
Crop Profile for Sugarcane in Louisiana 
 
 

General Production Information 
 
 

Louisiana ranks first in the US in sugarcane acreage harvested and second in 
production, with 49% of the US acreage and 43% of the US production. 
Including fallow land, 550,000 acres are grown by 804 producers with 
400,000 harvested for sugar and 28,000 acres harvested for seed. Thirteen 
million tons were delivered to the mills from which 1,275 thousand tons of 
raw sugar were produced in 2012. 

 
 

The cost of production is approximately $460 per acre in direct costs. This 
varies greatly depending on ownership of the land, whether seed cane is 
purchased or raised as nursery stock, equipment used, pest management 
practices and many other factors which reduce or increase the total per acre cost. 

 

 
 
 
 

Production Regions 
 
 

Sugarcane is grown in at least 22 parishes in the south central part of the state, extending from Rapides 
Parish near the center of the state, south to Lafourche Parish south of New Orleans and west to near 
Lake Charles in Calcasieu Parish. Climate, soil suitability and nearness to mills limit production to this 
region of the state. 

 
 
 
 
 

Cultural Practices 
 
 

Sugarcane is a member of the grass family and requires fertile, well-drained soil and an abundant supply 
of moisture for successful growth. It has a long growing season that allows it to recover from short 
duration droughts. Late spring or early autumn freezes can dramatically impact yields and quality. 
Irrigation is not common in Louisiana but is sometimes carried out on a few farms during prolonged dry 
periods. In typical years, no irrigation is required due to the high rainfall. 

 
 

The land is prepared for planting with a 18" to 22" flat bottomed furrow or a furrow with a slight ridge 
of loose soil down the center. Planting furrows are opened down the top of elevated rows or beds. 
Fertilizers, insecticides and herbicides are sometimes added at planting (see specific pesticides). 

Funding for this project was provided by the National Institute of Food and Agriculture, U.S. Department of
Agriculture, under Agreement No. 2011-51120-31171, "Management of the  Southern IPM Center  2011"



Sugarcane is planted beginning in late July through October. In some years, it is extended into 
November if necessary. It is recommended that heat-treated seed cane be covered with no more than 2" 
of packed soil. The seed cane should be placed 3-4" above the final water furrow or higher in poorly 
drained soils to avoid water damage.  An application of 15-45-45 lbs/acre of N-P-K should be applied 
in the planter furrow ahead of planting in succession planting systems. 

 

 

There are no significant regional differences except weather differences and soil types that affect the 
drainage, rooting depth, and soil fertility. 

 

 
 
 
 

Insect Pests 
 
 

SUGARCANE BORER, Diatrea saccharalis 
 
 

The sugarcane borer is the major pest of sugarcane. The sugarcane borer is responsible for 90% of the 
crop losses due to insect damage. Losses in sugarcane yield average 12-15% annually, but can range 
above 50% if the pest is not kept below economic thresholds.  

 
 

The sugarcane borer is a crambid species whose larvae tunnel in the stalks of many gramineous plants 
including, sugarcane, corn, rice, and sorghum in Louisiana. Egg masses are deposited on the sugarcane 
leaves, newly hatched larvae migrate to the leaf sheath and feed around that area until about half grown. 
Larvae then enter into the stalk at the internodes and tunnel up and down the stalk. The sugarcane borer 
completes development inside the stalk then emerges as an adult through an exit hole carved earlier by 
the larvae. There are from five to seven instars. The reduction in stalk weight is the most severe damage, 
but sugarcane borer also stunts growth, weakens stalks, kills terminal buds and causes suckering, 
destroys some vegetative buds of seed cane and increases plant susceptibility to pathogens. 

 
 

The sugarcane borer is monitored by visually inspecting the stalks. Economic treatment threshold is 
reached when 5% of the crop has live larvae feeding in the leaf sheaths on the outside of the stalk. 
 
The Mexican rice borer, which was first discovered in Calcasieu Parish in 2008, is also a pest of 
potential concern.  Populations of the Mexican rice borer are present in low numbers across the 
western sugarcane region including Calcasieu, Cameron, and Jefferson Davis Parishes. 

Controls:  

Cultural Practices: 

The following farming practices can reduce sugarcane borer infestations and damage:  Plant non-
infested seed-cane to improve crop stands.  Sugarcane borer larvae in seed-cane can destroy 20% or 
more of the vegetative buds (eyes), and contribute substantially to overwintering populations.  Corn 
should be planted as far as possible from sugarcane to reduce mid-summer moth migration from 
senescing cornfields to sugarcane.  Plow stubble soon after final harvest to reduce the number of 



overwintering larvae.  Leave crop residues such as cane tops, pieces of broken stalks, or old stubs 
exposed on the soil surface throughout winter to obtain maximum kill of larvae by low temperature. 

Sugarcane varieties differ in susceptibility to damage from borers.  Resistant varieties should be planted 
wherever appropriate to reduce number of insecticide applications.  Use of resistant varieties contributes 
about 25% of the suppressive effect annually to control the sugarcane borer. 

Biological control: 
Biological control makes up for 25% of within season suppression of sugarcane borer. Since 1957 the 
predation from the red imported fire ant Solonopsis wagneri has been a very important predator of the 
borer and is not treated as a pest by the sugarcane producers. Cotesia flavipes, a larval parasite, has been 

released and has reached levels as high as 55% parasitism of the sugarcane borer in release sites, which 
helped suppress the borer population. It has become established in the areas where it has been released.  

 
 

Chemical control: 
Sugarcane is generally treated with insecticide based on the infestation level, effectiveness of resistant 
varieties and effectiveness of natural enemies. Approximately 45% of the acreage was treated with 
insecticides. The majority are applied by air. 

 
 

Common Name  Trade Name(s) Pest IRAC # 
 
beta cyfluthrin 

 
Baythroid XL 

 
sugarcane borer and 
Mexican rice borer 

 
3A 

 
chlorantraniliprole 

 
Coragen 

 
sugarcane borer 

 
28 

 
beta cyfluthrin + 
chlorantraniliprole 

 
Besiege 

 
sugarcane borer 

 
3A + 28 

 
esfenvalerate 

 
Asana 

 
sugarcane borer 

 
3A 

 
ethoprop 

 
Mocap 

 
wireworms 

 
1B 

 
flubendiamide 

 
Belt SC 

 
sugarcane borer 

 
28 

 
gamma cyhalothrin 

 
Proaxis 

 
sugarcane borer 

 
3A 

 
lambda cyhalothrin 

 
Karate 

 
sugarcane borer 

 
3A 

 
novaluron 

 
Diamond 

 
sugarcane borer 

 
28 

 
phorate 

 
Thimet 

 
wireworms 

 
1B 

 
tebufenozide 

 
Confirm 

 
sugarcane borer and 
Mexican rice borer 

 
15 

    



zeta cypermethrin Mustang Max sugarcane borer 3A 
 
 
WIREWORMS 

 
 

When present in the sugarcane field, wireworms can cause significant damage and are difficult to 
control. These insects overwinter in the larval or adult stage in the cane field. The adults emerge in the 
spring and appear to stay in the same area to lay eggs. The larvae hatch within a few days and the 
larvae feed on the roots of the plant. Because of the impact some of these chemical controls on non-
target and beneficial enhancing problems with the sugarcane borer, use of treatment sampling and 
wireworm economic thresholds is strongly encouraged. 

 
 

Controls:  

Biological control:- None is known 

Cultural control: 
Crop rotation is not feasible because the wire worms would remain and feed on the roots of the new 
crop. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Diseases 
 
 

Leaf scald.  Leaves of young plants may show bleaching or yellowing. The characteristic symptom of 
leaf scald is the presence of one or more narrow, white “pencil lines” running longitudinally down the 
full length of the leaf blade into the sheath. Bands of dead tissue may develop along pencil lines starting 
at the leaf margin and expanding until the entire leaf is dead. Young shoots may be killed. Mature stalks 
may show leaf symptoms and develop side shoots with symptoms. Under severe disease conditions, 
entire plants may die. Drought stress may induce severe symptom expression. 
 
Mosaic.  The mosaic pattern of irregular, interspersed, pale green, yellowish and green areas on leaves 
varies with cane variety, stage of growth, temperature and the strain of the virus involved. The mosaic 
symptom is most evident in the youngest emerging leaves. 
 
Ratoon stunting.  Ratoon stunting disease has no obvious external symptoms. Infected plants may be 
shorter but with little or no decrease in diameter of the stalk. Stunting severity is associated with adverse 
environmental conditions, particularly drought stress, and it is more severe in ratoon crops. Affected 
plants, when split, may or may not show a pinkish color in the growing point of young shoots and orange 
to brownish discoloration of vascular bundles at the nodes in the lower portion of mature stalks. 
 
Red rot.  Red rot adversely affects stand establishment by rotting planted seed cane. Splitting stalks dug 



up from portions of a row without living plants reveals red discoloration of the internode tissue and 
rotted nodes. Within the red areas, white spots, usually elongated at right angles to the long axis of the 
stalk, are indicative of red rot infection. Red rot is more severe when planted stalks are exposed to 
drought stress or waterlogging. 
 
Rust (brown).  Small chlorotic areas appear on the leaves at first as flecks.  Later the flecks elongate and 
become reddish-brown.  The spots continue to enlarge, with a slight yellow halo surrounding the lesions 
on some varieties.  The lesions take on a pustular appearance on the undersurface of the leaf, and 
pustules erupt, releasing a reddish-brown mass of spores.  On susceptible varieties, heavily infected 
leaves dry out and die prematurely. 
 
Smut.  Smut is characterized by the production of a black, whiplike structure at the apex of stalks with 
smaller than normal diameter. The whip often elongates to a length of 2‐3 feet and curls downward. The 
whip is covered by a layer of dark brown fungal spores. Prior to the emergence of whips, smut‐ 
infected plants can have a grassy appearance, with many small‐diameter shoots. 
 
White stripe.  Characterized by variable amounts of longitudinal white striping on leaves of some plants, 
white stripe usually occurs during spring.  The white stripes extend the full length of the leaf.  Striping is 
not considered infectious but rather is a growth response to environmental conditions. 
 
Yellow leaf.  The underside of the mid-vein on younger leaves at the apex of mature plants turns bright 
yellow in infected plants. The yellowing can spread into the leaf blade, and mid-veins can turn pink in 
severely infected plants. Due to the short growing season in Louisiana, symptoms are not seen most years 
because of ripener applications and/or frosts. Despite the lack of visible symptoms, infected plants may 
exhibit reduced growth and juice quality. 
 

  
 

Cultural control: 
All of these diseases are presently managed by using disease resistant varieties. Heat treated seed-cane 
is also a method used to prevent ratoon-stunting disease and smut. Kleentek and SugarTek are two  
seed-cane products. This type of seed-cane is produced from plants derived via tissue culture and is used 
in disease management. 

 
 

Chemical control: 
There are fungicides that are labeled for the control of brown and orange rust in sugarcane in Louisiana. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Weeds 
 
 

Weed pests of sugarcane are both broadleaves and grasses. However, since sugarcane is a grass crop, 
grassy weed removal is more difficult than broadleaf weed removal. There are no biological weed 
controls available. Mechanical weed control in a current sugarcane crop consists of removal and 



replacement of soil along each side of the row bed (called "off-barring"), to remove and disturb weeds. It 
should be noted that growers use three to four years (3-4 harvested crops) as a standard time for one 
sugarcane production cycle, prior to placing a production field into one year of fallow. 

 
 

The current and most-practiced mechanical weed control in the spring, prior to herbicide application is 
"false shaving". This is a process in which crop and weed removal from sugarcane row tops is 
accomplished with a low-set rotary mower. Herbicides are then banded over the top of the sugarcane 
row to save amount of herbicide used and provide acceptable weed control. 

 
 

With the recent introduction and use of the combine sugarcane harvester into Louisiana, and the large 
amount of crop residue left in the field after harvest, some current weed control research is focusing on 
modification of herbicide application. Current weed research projects with the combine harvest system 
are defining herbicide rate modification, effect of crop residue on herbicide activity and weed control 
and regrowth of sugarcane after dormancy. 
 
Because sugarcane is a perennial crop, major weeds in Louisiana sugarcane include both warm and 
cool season annual grasses and broadleaf weeds.  Perennial weeds in sugarcane include yellow and 
purple nutsedge, johnsongrass, itchgrass, bermudagrass, and morningglory.  

 
 

Biological control: 
There are no biological weed control options available. 

 
 

Chemical control: 
 

Preemergence Weed Control 
 

Herbicides may be applied on a band to the top of the row or broadcast.  A broadcast application will 
help reduce weed encroachment from the row middles.  Herbicide should be applied immediately after 
the row has been rolled or packed.  When rainfall of around a half inch is received within 10 days after 
herbicide application, residual weed control can be expected for about 60 days.  A follow up herbicide 
application around 60 days after planting can extend the control of summer weeds and can also provide 
residual control of winter weeds resulting in cleaner beds in spring.   
 
 

Common Name  
Trade Name(s) Weed WSSA 

MOA# 
atrazine Atrazine, others annual summer and 

winter broadleaf weeds 
5 

clomazone Command seedling johnsongrass, 
itchgrass, browntop 
millet, annual grasses 

13 

diuron Diuron, Direx, 
others 

broadleaf weeds 7 

flumioxazin Valor annual broadleaf weeds 14 
hexazinone Velpar seedling johnsongrass, 5 



browntop millet, other 
annual grasses and 
broadleaves 

mesotrione Callisto annual summer and 
winter broadleaf weeds 

27 

metribuzin Metribuzin seedling johnsongrass 
and other annual grass 
and broadleaf weeds 

5 

pendimethalin Prowl seedling johnsongrass, 
itchgrass, browntop 
millet, and other annual 
grasses 

3 

sulfentrazone Spartan broadleaf weeds and 
nutsedge 

14 

terbacil Sinbar seedling johnsongrass 
and other grass and 
broadleaf weeds 

5 

trifluralin Treflan, others seedling johnsongrass, 
itchgrass, browntop 
millet, other annual 
grasses 

3 

 
 
 

Postemergence Weed Control  
 

Postemergence weed control may be required during the fall (September-November), winter (January-
March), and spring (March-April) seasons.  Postemergence layby herbicide applications are generally 
applied early summer (May-June) and late-season after layby applications may be required from July 
until harvest. 
 

 

Common Name  
Trade Name(s) Weed WSSA 

MOA# 
2,4-D various broadleaf weeds 4 
asulam-sodium Asulox, others johnsongrass and 

itchgrass, grasses 
22 

halosulfuron Permit yellow and purple 
nutsedge 

2 

dicamba  various annual and perennial 
broadleaf weeds  

4  

glyphosate various (shielded application) 
bermudagrass 

9 

mesotrione Callisto annual summer and 
winter broadleaf weeds 

27 

metribuzin Metribuzin seedling johnsongrass 5 



and other annual grass 
and broadleaf weeds 

paraquat Gramoxone, 
others 

small grass and 
broadleaf weeds 

22 

sulfentrazone Spartan broadleaf weeds and 
nutsedge 

14 

terbacil Sinbar seedling johnsongrass 
and other grass and 
broadleaf weeds 

5 

trifloxysulfuron Envoke johnsongrass and 
itchgrass, grasses  

2 

 
 

 
Fallow Weed Control 

 
Weed control during the fallow period can include the use of tillage (deep plowing/disking) and 
herbicides.  Frequent and timely cultivation, where weeds are destroyed and prevented from 
reestablishing can be an effective tool especially in dry years.  Tillage, especially tillage just prior to 
planting, can reduce soil moisture in the seedbed, which in dry years can hinder plant cane emergence 
and growth.   
 
In a no-tillage fallow program, sugarcane stubble must be destroyed with herbicide.  Glyphosate is 
typically used to control sugarcane stubble although two applications may be required.  It is important 
that the first glyphosate application be made by the end of April to allow for sugarcane to completely 
decompose before rows are worked at planting.  In fields where bermudagrass population is high, a no-
tillage program where glyphosate is used for weed control may not be as effective as glyphosate in 
combination with tillage. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Contacts 
 
 

Kenneth Gravois, PhD 
Sugarcane Specialist 
Sugarcane Research Station 
225-642-0224 
kgravois@agcenter.lsu.edu 
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