Considerations for Successful Production of Confection Sunflowers 2011 

Part II – Pest management

Confection sunflower producers can benefit from an array of new product offerings for pest and crop management.  New seed and pest management technology makes confection sunflower production more attractive than it’s ever been.
Weed Control 

Clearfield® (CL) herbicide tolerance is the newest tool for weed control in confection sunflowers.  CL hybrids are tolerant to postemergence applications of Beyond® herbicide for control of broadleaf and grass weeds.  Beyond is particularly effective on cocklebur which is a source of contamination in confection seed; and wild sunflower which can be a source for disease inoculum or insects.  Many growers apply a soil residual herbicide at planting to protect yield potential and follow up with Beyond.  In addition to controlling tough broadleaf weeds, Beyond works well in limited and adequate rainfall environments as it does not require rainfall for activation like premergence herbicides.  
Disease Protection

Downy mildew (DM) is a consistent problem in many sunflower fields, particularly early, cool and wet conditions that may persist after planting.  Hybrids with genetic resistance are the best option to manage the disease according to USDA pathologist Tom Gulya.  Because new races of DM may arise, hybrids should have the most current DM resistance, which your seed rep can verify.  New seed treatment fungicides will also provide some suppression of downy mildew (downy mildew is resistant to metalaxyl and mefanoxam).

There are several current fungicide options for sunflowers and several new products are in the near-term pipeline.    

Using fungicides to promote better overall plant health, in the presence or absence of disease, is a concept that growers and researchers are investigating.  Headline and Quadris are effective broadspectrum, preventative strobin fungicides and claims have been made that their use may improve the ability of a plant to tolerate disease and environmental stresses.  Including a fungicide like Headline with an early postemergence herbicide application and again at bloom may turn out to be a good risk management tactic for rust and other diseases in confection sunflowers.  According to NDSU pathologist Sam Markell, all of the current products do well on rust.  Markell has an ongoing research project to investigate fungicide management, and he and others are also looking at fungicides that may help manage phomopsis and sclerotinia.  

Insect Considerations

Wireworm, cutworm and sunflower beetle reduce stand establishment and early season sunflower development.  Wireworm larvae overwinter in the soil and are more prevalent in reduced-till systems. Consequently, field history information is a key management tactic.  Seed treatments with Cruiser® or Idol® can be effective tools.  Dingy, dark-sided, redbacked, army, sandhill and pale western cutworms infest sunflowers on the northern Plains.   Several insecticides are available for early postemergence cutworm management.  Sunflower beetle can be treated with some of the same insecticides used for cutworms when the economic threshold exceeds 1-2 beetles/plant.

Banded and sunflower moths are seed feeders.  They can be one of the more damaging insect problems in confection sunflowers.  Scouting for adults and eggs should begin after R3 and continue through bloom.  The optimum suggested time to apply an insecticide is R5.1 but considering the insect damage threshold for edible confection seeds is less than 2%, economic thresholds are lower than oilseed and timing for an insecticide may occur earlier. 

Seed weevil populations are highest at approximately 50% bloom and must be managed to keep seed damage at less than 2%.  Consider using an insecticide at R5 – 5.3, ray petals showing to 30% pollen shed.  

Monitoring data and maps tracking moth infestations are at www.sunflowernsa.com/growers/moth-maps/.  Scouting videos for moths and weevils and threshold information are available at www.ag.ndsu.nodak.edu/aginfo/entomology/entupdates/entvideos.htm.  

 Lygus bugs cause kernel brown spot and one adult can damage 36 seeds.  They may require two insecticide applications seven days apart. Many of the same insecticides for moths will also provide protection against seed weevil and Lygus bugs.  They can be tank mixed with a fungicide.

Sunflower midge damage is usually sporadic and localized on field margins. The bud may not fully develop or the head may become gnarled and twisted resulting in significant yield reduction.  Insecticides are not effective.  Use rotation, multiple planting dates and hybrids with tolerance.

More insect management information is available at www.ag.ndsu.edu/pubs/plantsci/pests/e1457.pdf and www.sunflowernsa.com.

Desiccation Benefits

The economic benefits for early harvest of a uniformly desiccated sunflower crop can be substantial for confection sunflower growers.  Once sunflowers reach maturity at 35% seed moisture, every day they stand in the field potentially increases harvest losses.  The earlier harvest occurs the less likely losses to blackbirds; wind, rain or snow; lodging due to insect or disease damage; seed shattering or an unevenly maturing crop will compromise the marketability of the crop.  Improved plant health and stay-green characteristics of new hybrids may also require crop desiccation for timely harvest.  Three products, glyphosate, paraquat and saflufenacil, are available to confection growers to desiccate the crop and weeds.  More information is available at www.seeds2000.net and www.sunflowernsa.com.

Producing high quality confection sunflowers requires intensive management, but the crop is profitable and with crop insurance and processor contracts available to producers, the risk can justify the reward while offering another crop in the rotation.

References 
1. IPM of Sunflower Insect Pests in the Northern Great Plains http://www.ag.ndsu.edu/pubs/plantsci/pests/e1457.pdf
2. Downy Mildew of Sunflower.  2009 NDSU Extension publication PP-1402 http://www.ag.ndsu.edu/pubs/plantsci/rowcrops/pp1402.pdf
