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Executives Speak 

 

Herman Van Mellaert, Director of 
Strategic Alliances for Belgium-
based Biobest NV

 
 

Herman Van Mellaert, Director of 
Strategic Alliances for Belgium-based 
Biobest NV, was elected to the 
prestigious role of president of the International Biocontrol 
Manufacturers' Association (IBMA) in November 2020. This 
month, we caught up with Van Mellaert to learn more about 
his storied career, his vision for IBMA, and the future of 
bioprotection products in the EU and beyond.  
 

Please tell us about your background and what 
aspects of your experience will best serve you (and 
association members) in your role as IBMA 
president. 
 
What I would like to mention here first, is that I had the 
opportunity to work for a few years for the European 
Institutions. That helped me gain a really good 
understanding of how regulation takes shape. I trust that I 
will be able to put this expertise to good use within IBMA. I 
am convinced that authorities will very much welcome input 
from IBMA as the trusted and experienced voice of the 
biocontrol industry. The EU Green Deal and Farm to Fork 
policy set clear ambitions. We are a key partner to turn 
these ambitions into reality.  

A second element I would like to highlight is my business 
experience, I spent most of my career on the 
entrepreneurial side in the life science industry, very often 
working to build collaboration between innovative SMEs 
and larger corporations in the agro-business. IBMA has this 
healthy mix of small- and medium-size companies as well 
as large corporations amongst its members. I believe that 
is part of the fertile innovation ecosystem that helped our 
industry achieve impressive growth rates in recent years. 
We have the capacity to continue to deliver that growth for 
many years to come, but we depend on proper regulation. 
Having worked for a number of years in the plant 
biotechnology industry, I saw first-hand how the 
development of a technology and an industry based on it 
really depend on proportionate regulation. IBMA needs to 
make a very compelling case to authorities – and to the 
public at large – that fast market access for bioprotection 
technologies does not at all mean that we need to 
compromise on ensuring safety of the consumer and 
protection of the environment and our biodiversity. With 
proportionate regulation, safety and innovation can go 
hand in hand.  

Finally, I have a solid technical understanding of biocontrol 
technologies which I believe will be an important asset. I 
trained as an agronomist and did a Ph.D. on insect 
physiology. That’s where I first got interested in new 
approaches to control pests based on a deeper 
understanding of biology. I was also involved in research 
on Bacillus thuringiensis and my first assignment at Biobest 
back in 2007 was R&D related. Since 2012 I have worked 
full time for Biobest in various roles which has given me the 
opportunity to get to know many aspects of our industry, 
meet many people with a passion for sustainability, and 
help set up successful partnerships in many countries. I’m 
honored that IBMA members gave me the opportunity to 
serve as IBMA president and determined to help facilitate 
the contribution of the bioprotection industry to a more 
sustainable agriculture. 
 
IBMA has been recently vocal in its support of the 
Sustainable Use Directive (SUD). What are the pillars 
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of IBMA’s position on this important legislation? Will 
the association play any official role in 
benchmarking, guidance, or gauging progress? 
 
The Sustainable Use Directive (SUD) is an important piece 
of legislation, in place since 2009. It is meant to provide an 
EU-wide framework to promote best practices in pest 
control. Each member state has to implement it through its 
own national action plan. The SUD is now up for revision 
and that is a great opportunity to make sure that it helps 
the EU reach the sustainability goals laid out in the 
European Green Deal and Farm to Fork policy. Amongst the 
objectives of Farm to Fork is the reduction of the use and 
risk of chemical pesticides by 50 percent by 2030; 2030 is 
really just around the corner and the timing of the SUD 
revision is right to still make a real impact during this 
decade. That’s why IBMA has put considerable effort in 
defining its position and is determined to be very active in 
the debate on the SUD revision. I’ll give a short summary 
of IBMA’s position (you can consult our position paper here:  
https://ibma-global.org/latest-news-2/ibma-position-on-
revisions-to-the-directive-for-the-sustainable-use-of-
pesticides-sud). 

The current SUD already refers to integrated pest 
management (IPM) as the way to go. What the revised SUD 
should really do is “give IPM teeth.” First of all, IPM needs 
to be more precisely defined. IPM is not just using a mix of 
different approaches in pest and disease control, IPM is all 
about systematically and consistently using biology as a 
strong first line of defense. The definition of IPM in the SUD 
should clearly reflect that and hence should go hand in hand 
with a clear definition of bioprotection/biocontrol. Once 
those definitions are firmly and clearly set, the next steps 
logically flow from there. The adoption of IPM by farmers 
should be systematically monitored and measured, the EU 
should set specific and ambitious adoption targets and 
incentives should be provided in connection with 
progressing towards and reaching targets. Finally, intensive 
training and communication about IPM and bioprotection 
will be essential.  

National action plans will continue to be key to implement 
SUD. The EU framework for those plans should become 
more specific and more efforts are required so that best 
practices get spread across member states. IBMA has 
participated in interviews and stakeholder sessions on the 
evaluation of the SUD. It has been invited to comment on 
policy options when they will be formally delivered by the 
EU Commission in June. IBMA will at all times be available, 
both at EU level and, through our national groups at 
Member State level, to share information and expertise to 
help authorities leverage the SUD as a means to bring IPM 
and bioprotection to the forefront in every farm.  
 
We understand there has been a call for more 
regulation of beneficial insects in the EU. What are 
the dynamics of this issue and where is it headed? 
 
The Portuguese EU presidency took an initiative to launch 
an EU discussion with regard to regulation of invertebrate 
biocontrol agents (beneficial insects, mites, nematodes) or 
IBCAs. This initiative was taken with a very positive 
mindset towards the use of these beneficial organisms. 
IBMA was invited to provide input and, of course, gladly 
accepted that invitation.   

It is a matter of fact that IBCAs are 
currently regulated at the level of the 
EU member states, not at the level of 
the EU. In general, when it comes to a call for more 
regulation or for “EU harmonization,” our first reaction is a 
word of caution. One should critically examine whether the 
“added value” that an additional layer of regulation is 
supposed to bring – in terms of a potentially better 
protection of the consumer or the environment – justifies 
the additional burden that it is likely to create in terms of 
potential obstacles, costs, and delays on the path to 
market. We emphasized that there is already sound 
transnational guidance available which individual countries 
can rely on to deal with the authorization of IBCAs. The 
European and Mediterranean Plant Protection Organisation 
(EPPO) has a long tradition and strong expertise in this 
field. Several EU countries have created a positive setting 
for IBCAs with national regulation inspired by EPPO 
guidance.  

The solid contribution that IBCAs are making today in 
European agriculture, most notably in protected crops but 
also outdoor, and the continuous growth of the industry 
with a good track record of environmental safety is a clear 
testimony that there is no need to reinvent the wheel with 
new and complex legislation. Note that all this works well 
with EPPO rules focused on environmental safety and 
biodiversity and without regulation on efficacy or quality, 
where sector autoregulation is delivering good results. 
EPPO also has proper guidance in place to distinguish risk 
assessment processes for cases of “classical biocontrol” 
(typically introduction of a new natural enemy for an 
invasive pest) and for “augmentative biocontrol” (most 
often based on use of native species and regular releases). 
It’s important to keep explaining that our industry is 
essentially all about “augmentative biocontrol”.  

We understand the next step at EU level will be a request 
to the EU Commission to conduct a study of the various 
national systems in place and their impact. IBMA stands 
prepared to provide input to such a study. Our assumption 
is that a discussion on possible next steps at EU level will 
build on the outcome of that study. We aim to make a 
constructive contribution to that discussion, always building 
on the conviction that fast access to market and safety can 
and should go hand in hand. From what we have heard up 
to now in the debate, we are confident that authorities 
generally share our view that IBCAs can make a strong 
contribution to a more sustainable agriculture and to 
preserving biodiversity and that possible future EU 
initiatives, if any, should be designed to enable and 
facilitate that. 
 
Bt has been used safely and effectively for 50 years 
and is arguably the cornerstone of the biopesticide 
industry. How will IBMA work with regulators to 
ensure that sound science prevails in the assessment 
of Bt and other important microbial technologies? 
 
Indeed, Bacillus thuringiensis has a decades-long history of 
safe and effective use. Some registrations are currently up 
for renewal and we are very concerned about how the 
process is going. The evaluation of biological agents, 
through a regulatory framework that was developed mainly 
to deal with chemical products, often results in data 
requirements being put forward that are inappropriate for 
microorganisms. It has even been proposed to define MRLs 
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(maximum residue levels) and PHIs (pre-harvest intervals) 
for Bt. These concepts fit within a chemistry logic and are 
connected with known ADI (acceptable daily intake) levels. 
MRLs cannot be realistically implemented with microbials 
and don’t fit within the context of microbial products used 
in crop production.  

They are also at odds with EFSA logic applied elsewhere 
and with OECD guidance. If this happens, and sets a 
precedent for microbial products, the consequences for 
farmers, consumers, and our industry will be extremely 
negative. Instead of leading to better consumer protection 
and higher safety standards, this will become a massive 
obstacle for the use and further development of this 
important category of biocontrol products. Conventional 
farmers will end up using more chemical pesticides and 
organic farmers will be left empty-handed. IBMA developed 
roadmaps together with COPA-COGECA and with IFOAM, 
this would lead us in the exact opposite direction. It really 
threatens to cripple Europe’s Farm-to-Fork policy.  

IBMA, our Professional Group Microbials, our National 
Groups, and our members are doing a lot of work in 
different technical committees to give detailed technical 
input. We have made substantial efforts to develop and 
propose proper decision trees for microbials, allowing to 
define appropriate data requirements in function of specific, 
scientifically validated criteria. We obviously support every 
reasonable requirement to demonstrate the safety of 
biocontrol products, but if we want to realize the shift 
towards making the use of natural solutions in agriculture 
the norm, then we believe authorities at various levels 
should invest seriously in further capacity building and in 
strengthening their competencies to evaluate biologicals 
following a biology-based rationale. Our 2018 white paper 
pleaded in favor of a specific regulation for bioprotection 
products; until this happens, a sound application of 
Reg1107/2009 for low risk and bioprotection products is an 
absolute priority. We will continue to contribute to the best 
of our capacity in all technical discussions, but I want to be 
very clear and frank about the major policy impact of this 
matter for Europe’s Farm-to-Fork ambitions. 
 
What can you tell us about the status of ABIM and 
when we might expect to learn if the event will be 
live or virtual? 
 
In late 2019 FIBL and IBMA, co-organizers of ABIM, jointly 
set-up ABIM AG a dedicated company to support the further 
development and growth of ABIM. In 2020, due to COVID, 
the only available option was to organize a virtual event. 
ABIM has developed over the years as the occasion where 
biocontrol industry decision makers come together to meet, 
exchange and network. It is also a place where all those 
involved in the professional groups, national groups, and 
other thematic groups of our association find a great forum 
to discuss and convene in dedicated sessions. It turned out 
that recreating that same interactive spirit online wasn’t 
really possible despite using a cutting-edge digital 
environment. I believe we can all relate to that after a year 
spent largely in Zoom and Teams meetings.  

IBMA has high hopes that 2021 will get us back on track 
with a live event. However, there is also a digital fallback 
option with an attractive condensed program. Subject to 
sanitary conditions permitting travel and events in October, 
ABIM has announced on its website that it will be back with 

a two-day event 19-20 October 2021 
for networking, exhibiting, and with a 
relevant and concise program. The 
ABIM team are in communication with sponsors and 
exhibitors to provide details of the event. Sponsors and 
exhibitors are invited to register their commitment now via 
the congress secretariat. Delegates will be able to register 
to attend ABIM from mid-July to the end of August. The 
final decision with regard to the physical event will depend 
on how travel rules evolve and on participants registering 
in sufficient numbers. Check the ABIM website for updates 
https://www.abim.ch/home.html 

We have also planned a live-televised session that will 
happen irrespective of COVID conditions, inspired by the 
very successful event organized by IBMA France in January 
2021. This will be an attractive journalist-led industry 
leaders panel discussion. The TV style newsreel event will 
be broadcast and will be downloadable for later use. This 
will place the industry in a highly visible position and will be 
seamlessly integrated and complimentary to the physical 
ABIM if it occurs.  

This plan keeps the premier biocontrol industry event at the 
center of the biocontrol stakeholders’ plans, continuing a 
16-year series of ABIM in late October. It provides the 
launchpad for the 17th ABIM in October 2022. The premier 
physical networking experience of the biocontrol industry is 
here to stay and to grow.  
 
What would you like your legacy to be as IBMA 
president? 
 
Allow me to start from the big picture: Global agriculture 
needs to become a sustainable climate-neutral activity, 
relying on agro-ecological methods to produce healthy food 
for all and to protect and restore biodiversity. Our time-
window to realize that modal shift is limited.  

Where do I see IBMA’s role? As to Europe, we should build 
on the ambitions expressed in the European Green Deal and 
the Farm to Fork Policy. As the biocontrol industry 
association, we know that our industry already makes a 
substantial contribution and has great natural solutions in 
the pipeline to do even more (check out 
https://www.ibmabiocontrolsuccess.org/ or make your 
innovation known by submitting it for https://ibma-
global.org/latest-news-2/call-for-nominations-bernard-
blum-award-2021-for-novel-biocontrol-solutions ) 

Now, our industry’s full potential will come to fruition only 
with proper regulation. I see a real risk that well-
intentioned but counterproductive regulation will either put 
obstacles in the way and/or may fail to provide the right 
incentives. My aim is to contribute to make IBMA’s voice 
sound loud and clear. We need to bring a compelling 
message about what biocontrol is already doing, about how 
much more it can do in the future, we need to convince that 
safety and fast market access for bioprotection products 
can go hand in hand and we need to convey these 
messages to all stakeholders and the general public.  Our 
messages need to be both technically sound and clear and 
consistent in terms of policy.  

While we have a lot on our plate in Europe, IBMA is a global 
association and we aim to further strengthen our position 
in different continents, we see a lot of opportunity and 
benefit to strengthening our presence in Africa, Asia and 
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South America. I would be really happy to see new national 
IBMA associations develop and see strong signs of 
increased transfer of technology and expertise as a result. 
We’ll only be able to deliver on these challenges when IBMA 
is strong and thriving. So, a yardstick for success will also 
be how we deliver on our members’ expectations, on 
growing our membership across the globe and on the 
further development of the capacities within our 
organization. 
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