerate the 
pace of land redistribution.
“We are committed as 
government to pursuing a 
comprehensive approach 
to land and agrarian reform 
which ensures transformation, 
development and stability,” 
he said in his opening speech 
to the summit." Our approach 
reaffirms the constitutional 
protection of property rights. 
I want to reaffirm that South 
Africa is very, very committed to 
property rights."

SA is committed 
to protecting 

property rights



4 TAMATIENUUS • OCTOBER 2018

With robotics, computers and advanced genetics, researchers are unraveling how plant roots take up and 
metabolize nitrogen, the key to plant growth and crop yield. 

How do plant roots handle 
nitrogen uptake?

"Nitrogen metabolism is incredibly 
important for growth," said Siobhan 
Brady, associate professor of plant 
biology at University of California 
(UC Davis). The invention of nitrogen 
fertilizers over a hundred years ago 
has enabled a massive expansion 
in agricultural productivity to feed 
billions of people. But at the same 
time, runoff of excess pesticides 
into soils, waterways and the oceans 
has many negative impacts. By 
understanding the genes that control 
how plants take up and use nitrogen, 
scientists like Brady hope to give 
plant breeders tools to generate crop 
varieties that need less fertilizer or 

make better use of it. "We know the 
genes that are involved in nitrogen 
assimilation and transport but we 
don't understand all the ways that 
nitrogen metabolism is regulated," 
Brady said. What's more, most 
of these regulatory genes, called 
transcription factors because they 
control the transcription (or activity) 
of other genes, have been identified 
in stems, shoots and leaves - but 
not many in roots, where nitrogen 
actually gets into a plant from the soil. 
Brady's laboratory aims to discover 
the networks of genes that shape how 
plant roots live and grow Brady took 
the premise that transcription factors 

for nitrogen metabolism would also be 
linked to other important processes.

He used robotics to screen 
transcription factors against hundreds 
of genes at a time, assembling them 
into a network and used computational 
methods to predict which genes were 
most important in the network. The 
UC Davis team could then study the 
role of those genes in plants. 

The results establish a core set 
of genes that are critical in nitrogen 
metabolism, Brady said. "If we want 
to breed nitrogen-efficient plants, 
we need to look at these genes," 
she said. "This will open up a lot of 
research."

Perfekte oplossings in 
besproeiingsbestuur

KAAPSTAD - Hoofkantoor
Posbus 696, Brackenfell 7561
Tel: +27 21 917 7177 
Faks: +27 21 917 7200

GAUTENG 
Posbus 11052, Randhart 1457
Tel: +27 11 908 2204 
Faks: +27 11 908 5312

MPUMALANGA
Suite 63, Postnet X 11326, Nelspruit 1200
Tel: +27 13 755 3510
Faks: +27 13 755 3505

www.agriplas.co.za
Doen navraag by jou naaste besproeiings handelaar oor Agriplas Produkte
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• Black greenhouse film
Low transmittance, only less than 
10%, covering grassy areas, weeds 
cannot get the necessary sunlight 
after germination and death occurs, 
weed control effect is stable and 
reliable, and saves labor; black film 
decreases temperature slowly, good 
water retention performance, in high 
temperature season covering cool 
vegetables, less heat transfer, water 
evaporation, which can promote 
growth. If using shade net, the cooling 
effect is more obvious. Black plastic 
film was the best choice for planting 
summer radish, Chinese cabbage, 
Autumn Cucumber and late tomato 
in plots with serious weeds or high 
season temperature.

• Green greenhouse film
Using green film, green light 
increased and visible light decreased, 
thus reducing the photosynthesis of 
weeds under plastic film, restraining 
their growth, thus playing a role in 
weed control; green greenhouse film 
on soil humidification is not as good 
as transparent film, but stronger than 
black film, beneficial to the growth 
of the above-ground part of crops, 
yield increase effect is significant. 
It is widely used with strawberries, 
melons, tomatoes, eggplants, 
peppers and other vegetables.

• Blue greenhouse film
Under the condition of weak light, 
the transmittance is higher than that 
of transparent film, but under the 
condition of strong light, it is lower 
than that of transparent film, so the 
heat preservation performance is 
good, and the temperature in the film 
is generally higher 2℃ to 3℃ than 
that of transparent film. It can be used 
in vegetables, strawberries, peanuts 
and other crops, and has good 
inhibition effect on the black spot 

Which film suits your 
tomato planting 
the best?
Different colour plastic film has different absorption and reflection 
effects on the spectrum, and has different effects on crop growth, 
weeds, pests and diseases, and soil temperature. 

pathogen of cruciferous vegetables.

• Silver gray film
It can reflect ultraviolet rays, repel 
aphids and whitefly, alleviate crop 
viral diseases, repel yellow leaping 
beetle, cucumber and weevil, and 
inhibit the growth of weeds and good 
water retention effect.It is suitable for 
disease prevention and heat resistant 
cultivation in spring or summer 
and autumn, such as Solanaceae, 
cucurbits, vegetables and tobacco.

• Silver reflective film
It has the function of reflecting light, 
heat insulation and reducing ground 
temperature. It can be used as the 
side wall of the greenhouse and to 
improve the light intensity between 
plant rows and fruit trees and 
promote coloring.It can be used for 
ground covering of tomatoes, grapes, 
cherries and apples in greenhouse.

• Black and white mulch film
It can enhance the reflected light, 
reduce the ground temperature, 

and keep water and weed killing 
effect well. It is mainly used for heat-
resistant cultivation of vegetables 
and melons in summer and autumn. 
For example, it is better for insect 
prevention, rainproof, windproof and 
shade protection when combined 
with small arch shed.

• Silver Black film
It has multiple functions of reflecting 
light, avoiding aphids, killing grass, 
and suitable crops are the same as 
black and white double-sided film.
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It does not rapidly kill the plant, but may 
result in severely reduced yields

In spite of the name Verticillium wilt, the initial symptoms of 
the disease on tomato consist of characteristic V-shaped 
lesions on the lower leaflets or leaves, with yellowing in 
a fan-shaped pattern that narrows down from the leaf 
margins. As symptoms progress, leaf veins become 
brown, and brown necrotic spots appear on the leaves. 
These spots may be confused with other diseases like 
early blight, but they do not develop the concentric rings 
characteristic of Alternaria.

Diurnal wilting and recovery typically commences 
at fruit set. Initially, infected plants usually show mild to 
moderate wilt during the warmest part of the day but 
recover at night. The leaves may wilt and eventually die 
and drop off. Disease symptoms progress up the stem, 
and plants become stunted with just the upper leaves 
remaining green. Fruits on affected plants remain small 
with yellow shoulders and may be sunburned because of 
loss of the canopy.

Verticillium wilt can be confused with Fusarium wilt 
and other wilt diseases of tomato and pepper. Vascular 
discoloration is evident in lower stems when they are 
cut open. In contrast to Fusarium wilt, Verticillium wilt 
discoloration seldom extends more than 10 to 12 inches 
above the soil. The discoloration is said to be a lighter 
shade of brown than Fusarium wilt diseases, but this is not 
a reliable characteristic for diagnosis.

Survival and Spread
Verticillium wilt is a cool weather disease. It occurs 

during the winter months when daytime temperatures are 
20°C to 23°C. 

Infection takes place when Verticilliurn albo-atrum 
penetrates root hairs. The fungus invades the xylem 
interfering with the normal upward movement of 
water and nutrients. The fungus also produces 
a toxin that contributes to the wilting and 
spotting of the leaves.

Its wide host range permits verticillium to 
persist in soils for long periods. It can attack 
and multiply in many common weeds. In 
addition, the fungus also produces tiny 
black resting bodies (microsclerotia), which 
help it survive between seasons.

Cultural methods are important in controlling this 
disease. Long rotations between susceptible crops (four 
to five years), good drainage, and proper soil moisture 
management are recommended to aid in control.

Soil fumigation provides control and is recommended on 

Management

Verticillium wilt

The pathogen thrives in 
wet soil. Tomatoes and 
potatoes must experience 
at least a day of saturated 
soil before infection 

occurs.

high-value crops grown on plastic. 
The most feasible and economic 

control is the use of Verticillium-tolerant 
tomato cultivars. Most commercial hybrids 

incorporate Verticillium resistance, and a wide range of 
cultivars with varying maturities and superior horticultural 
qualities are available.
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The results showed the total T. 
absoluta mortality at 99.08%, with 
38.76% mortality during the egg 
phase, 57.20% in the larva phase 
and 3.12% in the pupal phase. The 
main mortality factors during the egg 
stage were predation, parasitism and 
egg inviability. In the larval stage, the 
main mortality factors were predation, 
parasitism, entomopathogenic 
agents and physiological disorders. 
In the pupal stage, the main mortality 
factor was predation. The larvae of 
the 3rd and 4th instar were more 
susceptible to the action of mortality 
factors and the predatory wasp, 
Protonectarina sylveirae, was the 
main insect predator of these larvae. 
It was concluded that the T. absoluta 
population is regulated under field 
conditions by the action of natural 
enemies of the larvae. The predatory 
wasp P. sylveirae is very important 
in the regulation of T. absoluta 
populations in open‐field tomato 
crops.

Current strategies and future 
outlook for managing the pest in 
the Mediterranean Basin with the 
invasion of new regions by the pest 
has been more than ever a critical 
issue that warrants coordinated 
international actions to manage 
established populations and prevent 
further spreading. 

Invasive insects can undermine 
the ecological equilibrium of both 
natural and agricultural ecosystems. 
Moreover, increasing temperatures 
due to climatic change exacerbate 
this problem by allowing pests to 
further reach regions previously 
considered unsuitable. 

Scientists Guerrieri and Cascone 
from the Institute for Sustainable 
Plant Protection National Research 

Natural mortality factors of 
Tuta absoluta in open-field 
tomatoes
Little importance has been given to the role of natural mortality factors (biotic and abiotic) in the 
regulation of tomato leafminer Tuta absoluta (Lepidoptera: Gelechiidae) populations. A new 
study determined the action of mortality factors on T. absoluta populations infesting cultivated 
tomato crops. Eighty ecological life tables for T. absoluta in field cultivated tomato plants were 
constructed and analyzed.

Council of Italy and Gontijo of the 
Programa de Pós-Graduação Manejo 
e Conservação de Ecossistemas 
Naturais e Agrários Univ Federal de 
Viçosa Florestal in Brasil researched 
how European growers are dealing 
with T. absoluta in the Mediterranean 
area. They came to the conlusion that, 
as for many other invasive pests, the 
best approach has been the adoption 
of integrated pest management 
(IPM). Specifically, the integration of 
biological control agents (e.g., mirid 
predators and egg parasitoids), 
microbial insecticides (i.e., Bacillus 
thuringiensis), selective chemical 
insecticides, and sex pheromone-
based control has proven adequate, 
especially in tomato greenhouses.

Nonetheless, some of the 
challenges they experienced include 
the development of resistant tomato 
cultivars, the management of wild 
vegetation and companion plants to 
optimize the conservation of natural 
enemies and their effectiveness at 
the crop level, the management 
of insecticide resistance, and the 
improvement of sex pheromone-
based tactics.

BACKGROUND
The tomato pinworm 

Tuta absoluta (Meyrick) 
(Lepidoptera) is an exotic 
pest native to Peru that has 
spread beyond Neotropical 
America. 

In Europe, its occurrence 
was reported in Spain in 2006, 
and thereafter, it has spread 
throughout the Mediterranean 
Basin and further into Africa 
and part of Asia. 

While T. absoluta can 
cause losses to tomato 
production all over the globe, 
the differences in each 
invaded region (e.g., climate, 
vegetation) may affect its 
population dynamics and, 
consequently, management 
protocols. 
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Bacterial wilt devastates food crops world-wide. It destroys major crop plants such as tomatoes, potatoes, 
bananas and ginger. So far farmers have had to plant and wait for mature plants to observe resistance. 
Now research shows a possible way of saving time and reducing risk significantly for farmers and plant 
breeders. A new approach promises to forecast cultivar resistance at seedling stage. Scientists use plant 
metabolomics and statistics to decode the plants' chemical defenses. 

Early detection of disease 
resistance in food crops

The bacterium which causes the 
disease lingers in soil, seeds and 
plant material for years. It can infect 
water and farming equipment as well.

Plant breeders and farmers would 
like to know how resistant a cultivar is 
to the bacterium as early as possible. 
But so far they have had to plant -- and 
then wait for mature plants to observe 
resistance in the fields. Now research 
shows a possible way of saving 
time and reducing risk significantly 
for farmers and plant breeders. A 
new approach promises to forecast 

cultivar resistance much earlier than 
was possible before. Researchers 
can now analyse cultivar resistance 
at seedling stage for a range of 
threats. They use plant metabolomics 
and statistical modelling to decode 
the plants' chemical defences. 
Combined with genetic methods, the 
approach will be useful to identify 
resistance which depends on several 
genes, a long-standing challenge in 
plant breeding.

"When farmers buy seed, they need 
to think about the threats the plants 

will have to survive, for instance, if the 
soil is already infected with Ralstonia 
solanacearum bacteria that cause 
wilt, the farmer can either not plant 
crops that get attacked by bacterial 
wilt, or, choose cultivars that are more 
resistant. This may look simple in the 
age of full-genome DNA sequencing. 
Analyse all the genes of the cultivars, 
and pick the ones with the right genes 
for the threats on a particular farm. 
But a plant's resistance may not work

turn to page10
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like that. For one threat, a single 
gene may switch resistance on or off. 
For another, several genes may be 
involved.

Resistance to Ralstonia 
solanacearum is a multigenic trait - it 
depends on many genes - and these 
are not well understood yet.Relying 
on what plants look like can be 
deceptive as well. When plants are 
young, it may be possible to tell that 
a cultivar is unable to defend itself 
against a threat, that it is susceptible. 
But eliminating susceptible cultivars 
doesn't reliably leave you with resistant 
ones, says Dubery. In plant immunity, 
susceptibility and resistance can be 
heavily influenced by environmental 
factors. With the current situation, 
farmers risk seedlings dying in 
infected soil. Mature plants can also 
turn out less resistant than expected. 
Plant breeders risk time on improving 
cultivars which turn out unsuitable for 
agriculture.

In their research four tomato 
cultivars showing high resistance 
to Ralstonia solanacearum in 
commercial agriculture got mashed 
up and the resulting pulp scrutinized 

for chemicals that the cultivars 
made to defend themselves against 
the onslaught. Plants can develop 
resistance to threats, such as 
bacteria, viruses or environmental 
stresses. But they lack the  circulating 
immune cells to support acquired 
immunity. Instead, plants use their 
innate resistance encoded by their 
genes. They also synthesize a variety 
of anti-microbial chemicals to counter 
threats. For each threat, a plant 
needs to make a different chemical 
'cocktail'. The needed cocktail can 
vary, depending on location, weather 
and other stresses. Up to 41 of 
these chemicals, called secondary 
metabolites, were studies using  
liquid chromatography coupled with 
high definition mass spectrometry. 
This showed which cultivars made 
what metabolites, and how much. 
Then the researchers ran the raw 
data through a statistics engine to do 
multivariate analysis.

Plants 'notice' what is attacking 
them in their environment. Some 
cultivars are better at noticing 
several threats at once, and making 
all the chemicals needed to defend 

themselves.
If a cultivar has stronger resistance 

against a threat, it will make more 
of the chemicals needed. These 
chemicals appear as strong peaks 
on the analyses. If the cultivar doesn't 
have much resistance against that 
threat, it either doesn't make the 
chemical, or in much lower quantities.

The researchers compared the 
chemical composition of the cultivar 
'cocktails', and correlated this with 
the known resistance of the cultivars 
to bacterial wilt. In the process, they 
found a 'metabolite fingerprint' for 
tomato resistance to wilt.

"In principle, we can use this 
approach for any plant-pathogen 
interaction. The likely resistance of a 
cultivar can be forecast at seedling 
stage," says Dubery. "If a cultivar 
has the genetic ability to develop 
resistance to a threat, it will synthesize 
the chemicals to defend itself. In this 
way, we can 'see' plant resistance 
much better than just looking at 
them. "And we can do this when the 
seedlings are only a few weeks old, 
rather than waiting months to see if 
mature plants are resistant," he says.
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Plant scientists are on the case. 
Recently, three papers from research 
groups around the world detail 
attempts to make a new type of super-
tomato: one that does not sacrifice 
taste for convenience. To do this, 
the researchers used CRISPR–Cas9 
gene editing, which allowed them to 
modify specific genes in wild relatives 
of tomatoes. The result, according to 
a scientist who has tasted one of the 
fruits, is an “aromatic” tomato that 
could re-energize taste buds.

The studies are a demonstration of 
the fruits of decades of painstaking 
plant-genetics research: a cupboard 
full of genes with known effects, 
that can each be adjusted to turn 
an unruly wild plant into a valuable 
domesticated one. The work serves 
as a reminder of the value of basic 
research into plant growth and 
development. And it shows how other 
useful traits could be introduced in 
other crops.

One group edited a wild relative of 
the tomato called Physalis pruinosa, 
which is grown in Central and South 
America (Z. H. Lemmon et al. Nature 
Plants 4, 766–770; 2018). Its berries 
are tasty and slightly sweet, but 
its sprawling growth pattern and 
tendency to drop its fruit onto the 
ground make it ill-suited for large-
scale agriculture. The edited plant 
was more compact, and produced 
larger fruits.

The other two groups tinkered 

With a super-tomato 
scientists prove the 
difference they can make
• Give us a tomato that does not   
 sacrifice taste for convenience
The world produces some 800 billion tomatoes each year - but how many of them are worth eating? 
Thousands of years of breeding have produced a fruit that often suits farmers and sellers more than 
consumers. Vines now grow in an orderly fashion, and produce lots of tomatoes that stay in place until 
they are harvested and are firm enough to be shipped long distances. But, in too many cases, studies 
have confirmed that flavour and nutrition have got lost somewhere along the way.

with a relative called Solanum 
pimpinellifolium. This species is 
stress tolerant and resistant to 
the commercially devastating 
disease bacterial spot, but the 
researchers sought to boost the 
size and attractiveness of its fruits, 
while making plant growth easier to 
control. They aimed to combine the 
benefits of S. pimpinellifolium with 
the features of modern tomatoes that 
appeal to farmers and consumers. 
The researchers also laboured to 
increase the nutritional value of their 
new tomatoes: first, by boosting the 
levels of lycopene, a carotenoid 
linked to health benefits; and second, 
by focusing on a greater vitamin C 
content.

To achieve the same product 
through conventional breeding would 
have taken decades, says Jörg 
Kudla at the University of Münster 
in Germany, a lead author on one 
of the papers. Instead, it took his 
team three years. It’s an example of 
science serving a need of society 
- and one that highlights the flawed 
steps the European Union is taking 
that will threaten such work in the 
future. In July, the European Court 
of Justice ruled that foods produced 
by CRISPR–Cas9 gene editing must 
be bound by the same onerous 
regulations as genetically modified 
crops. The resulting mandatory tests 
and trials will massively increase the 
cost of developing a commercial 

product, which in turn makes funding 
for research on such products less 
viable.

The expense is one reason why 
genetically modified crops have so 
far yielded little benefit for consumers: 
because it has cost so much to 
produce such plants, companies 
focus on developing commodity 
crops and traits that appeal to 
farmers. 

Kudla has grant applications for up 
to R32,55 million now under review to 
fund research related to his gene-
editing work. But funders have a 
responsibility to spend their cash in 
ways that might benefit taxpayers, 
he notes, and if such crops have no 
commercial future in Europe, it might 
be a struggle to justify paying for the 
crops’ development.

The long-awaited European court 
decision puzzled many researchers, 
because the technique involves gene 
edits that merely disable a gene, 
rather than rewriting it with a specific 
sequence. 

Scientifically, advocates see this 
as being similar to using a chemical 
or radiation to generate mutations 
and then screening the plants for a 
desired trait — which is not classed 
as genetic modification. But with 
CRISPR–Cas9, researchers can 
generate the mutations in specific 
genes, without having to screen 
thousands of plants for each trait they 
want to introduce.






