
04. OSR: Cultural Control

An 8-point Plan for 
Managing Cabbage 
Stem Flea Beetle 

Over the past twenty years the industry 
has relied upon seed treatments and 
foliar insecticides to contain Cabbage 
Stem Flea Beetle (CSFB) but with their 
loss and/or reduced performance, 
cultural techniques are becoming far 
more important.  This article looks at  
a range of 8 measures that should be 
used together, in an integrated approach,  
to deliver the best chance of growing a 
successful crop. 

1  Consider Rotation Choices 
Close rotations are the cause of our 
problems, and we have already seen a 
broadening out of rotations in the hardest 
hit areas of the UK.  Growing rape once 
in five years is fine but some farmers are 
broadening it out still further.
Flea Beetle is relatively mobile and it can 
easily move between adjacent fields.  
Some growers are using sacrificial field 
boundaries e.g. turnip rape on headlands 
to limit pest movement.  Some are 
leaving rape volunteers in neighbouring 
fields to act as a diversionary food source 
and others are block cropping their rape 
to improve isolation. 

2  Avoid Green on Brown 
Adult Flea Beetles are attracted by the 
green leaves of the young rape crop 
against bare soil.  This has probably 
been the single biggest factor in the  
high-pressure areas of East Anglia.  
There is evidence to suggest that drilling 
into tall straw (20 cm) or chaff or, indeed, 
into green cover can significantly reduce 
the effects of adult feeding damage by 
effectively camouflaging the crop and 
confusing the beetle. 

3  Moisture Not Calendar Date 
The reaction of growers has been to 
move to early drilling to establish the 
crop before the main migration of the 
Flea Beetle adult, which normally takes 
place in September.  The evidence shows 
that, while early drilled crops establish 
better, they often carry higher larval 
numbers into late autumn and the spring. 
Delayed drilling until after the peak 
migration is possible but is considered 
very high risk as soil conditions 
normally decline quickly in September.
The most important factor is having 

adequate seedbed moisture so that 
seedlings are actively growing by the 
time of migration.  Calendar date is less 
important and if there is no moisture 
then it is best to wait.  Where possible 
use minimal soil disturbance to drill the 
crop to conserve moisture.

4  Rapid Growing Varieties 
There is no genetic resistance to Flea 
Beetle nor difference between varieties 
in terms of early crop vigour.  However, 
there are significant differences in 
growth rate of varieties over the autumn 
period and their ability to grow away 
vigorously in the spring.
The varieties that showed more resilience 
to larval attack included hybrids DK 
Exsteel, DK Expedient, Ambassador 
and Inv1035, and conventional varieties 
Anastasia and Aardvark. 
Some farmers reacted to Flea Beetle by 
increasing seed rates to help establishment 
to compensate for plant losses.  However, 
this can be counterproductive as it can 
result in thinner stems that are less 
resilient to larval damage.  Normal seed 
rates are recommended.

5  Soil Conditions and Crop Nutrition 
It is important to check soil conditions 
are optimal for early growth and are 
free of any compaction, with adequate 
levels of macro and micro nutrients, 
including boron.
There is overwhelming evidence 
to show that seedbed nitrogen and 
phosphorous is beneficial for early 
growth and good rooting, and placing 
30kg/ha of nitrogen and 40kg/ha of 
phosphate in bands will stimulate roots 
to grow.  Many farmers use organic 
manures like chicken muck or digestate 
to give the crop an early boost.
Other farmers prefer ammonium 
nitrate, DAP or Agrii-Start OSR, which is 
specially formulated for oilseed rape.

6  Companion and Nurse Cropping 
Companion crops have proven 
successful, particularly at reducing larval 
damage rather than adult shot-holing. 
Buckwheat is probably the most widely 
tested, but Vetches and Berseem Clover 
have also been used.
Buckwheat forms an ‘umbrella’ over the 

top of the oilseed rape and appears to 
discourage the pest, reduce egg laying 
and overall larval numbers.  Buckwheat 
is also a good early scavenger of 
phosphate so, as it dies, it releases 
phosphate back to the growing crop.

7  Seed and Foliar Biostimulants 
Take Off OSR seed treatment is a root 
biostimulant containing phosphite + 
Pyroglutamic acid (PGA), which can aid 
establishment and help early nitrogen 
metabolism.  The majority of Agrii oilseed 
rape seed is treated with it to boost early 
crop vigour.
Foliar stimulation is also important. 
Applying a foliar mix of macro and micro 
nutrients at the two-leaf stage can give 
crops a boost and serves as a follow-up to 
the seed-bed fertiliser.

8  Monitor Crops and Use  
Spray Thresholds 
Growers should monitor crops for 
the pest which includes shot holing at 
emergence and yellow-trapping in the 
autumn.  Use adjuvants to help get the 
most out of pyrethroids and there is some 
anecdotal evidence that spraying at night 
helps.  Pyrethroid resistance is widespread 
and, following the revocation of Biscaya, 
no other foliar insecticides are approved. 
In the spring dissect crops to assess 
larval numbers and, where recognised 
thresholds are exceeded, consider treating 
with CleanCrop Argent + Toil.  Larvae 
are more difficult to kill but appear more 
susceptible at the 1st instar stage.
With the declining efficacy of insecticide 
sprays from resistance, an integrated 
approach to crop management is the only 
way to keep oilseed rape in the rotation.

In summary, oilseed rape remains a 
profitable break-crop but growers need 
confidence to establish it and grow it 
successfully.  It is important to employ 
all of these cultural control measures 
together to have the best chance of 
success.  These recommendations have 
been developed by Agrii R&D and tested 
by growers in commercial situations with 
a high degree of success.
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Oilseed rape remains a useful and profitable 
break crop but only when it can be established 
and grown successfully, otherwise it is an 
expensive and high-risk crop to grow.


