
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Biological control agents are an environmentally - friendly way of 

controlling pests and diseases on crops and are advocated in the EUôs 

Sustainable Use of Pesticides Directive 1 .  The authors of a new review of the 

current state of biological control refer to a recent UN report 2 which states  that it is 

possible to produce enough food to feed a world population of nine billion with 

substantially less chemical pesticides ð and even without these pesticides if 

sufficient effort is made to develop biocontrol -based Integrated Pest Management 

(IPM)  methods. The study suggests that policy measures can speed up the 

development and use of environmentally - friendly crop protection.  
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Augmentativ e biological control (ABC) involves the mass production of natural 

enemies of pests and diseases in the form of predators, parasites or micro -
organisms, which are then released to control crop pests (including diseases and 
weeds).  These living pesticides a re collectively called óbiological control agentsô. As it offers 

an environmentally and economically sound alternative to chemical control, ABC is not just 
of interest to commercial growers, but to retailers, consumers and policymakers.  
 

In this new overv iew, the researchers describe the important role currently played by 
biological control and list the many hundreds of agents in use. They argue that ABC is an 
important part of sustainable agriculture and that new policy measures can promote its use.  
 
Modern ABC began in the 1880s, when the pathogen Metarhizium anisopliae , a fungus , was 
used to control wheat grain beetles ( Anisoplia austriaca ) in Russia. Today, it is applied in many 
areas of agriculture, including fruit and vegetable crops, cereals and sugar cane, often forming 

part of integrated pest management (IPM), as required by the Sustainable Use of Pesticides 
Directive. The researchers estimate it is used on 30  million ha worldwide. A particular recent 
success story is found in Almeria, Spain, wh ere chemical pesticides used on greenhouse -grown 
sweet peppers were completely replaced by the predatory mite ( Amblyseius swirskii ) and a 
parasitoid wasp ( Eretmocerus mundus ), over the course of two years 3. 

 
The market for biological control agents has bee n growing by 15% a year since 2005 and 

some insects are produced in huge quantities to meet demand. For example, more than a 
billion of predatory Swirski mites ( Amblyseius swirskii)  are sold every week in Europe to 
control thrips and whiteflies in greenhou se vegetables and nursery crops. The banning of a 
number of pesticides in the EU may be one reason for the increasing use of ABC. However, 
the researchers estimate that the global market for ABC was USD 1.7 billion (ú1.45 billion) 
in 2015, representing onl y 2% of the value of the conventional pesticide market.  

 
Europe is the largest commercial market for invertebrate control agents, partly due to 
political support, but also because of consumer demand, according to the researchers. About 
350 species are in use worldwide, with 170 of these available in Europe, for instance the 
parasitic wasp, Encarsia formosa , which attacks whiteflies. With several large commercial 
European producers, there are also many small enterprises, while some countries (e.g. 

China and  India) have government -owned production units.   

 
As well as pest -consuming insects, microbial agents can be used to combat diseases and 
insects. For example, the bacterium Ampelomyces quisqualis  works against powdery mildew 
on grapes. At least 209 microbi al agents are commercially available worldwide, according to 
the study, also mostly produced by small -  to medium -sized companies. However, 
multinational agro -chemical companies and several new start -up companies are beginning 
to enter the market for so -cal led biopesticides.  

 
Continued on next page.  
 

Natural enemies of crop pests will feature in 

the future of environmentally  friendly farming  
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