Syngenta steps up drugs-from-plants investment

LONDON, Feb 11 (Reuters) - Syngenta , the world's biggest agrochemicals firm, said on Wednesday it was stepping up investment in new technology that could see the medicines of tomorrow grown inside plants.

Chief Executive Michael Pragnell said the Swiss-based group planned to invest around $30 million this year on so-called bio-pharming research, up from $12 million in 2002.

Syngenta currently has six compounds in early stage development, including a potential new treatment for psoriasis, although clinical trials are still several years away.

If all goes well, the company -- which plans to license out any promising new drugs to pharmaceutical companies -- could start receiving milestone payments from these products before the end of the decade.

But Pragnell cautioned the technology was still at an experimental stage.

"It may not work, in which case we will have no hesitation in scrapping it," he told reporters, after presenting Syngenta's annual results in London.

A number of companies are currently studying ways of using genetically altered crops to produce cheap protein-based medicines. But there are concerns among environmentalists that crops containing pharmaceuticals could contaminate the food chain.

Pragnell said Syngenta, which signed a deal with Diversa Corp in December 2002 to develop its bio-pharming know-how, was addressing this issue by carrying out small-scale crop trials in a contained environment.
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