
CROP PRODUCTION MAGAZINE 95

Beet your best 
with virus yellows

A moderately high virus yellows forecast suggests 
careful use of foliar insecticides will be required this 
spring. CPM finds out their key characteristics.
By Mike Abram 

Aphid activity
Warmer weather earlier in March 
brought the anticipated first flights 
forward by a couple of days, 
highlights BBRO’s Alistair Wright.

Foliar insecticides remain the key 
in-season tool for controlling 
aphids that transmit virus 

yellows to sugar beet. With a higher 
forecast of risk this season than last 
year, having three licensed active 
ingredients available should make 
putting together control programmes 
a little simpler, believe experts. 

Rothamsted Research’s initial forecast 
predicted aphid migration will begin 
around 22 April in the eastern factory 
region; in the Newark factory area the 
risk is lower, with migration predicted 
for 2 May.  The fluctuating weather 
conditions from the 1 March may impact 
predicted dates, potentially creating 
an 18-day window either side. 

Understanding aphid behaviour is 
important because in the absence 
of any other control measure, virus 
yellows infections are forecast to hit up 
to 62% of the beet crop in the eastern 
region, and 49% in the Newark area 
from a typical 30 March planting date. 

Forecasts are being updated weekly 

as new weather information becomes 
available, stresses Dr Alistair Wright, 
BBRO head of crop protection. “Warmer 
weather earlier in March brought the 
anticipated first flights forward by 
a couple of days, so check BBRO’s 
website for the latest information.”

Earlier aphid flights are particularly 
problematic for later drillings, when 
the crop is still very small or even 
still being drilled, he notes. “Then it 
becomes a case of being very pragmatic 
with aphicide choices to make sure 
you’re getting the most from them.”

With three active ingredients, and 
multiple products available, growers 
have more choice than in recent seasons, 
when Emergency Authorisations 
had to be sought for a third option. 
Each of flonicamid, acetamiprid and 
flupyradifurone have slightly different 
characteristics, raises Alistair.

“Flonicamid, which most growers 
will know as Teppeki although 
there are other products available 
now, is a true aphicide. It’s very 
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“Inspect crops 
at least twice a week 
when the risk period 
starts and make sure 
you have at least one 

aphicide in store at the 
beginning of  
the season.”

ALISTAIR WRIGHT



selective but knockdown is slow as 
it disorientates the aphid and causes 
them to cease feeding within a day 
or two of application,” he explains. 

“That’s why you might still see 
some live aphids after spraying, but 
they shouldn’t be causing any harm 
if they’re no longer feeding.”

Flonicamid is relatively friendly to 
beneficial insects and offers good 
control in the long term. “As it isn’t 
translocated around plants particularly 
effectively, the best position for this 
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 active is on larger plants to offer better 
coverage and uptake,” suggests Alistair. 

In contrast, acetamiprid – the Insyst 
range of products – has a very fast kill. 
“This is a true insecticide rather than 
a selective aphicide, so will take out 
pretty much all beneficial insects.

“A good position for acetamiprid 
is if you have just a few aphids 
in the crop early on, because it’ll 
quickly control them, preventing 

initial colonisation and preventing 
secondary spread of virus yellows.

“And then when beneficial insects 
migrate into the crop, normally 
when the crop is a little more 
established, the other two chemistries 

Effective aphid control
With three active ingredients, and multiple 
products available, growers have more 
choice than in recent seasons.

are more friendly,” he says.
The final option is flupyradifurone in 

Sivanto Prime, which was available in 
sugar beet for the first time last season. 
“This is more limited in its use,” reports 
Alistair. “It offers good knockdown 

Weed control makes up around 
66% of sugar beet spray costs, 
according to the latest figures in 

the Nix Farm Management Pocketbook. 
As such, it’s target number four in 

the ‘Beet Your Best’ programme – a 
list set out in chronological order 
according to the cropping cycle. Like 
most things in farming, attention to detail 
matters with weed control, including 
adapting herbicide applications to spray 
conditions, states BBRO’s knowledge 
exchange assistant, Libby Alexander.

“It’s about spraying in the morning 
or evening to avoid the heat of the day, 
and ensuring application technique is 
optimal. The target is small, whether 
it’s a broadleaf weed or grassweed, 
so use a fine spray and keep sprayer 
speed down to ensure good coverage. 
A forward speed of 10-12km/h is 
usually optimum,” she advises.

Sugar beet weed control is often 
most challenging in dry springs, as 
experienced last season. “Some issues 
with weed control last season were 
due to the protracted emergence of 
both the crop and weeds,” she recalls. 

“That meant the crop didn’t meet 
between and across the rows as early 
as it normally would, and in some 

cases, growers didn’t perhaps keep 
going with herbicide applications 
as long as was required.

“Don’t assume if you’ve applied 
three sprays that the door is closed. It 
might be that a further application is 
required, especially if the crop canopy 
hasn’t closed. The longer it takes for the 
canopy to close, the more weed flushes 
you will potentially have,” says Libby.

In drier conditions, herbicides 
with contact activity are the priority, 
she adds, which can be helped by 
the addition of mineral or vegetable 
oils to help penetrate leaves. “In 
dry conditions, the leaves become 
waxier, so it’s important to help the 
herbicide active to penetrate. And as 
the beet leaves also become more 
waxed, they should be able to tolerate 
stronger mixes and higher doses.”

Around 20-25% of the sugar beet 
crop is now Conviso Smart herbicide 
tolerant varieties. While weed control 
programmes using the system are 
potentially simpler – just one spray 
of Conviso One (foramsulfuron+ 
thiencarbazone-methyl) targeted at 
weeds when the typical indicator 
species, fat hen, has reached four true 
leaves – there are other considerations.

“If you have a mix of conventional and 
Conviso Smart varieties on the farm, be 
careful with washing out and obviously 
check carefully before spraying whether 
the field is a Conviso Smart variety 
looking for a purple inner colour when 
you crush the seed,” she concludes.

Reacting to weed control challenges
Weeds can devastate sugar beet yield making their control an important area to get right

Aphicide options for 2026
Active ingredient Flonicamid Acetamiprid Flupyradifurone

Products

Teppeki Insyst Sivanto Prime
Afinto Insyst SG

Hinode Insyst SL

Alakazam 500 WG

Velmeri

Kibera

Aphid knockdown Slow Fast Fast
Target aphid species 
control

Control Control Moderate control

Impact on beneficials* Mostly harmless Generally harmful Harmless to 
slightly harmful

*According to IOBC Toxicology classification. For species-by-species impact on beneficial 
insects see AHDB’s ‘Insecticides effect on natural enemies database’
Source: BBRO Fact File

Challenging conditions
Some issues with weed control last 
season were due to the protracted 
emergence of both the crop and weeds, 
recalls BBRO’s Libby Alexander.



CROP PRODUCTION MAGAZINE 97

quite quickly, however, the label does 
only state moderate control of aphids 
so you might see less of a reduction 
than with the other two products.”

With a favourable profile to beneficial 
insects, it could potentially be used at 
any point in the programme. “It’ll help 
when you have beneficial insects in 
the crop early on and you want to allow 
them to continue building. Potentially, 
using Sivanto Prime might allow you 
to get away with using fewer sprays.”

He highlights that there’s no set 
order to using each option, although 
both acetamiprid and flupyradifurone 
are Group 4 insecticides so have 
a similar mode of action. “Ideally, 
you’d want to break up applications 
with a flonicamid in between.” 

The choice of which to use first might 

in the middle, proposes Alistair.
“Inspect crops at least twice a week 

when the risk period starts and make 
sure you have at least one aphicide in 
store at the beginning of the season,” he 
stresses. “Then you’re ready to go when 
aphids do hit the one-aphid-per-four-
plants threshold, in a timely fashion.”

That threshold lasts until the crop 
reaches 12 true leaves, when it 
changes to one aphid per plant. 

BBRO will continue to provide 
regular monitoring updates through 
the season on its website with 20 
BBRO Crop Watch sites gathering 
data from yellow water pan traps, and 
a further 20 sites also monitored by 
British Sugar agricultural managers 
through aphid counts on plants. 

“We’ve also borrowed a suction trap 
from Rothamsted to use at Morley in 
Norfolk. That’s primarily to do with our 
StatBeet project investigating whether 
we require more suction traps or whether 
we can accurately predict aphid pressure 
in other regions using modelling.

“The suction trap will compare when 
aphids arrive in Broom’s Barn with 
Morley. The end goal of the project is to 
have localised forecasts to help improve 
on-farm interventions,” he reports. 

Those interventions could also 
include some of the technologies 
BBRO is working on to deter or repel 
aphids, which have shown promising 
early results. “When used effectively, 
aspects like sprays that colour soils, 
or barley nurse crops can temper 
early infestation of aphids, but there 
are some challenges in how to make 
them practical for all situations.”

Meanwhile, the search for resistant 
varieties continues, points out 
Alistair. “This year’s variety trials 
have 10 novel entries, to look for new 
candidates to eventually join the 
four varieties with some virus yellow 
resistance currently on the 2027 
Recommended List,” he concludes.  l

What’s Beet your Best?
A look at BBRO’s new initiative to help 
growers work through all decisions 
required during the sugar beet season

Building on previous BBRO 
campaigns such as the ‘Target 
70’ from 2006, 2017’s ‘Beet 

Yield Challenge’ and most latterly 
‘Back to Brilliant Basics’ from 2019, 
‘Beet your Best’ aims to deliver 
information that helps sugar beet farms 
remain profitable, creating resilient 
businesses, as well as optimising future 
yields, explains Dr Georgina Barratt, 
BBRO’s head of crop production.

The initiative is built on 10 colour-
coded key topic areas providing, 
wherever possible, localised as well 
as timely information and tools. Each 
topic area will be promoted and 
communicated at the relevant time, 
delivering BBRO’s best practice advice 
and latest gold standard research.

With more growers accessing 
the BBRO’s Sugar Beet Reference 
Book online, as part of ‘Beet Your 
Best’, BBRO will slowly phase out 
the old-style guide in favour of 
new fact files, says Georgina.

“While some of the reference book’s 
information will be carried over, the 
new fact file format will help us to keep 
information as dynamic as possible 
and make it easier to re-issue as 

and when information changes.” 
The changes will also make it 

easier for growers to print out specific 
sections, she adds. The fact files and 
other ‘Beet Your Best’ content, as well 
as the usual BeetCast podcast, videos 
and bulletins will then be housed on 
BBRO’s newly designed website.

Over time, BBRO hopes to 
personalise information to growers 
requirements and interests, adds 
managing director, Stephen Swainston. 
“So rather than sharing bulletins with 
all of the information in one go to a 
single audience, our target is to be 
more specific to what your needs are. 

“If you have specific areas you 
want to focus on, the bulletin 
highlights those areas first. But, it’ll 
take time to get there as we have to 
capture that data first,” he says.

The website has already had some 
key upgrades, including the addition 
of much-desired search functionality, 
adds Stephen, while an interactive 
version of the Recommended List 
has been built, meaning growers 
can target and compare specific 
requirements rather than looking 
at one large pdf document. 

10 TOPIC AREAS IN ‘BEET YOUR BEST’
● Soil management
● Drilling
● Nutrition
● Weeds

● Pests
● Foliar diseases
● Cover crops
● Harvest & storage

● Seed selection
● On-farm hygiene

Whether it’s virus yellows, cercospora, beet moth or diseases transmitted 
by leafhoppers, the agronomic challenges to growing sugar beet require 
just as much technical expertise and knowledge as ever. 

Add in other goals such as decreasing the carbon footprint of beet growing, 
and this makes a timely series of articles, kindly sponsored 
by BBRO, that explore how research is helping UK growers to 
maximise yields, quality and profitability of their crops. 

CPM would like to thank BBRO for providing expert 
insight and knowledge, and for the privileged access to the 
individuals involved. 
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come down to whether there’s already 
a building population of beneficials in 
the crop. If so, Sivanto Prime might be 
the better option, while if it’s still too 
early, then an Insyst product makes 
most sense, with a flonicamid product 
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