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As the number of marketed biopesticide products increases, there needs to be more emphasis on 
activities that enable growers to get the best out of new products.  UK growers have reported a need 
to get better performance from existing biopesticides in commercial crop production. This echoes the 
findings of a review of the future of the biopesticides industry, written by leading experts in the field, 
which identified improving the delivery of biopesticides to the target, understanding the persistence 
of activity, and getting better information to growers as priorities for making biopesticides more 
effective (Glare et al., 2012).  Here, we take a look at some of the barriers to biopesticide adoption 
and consider different areas where biopesticide performance could be improved.  
 
Risk aversion.  
It is undoubtedly the case that growers need support for adopting biopesticides and implementing 
best practice. Because conventional chemical pesticides are used so widely, best practice advice is 
easy to access. Generally, the knowledge needed by farmers to get effective control with pesticides is 
lower than with biopesticides and other new technologies (Cowen, 1991; Cowen & Gunby, 1996).  As 
a result, potential new users of biopesticides face large costs of adoption that will only decrease once 
the technology is used more widely, thereby disadvantaging early adopters. For many horticultural 
crops, cosmetic appearance of the plant or harvested product is critical when it comes to making a 
profit and there is a very small tolerance for pest or disease damage. Consequently, growers tend to 
be risk averse with respect to new, untested crop protection technologies. It is important that growers 
are given more confidence in using biopesticides, therefore. Workshops on farms or nurseries are 
considered to be one of the most effective ways demonstrating and explaining the use of biopesticides 
and passing on best practice guidance.  Put simply, “proof of effect is the key to adoption” (Glare et 
al., 2012).  On the positive side, wew practices are adopted more readily in horticulture than in other 
areas of agriculture because of the greater level of education and technical competence within the 
industry (Lohr & Park, 2002).   For the AMBER project, the protected edibles, and ornamentals sectors 
include some of the most technologically growers in the UK, and so in principle we should be in a good 
position for rapid uptake of best practice guidelines for biopesticides.  
 
Using biopesticides in IPM.   
Biopesticides are not stand-alone products but work best as part of IPM, in which different individual 
crop protection tools work together as a portfolio. If a nursery wants to adopt IPM then they will have 
to decide which combination of tools to use.  In practical terms, this has to be done incrementally, and 
the grower may have to face difficult choices about switching from one pest / disease control tool to 
another.  At the moment, biopesticides are being used as replacements for one or more scheduled 
pesticide sprays in a calendar spray programme. Under this scheme, biopesticides are used either just 
before harvest to take advantage of their low harvest interval, or as a pesticide resistance 
management tool. This tactic can be useful, but it may not be appropriate in all cases. For example, 
biopesticides used for plant disease management are generally applied preventatively, as they work 
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through multiple activities including elicitation of host plant resistance, which takes time to come into 
effect.  This means that the biopesticide has to be applied early in the crop production cycle.  For 
protected edible crops, biopesticides used against arthropod pests can be effective when used as a 
second line of defence to supplement biocontrol with natural enemies (Jacobson et al., 2001); in this 
case the decision to apply the biopesticide is dependent on close monitoring of pest populations and 
cannot be done on a calendar basis. Biopesticides fit very well into the second line of defence strategy 
on crops such as tomato, cucumber and pepper where only the fruit is harvested because we can 
accept lower levels of pest mortality, i.e. they are being used principally to slow down the rate of 
increase of the pest population while the macro-biological agents re-establish their control. Ideally, 
combinations of individual tools are needed that work synergistically together in IPM, such that one 
tactic in the portfolio results in an improved performance in others (Lacey et al., 2001; Morales-
Rodriguez & Peck, 2009). The second line of defence strategy is one way in which this can be achieved. 
 
Technical barriers to optimising biopesticide performance.  
The technical challenges to improving biopesticide performance fall into three categories: (i) 
improvements to the intrinsic effectiveness of individual products, including higher potency, more 
consistent product quality, and longer persistence of effect (derived from better active ingredients, 
high throughput screening and improved formulation); (ii) novel delivery methods (e.g. new types of 
sprayers including robotics, encapsulation of microbial cells etc.); and (iii) improved implementation 
(Glare et al., 2012; Martin et al., 2012; Ruocco et al., 2011; Vemmer & Patel, 2013).   
 
Improving the precision of delivery. It is self-evident that the efficacy of microbial and botanical 
biopesticides is contingent upon delivering an effective amount of the agent to the target pest or 
disease. Changes to the way biopesticides are applied to the plant can give improved pest and disease 
control by ensuring better coverage and targeting the biopesticide to where it is needed. Changes to 
spray application method can provide significant improvements by optimizing water volumes and 
droplet zone, allowing the spray to be concentrated better in the target zone (Nuyttens et al., 2009; 
Peng & Wolf, 2011). There is also a need to understand the effective concentration of the biopesticide 
e.g. (for microbial biopesticides) the number of microbial cells per unit area of leaf surface, or per unit 
volume of growth substrate, required to give efficacy. Similar concepts apply to botanicals and 
semiochemicals. Unfortunately, there have been very few studies where the biopesticide application 
rate has been based on an understanding of the effective concentration (Jaronski, 2010).  And despite 
the fact that the biopesticide delivery method can have a profound effect on efficacy, very little 
research has been done on identifying practical measures for optimising application (Gan-Mor & 
Matthews, 2003; Gwynn, 2011). The situation is most severe for foliar applications, where there is a 
poor understanding of how spray application techniques (including nozzle size, operating pressure, 
water volume, tank system etc.) affect efficacy.  
 
Timing and frequency of application. Understanding how long a biopesticide remains active on the 
leaf or in the soil is important for determining when and how frequently it needs to be applied. This 
information should be combined with an understanding of (i) the effective concentration and dose of 
the biopesticide; and (ii) the biology of the pest or disease, and in particular its rate of reproduction 
(put simply, pests and diseases that reproduce quickly need to be controlled faster than those that 
reproduce slowly). Many of the published studies on the persistence of biopesticides relate to 
environmental fate and behaviour and have been done for environmental risk assessment rather than 
to find ways to improve efficacy (Mudgal et al., 2014).  The persistenc of biopesticides is affected by a 
range of factors including UV radiation exposure, temperature, rainfall, humidity, and the microbiota 
and chemistry of the plant surface or soil (Leong et al., 1980; Collins et al., 2003). In general, microbial 
biopesticides do not persist for long on foliar surfaces. Therefore, providing growers with useful 
information about biopesticide persistence would appear to have a lot of potential for improving 
biopesticide performance. Microbial biopesticides tend to persist for significantly longer in soil, with 



survival depending on the microbial species (including whether it has the ability to grow 
endophytically or in the rhizosphere) as well as factors such as organic matter content, pH, 
temperature, and soil biota (for further information see Scheepmaker & Butt (2010), Lo et al. (1996), 
Bae & Knudsen (2001, 2005), Bin, 1991, Savazzini et al., 2009; Feng et al., 2011).  

 
Environmental factors affecting biopesticide use. Environmental factors that significantly affect the 
activity of biopesticides are UV radiation, temperature and humidity. Ambient temperatures directly 
determine the rate of activity of all microbial biopesticides (with the possible exception of Bt) and also 
have indirect effects through their influence on the activity of the target pest / disease and host plant 
(e.g. Thomas & Blanford, 2003). It is important to know not only what the optimum temperature is for 
a biopesticide, but also its thermal tolerance (i.e. the upper and lower temperatures at which the 
biopesticide will work). Almost all of the published work on biopesticide thermal biology has been 
done under constant temperatures, with very few researchers investigating fluctuating temperatures. 
This is important, given that temperatures can fluctuate to a considerable extent on plants grown 
outdoors.  Humidity has a strong effect on the activity of fungal biopesticides, since most fungi require 
freely accessible water in order to germinate and grow (e.g. Andersen et al., 2006).  Water availability 
is usually not a limiting factor to the performance of biopesticides used in the soil / plant growing 
media, with the possible exception of biopesticides being washed out of plant containers by irrigation 
water. For biopesticides used on foliage, the key factor is the environment within the plant canopy, 
specifically the microclimate humidity at the site of interaction of the biopesticide and the target pest 
or disease. For most pests and diseases, the microclimate is determined largely by the size of the leaf 
boundary layer, which varies according to plant species, leaf size and shape, canopy structure, wind 
speed, and temperature (Vesala, 1998).  The microclimate humidity within the canopy can differ 
markedly from ambient humidity, and hence it is critical that any investigation of the influence of 
humidity on biopesticide performance is based on monitoring the conditions within the canopy (e.g. 
Boulard et al., 2002).  

 
Compatibility between different P&D control agents.  Understanding the compatibility of biopesticides 
with other crop protection agents is clearly important, as it will allow growers to plan IPDM 
programmes in a logical, evidence-based way. Some conventional chemical pesticides are antagonistic 
or lethal to microbial biopesticides. Hence it is important to determine which pesticides are 
compatible with biopesticides in IPM (Jaronski, 2010; Salman & Abuamsha, 2015). One obvious area 
of concern, for example, is whether chemical fungicides are compatible with fungal control agents. 
Manufacturers of microbial biopesticides provide technical information sheets to growers that list 
which chemical pesticides are compatible / incompatible with the microbial agent, but they often do 
not provide details of the methods used to test compatibility.  Compatibility studies are often done 
using in vitro assays of microbial growth or survival during exposure to a test pesticide. These tests are 
often designed to mimic the types of exposure that will occur in the field. Different types of test can 
also give slightly different results, and hence it is usually a good idea to conduct more than one type 
of test (Chandler et al., 2015).  In some cases there can be false-positive results in which inhibition 
observed in vitro does not translate to field scale effects. This can occur as a result of 
compartmentalization of the chemical pesticide within plant tissue, lower pesticide concentrations 
encountered under field conditions, or drying of pesticide residues on foliar surfaces (Jaronski, 2010; 
Inglis et al., 2001; Cuthbertson et al., 2005).  The categorization of “compatible” and “incompatible” 
used by the biopesticide manufacturers tends to follow the IOBC scheme where a chemical pesticide 
is defined as “harmless” towards a biological control agent if it causes less than 25% reduction in 
control capacity. This may not provide the level of accuracy required for growers, particularly for 
ornamentals where even small amounts of visible disease symptoms or individual pest insects can 
make a plant unmarketable, and hence a reduction in efficacy of 25% of a biopesticide could impact 
seriously on its usefulness.   
 



Some biopesticides could have negative effects on each other or on natural enemies (predators and 
parasitoids) and hence there is a need to understand their compatibility (e.g. Seiedy & Deyhim, 2015).   
Growers are likely to be concerned about: (i) the effect of botanicals on microbial biopesticides; (ii) 
the effect of mycoparasites on fungal pathogens of insects; (iii) interference between different 
microbial control agents of plant disease; (iv)the effect of bio-insecticides on natural enemies. 
Biopesticide companies provide recommendations about the compatibility of their products with 
other biopesticides and with natural enemies, but the list is not exhaustive.  Growers want to use 
biopesticides that are compatible with other biopesticides and natural enemies and will know from 
practical experience and information from their advisors about which crop protection agents can be 
used together. A meta-analysis of experimental studies of the compatibility of microbial control agents 
of plant disease indicated that antagonistic interactions were more likely to occur than synergistic 
interactions (Xu et al., 2011) which can result in suboptimal levels of control (e.g. Xu et al., 2010). In 
some cases problems can be avoided if two incompatible agents are separated in space or time. There 
have been a number of published studies demonstrating how biopesticides can be used together with 
natural enemies in IPM programmes, and this has been done to develop general principles for IPM, 
for example the use of biopesticides as a second line of defence to natural enemies on PE crops (e.g. 
Jacobson et al., 2001; Chandler et al., 2005). 
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