Neonicotinoid insecticide ban, drought could cut French sugar beet yields 30-50
percent, USDA finds

France is the largest producer of sugar beets in Europe growing just over 30 percent of EU27+UK’s
production in .... 2019/2020. Ban on the use of neonics since 2018 has resulted in large scale crop losses
this growing season because of widespread yellows virus, a disease spread by aphids that infested much
of the crop this year. Because of the infestation in addition to the drought, French experts estimate that
the yield will be down by 30 to 50 percent.

In 2016, France adopted a law aiming at increasing biodiversity. Among the various articles, one set a
complete prohibition of neonicotinoids (neonics) insecticide use by 2018. Neonics are efficient insecticides
developed in the 1980s from nicotine, the chemical naturally present in tobacco. The EU and France
banned their use in part because they believe neonics are harmful to pollinators such as bees when
improperly used.

Outspoken critics of the bill included Minister of Agriculture at the time Stéphane Le Foll, but in spite of
concerns the law passed, and in September 2018, sales of neonics were prohibited in France. While
neonics are also banned in the EU for outdoor use (they are permitted in greenhouses) fifteen EU
member states have been granted exceptions, allowing the insecticide to be used.

One of the arguments used to justify their use on beets is that that the treatment is only on the seeds and
sugar beets are harvested before flowering, thus do not present a risk to bees. In addition, alternatives to
neoicotinoids are scarce, not as efficient and require aerial spraying which is considered by most
scientists to be more harmful to pollinators.

Before the ban in 2018, neonics were widely used for sugar beet seeds as coating on the seeds. Already
in 2019, a significant decline was reported to the sugar beet yield. In 2020 France’s mild spring led to an
aphid infestation on young sugar beet plants. Aphids spread many diseases including viruses such as the
beet yellows virus (BYV) which leads to beet dwarf jaundice, a disease that can cut yields by half.
Because of the infestation in addition to the drought, French experts estimate that the yield will be down
by 30 to 50 percent.
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