
Sugar beet 
agronomy

A Cambridgeshire farmer is
finding ALS-tolerant sugar
beet to be useful for a lot

more than weed beet control.
CPM visits to find out more.

By Rob Jones

As a new 
technology, I would 

put it on a par with the 
introduction of precision

drills. It’s that 
transformative.

“

”

Jonathan Davis has found the ALS herbicide he
can use on the Conviso beet has been very
effective at controlling his problem weeds – white
campion, Amaranthus and volunteer potatoes.

Farming across 180ha of peat soils
between Holme and Yaxley on the
Cambridgeshire Fen, Jonathan Davis is to
the point when describing his experience
growing ALS-tolerant sugar beet this 
season. It’s a game changer, he says.

“As a new technology, I would put it on 
a par with the introduction of precision drills.
It’s that transformative.” 

Jonathan’s farming situation isn’t unique,
but he is in the minority. His immediate 
challenges come from farming an average
7.3m (24 feet) below sea-level with a weed
burden that’s typical of high organic matter
soils (up to 56%). 

The first point brings with it an extended
period of spring frosts, requiring his sugar
beet crops to be drilled later –– often a
month to six weeks after most growers have
finished. The second means a protracted
weed control challenge which necessitates
repeated herbicide applications. 

In the longer term, he’s concerned that a
possible pesticide tax and legislation intent
on preserving soil carbon could dramatically
impact the economic viability of his farm.
However, he’s calculated that using the
Conviso Smart system has dramatically
reduced the herbicide load being applied to
his crop, while a move to strip tillage next
year should see less carbon released from
his peat soils.

“Suggestions, by some, that hoeing can
replace herbicides aren’t realistic,” he
believes. “Soil testing on this farm revealed
there’s 625t/ha of carbon in the top 15cm, 
so I need to avoid moving the soil wherever
possible.” 

The 2022-23 season is his first with 
ALS-tolerant varieties in the ground. And he
says his experience has reinvigorated his
interest in sugar beet. 

Conviso vs Classic
“White campion and Amaranthus are our
main problem weeds. The difficulty in 
controlling these had led me to contemplate
dropping sugar beet from the rotation, 
especially since the loss of desmedipham.“

But this year has proved to be be 
somewhat easier than usual. “The weed 
control from Conviso One (foramsulfuron+
thiencarbazone-methyl) has been 
exceptional, including for volunteer 
potatoes,” he adds. 

The sugar beet crop at Willow Hall Farm
comprises 34ha of Conviso Smart varieties
and 11ha of a conventional variety, which
was sown when land became available after
the potato area was reduced using seed
Jonathan already had in the shed, left over
from last season. 

“I sowed the classic beet in the field with
the lowest weed burden, but it has still 
needed five post-emergence sprays. The
impact of these on crop growth is significant,
with some plants still to meet across the
rows by late July and it’s still under intense
weed pressure,” he comments.

With the difference between crops 
visible to all, Jonathan has analysed the
costs involved and found that Conviso Smart
gave a system saving of more than £170/ha. 

Having decided to stay with ALS-tolerant
varieties, he plans to adapt the programme

next season to reflect efforts to protect his
soil against wind blow. 

His ideal approach will be to prepare land
that doesn’t slump as early as possible and
then leave it to get a weed flush for control
with glyphosate ahead of crop emergence.
This will give him a good window of control
before needing to apply Conviso One.

“I’ll also inter-row with spring barley to 
protect the soils and spray-off with Kyleo 
(2, 4-D+ glyphosate) pre-drilling. For those
with blackgrass, I can see this fitting in well.
The beauty of the Conviso system is that 
you can pick your moment when to apply
the herbicide.”

Jonathan’s farm borders a SSSI with 
a shared watercourse. “I need to be 
mindful of my pesticide load and we’re
applying significantly less active substance
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Classic beet £/ha Coniso Smart £/ha

Seed 192.40 Conviso Smart (seed @ 1.05 units/ha and Conviso One (foramsulfuron+ 
thiencarbazone-methyl) @ 1.0 l/ha) 462.00

T1 Pilot Ultra (quizalofop-p ethyl) 21.20 T1 Roundup Powermax 20.00

Application 12.78 Herbicide application 12.78

T2 Jupiter (phenmedipham) +
Volcano (ethofumesate+ metamitron+
Safari Lite (Lenacil+ triflusulffuron-methyl) +
Toil (MSO) 114.70 T2 Conviso One application 12.78

Application 12.78

T3 Jupiter + Volcano + Safari Lite + Toil 114.70

Application 12.78

T4 Jupitar + Volcano + Safari Lite + Toil 114.70

Application 12.78

T5 Betasana SC (phenmedipham +
Vivendi (clopyralid) +Toil 59.70

Application 12.78

Total 681.30 Total 507.56

per hectare in the ALS-tolerant beet,” 
he explains. 

The repeated weed flushes that are a
characteristic of high organic matter soils,
have also prompted Jonathan to consider
other changes. “Where I have the odd bare
patch, we have weeds. But it’s too long after
the Conviso One was applied to expect the
residual component to have any effect. As a
result, I’ve spot sprayed these patches, but
the weed control has otherwise been good.

The crop development is also 
noticeably better than in the classic crop in
the next field. Jonathan has also noticed the
Conviso beet appeared to be faring better in
the the drought than the classic variety, which
had suffered slow canopy and root growth.
After much consideration, he believes the
poor growth has less to do with the drought,
although it may be a contributing factor, and
more to do with checked growth from 

repeated herbicide applications.
In previous years he sought to 

compensate for this slow development by
delaying lifting until the following February,
but such is the condition of this year’s
Conviso crop that he’s pondering a return 
to late autumn lifting. 

Earlier lifting
“As a late-driller, I’ve historically lifted my
crop in the New Year in an attempt to 
maximise root growth and support yields.
Currently the roots of the Conviso crop are
roughly twice the size of the classic beet 
so I’m considering lifting the crop in 
mid-November. 

“Assuming I could agree this with the
haulage scheme, this would enable me to
sow winter wheat rather than spring wheat,
which tends not to do very well.”

The higher establishment and improved
crop development he’s witnessed this 
season is something he’s keen to exploit.
“Next season, I’ll target 90,000 plants/ha
instead of the conventional 100,000, which
should still be enough to meet my yield 
target,” he adds.

On one level, much depends on whether
2022 is an exceptional year or a sign of the
things to come, but for Jonathan the benefits
are clear. 

“We don’t know how next season may be
different, but I like what I’ve seen so far. 
The increased flexibility of the herbicide and
its performance against my dominant weed
species has been enough to persuade me

to stay with the crop. I’m still determining the
wider benefits, but it has made me look
across the rotation to see how I can do
things better.”

For those growers considering the 
system, he has two pieces of advice: first,
take bolter removal seriously to avoid 
creating a problem for the future and, second,
don’t dismiss it on the grounds of cost. 

“I can understand other growers being
discouraged from taking a closer look
because of the combined seed and 
herbicide cost. It made me sceptical, and it’s
unlikely that I would have tried it were it not
for the difficulties I was having controlling
Amaranthus and white campion, but I’m now
converted having looked past the initial cost
and considered the wider benefits in labour
savings and reduced spray passes. 

“For me, the time savings are important 
at potato planting. I would normally have to
interrupt planting to spray the sugar beet.
With the Conviso, I can complete planting
before needing to worry about weed control
in the sugar beet. It may only save me about
three days in total, but it’s at a critical time,”
he says. 

Fortunately, the task of removing bolters 
is not expected to be an onerous one. 
“I expect to rogue the Conviso crop in less
than a day. In contrast, the classic beet will
take significantly longer despite being 
drilled only a few days apart. To avoid this
situation with weed beet in the future, any
ALS-tolerant bolters will be taken away 
and burned,” he says. n
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Sugar beet seed and herbicide costs, 2022

Jonathan Davis‘ farm borders a SSSI with a
shared watercourse so he has to be extra 
mindful of pesticide use. He says he‘s applying
significantly less active substance per hectare 
in the ALS-tolerant beet.
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aanndd ttoopp ttiippss ffoorr hhaarrvveesstt
Andrew Dear, head of agronomy at British Sugar

For growers who have used Cruiser SB-treated sugar beet, there are
several restrictions on wider crop rotations to be aware of. Oilseed
rape, peas and beans should not be planted for at least 32 months
after beet drilling.

There are also 32-month restrictions on agri-environment options
that allow flowers to be grown on the same ground as Cruiser SB
seed. Cover crops must also follow the same restrictions.

And importantly, there must be no further use of thiamethoxam seed
treatments – including any re-drilling of treated sugar beet seed, on
the same field area for 46 months from the date of sowing in 2022.

Looking ahead to this year’s harvest as we’re about to go into the 
campaign, it’s hard to predict weather conditions but there are 
certain actions growers, agronomists and contractors can focus on:

1. Variable crown height
Variable crown height can lead to potential losses - trying to scalp
consistently with variable height is difficult so focus on retention of
the taller, larger roots. Watch that scalpers don’t knock roots over
and disrupt the flow of shears,
which may lead to increased 
surface losses.

2. Hard lifting
Tap root breakage is often 
attributed to turbine or transfer
damage but with tap roots
anchored tightly in the soil, it can
mean they’re not lifted at all. So,
scrape the loose soil from the shear
trench to expose the root break
and discuss shear depth and speed
to limit the impact.

3. Split emergence 
In the dry spring, many crops 
experienced split emergence and 
this difference in growth stage can
carry through to harvest. With 
variable root size, small roots can 
be lost while large ones can be 
damaged, so be as gentle as 
possible, as small roots can add 
up to tonnes per hectare.

4. Clamping
In warmer air temperatures keep
beet cool and the roots intact –
maximising the clamp surface area 
is the easiest way to do this.
But avoid pushing up beet 
clamps if possible.

ADVERTORIAL

Andrew joined British Sugar
in 1996 based in the trials
team at Holmewood Hall
before becoming an area
manager supporting growers
for Bardney, Newark and
York factories. He moved into
agriculture operations and
business manager roles at
Wissington and Cantley
before becoming head 
of agriculture at Bury 
St Edmunds and Cantley.
Today, Andrew is head of
agronomy, managing the
national seed account in 
conjunction with the NFU. 
He is also on the British Beet
Research Organisation
Stakeholder Committee.

If you have any questions,
please contact your British
Sugar contract manager. 
You can also read the British
Beet Research Organisation’s
advisory bulletins at
www.bbro.co.uk

Caligula, the foliar fungicide 
containing fluopyram and 
prothioconazole from Bayer, has
been authorised for use in sugar
beet. It’s a particularly useful 
addition to the fungicide ranks
since this is the last season 
for Escolta (cyproconazole+ 
trifloxystrobin), now in its use up
period which ends in November.

With some of the crop looking
like it will be lifted late this sea-
son after a difficult start to the
growing season, there’s an
increasing necessity to achieve
better control of the late-season
disease, cercospora leaf spot.

The authorisation was granted
by CRD on 2 August 2022 and
allows for a single application 
after 1 September, at a maximum
rate of 1.2 l/ha. Bayer’s 
recommended rate is 1.0 l/ha.
A condition of the authorisation is
that sugar beet tops treated with
Caligula must be disposed of and
not fed to livestock.

Antonia Walker, Bayer root 
crop campaign manager, believes
the new authorisation for Caligula
will help growers protect yield
potential.

“For the 2022 season, the
restriction of a single application
after 1 September means that,
for the majority of growers,
Caligula will be the third and 
final spray of the season. Several
years of trials demonstrate that 
it offers unrivalled protection
against cercospora leaf,
suggesting it may become the
default choice for the third spray
of the season. We‘re continuing
to gather the data needed to 
support authorisation for two
applications per crop,” she adds.

In 2016, the discovery 
of cercospora isolates 
demonstrating reduced sensitivity
to strobilurin fungicides at sites in
Beccles in Suffolk and Penzance
in Cornwall has underlined the
necessity to respect resistance
management guidelines,
notes Antonia.

“Growers shouldn‘t 
apply more than two 

strobilurin-containing fungicides
during the season, but 
independent trials show that if
rust and powdery mildew are to
be kept at bay, applications
should be no more than 
four-weeks apart. The 
authorisation for Caligula means
growers can protect crops
against the principal disease
threats while keeping the door
closed to cercospora,” she says.

Caligula stewardship 
l Sugar beet tops treated with 

Caligula must be disposed of 
and not fed to liestock

l Manual removal of bolters 
should be completed before 
spraying where possible

l If Caligula has been sprayed in
the past 48 hours, do NOT 
enter field to remove bolters

l WORKERS MUST WEAR 
suitable protective gloves* 
when 
handling treated sugar beet 
crops or manually removing 
weed beet or bolted beet 
plants within six weeks of 
treatment.
*Meeting at least glove safety 
standard EN374-1:2016 Type 
A and EN388:2016 (3 1 2 1 X)

l For further advice on worker 
re-entry requirements in sugar
beet consult with Bayer Crop 
Science

The recent approval of Caligula
will give sugar beet growers
protection against diseases,
including cercospora, in late 
season beet crops.

Caligula approved in sugar beet
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