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General Production Information

●     In 1999, sweet potatoes were harvested from 25,025 acres in Louisiana. Production totaled 7.6 
million lbs with a value of $70,123,400 in 1999. Louisiana ranks 2nd among states in sweetpotato 
production .

●     Commercial production is currently concentrated in two areas of the state. West Carroll, 
Morehouse, Franklin and Richland Parish in the northeast section of the state account for 
approximately 40% of the acreage in Louisiana. The south central parishes of Avoyelles, St. 
Landry, Evangeline, Rapides and Acadia account for approximately 40% of the acreage. There 
are several other parishes that have some small commercial acreage.

●     Approximately 50% of the crop is sold as fresh market potatoes and 50% is sold for processing. 
There are approximately 325 sweet potato producers in the state and about 50 sweet potato 
packer/shippers. There are 2 processors and 8 brokers that sell the state crop.

●     Sweet potatoes are grown mostly on silt loam loess upland and terrace soils of the Macon Ridge 
(W. Carroll, Franklin, Richland, Avoyelles and St. Landry parishes), Ouachita River Alluvium 
soils (Morehouse) and Coastal Prairie soils in Evangeline and Acadia parishes. These soils seem 
to be well suited for sweet potato production.

●     Approximately 50% of the acreage in North Louisiana is irrigated with either overhead pivot 
systems, traveling guns or furrow irrigation. Only a very small percentage in south Louisiana is 
irrigated.

●     The production season for sweet potatoes in Louisiana begins with bedding of seed potatoes in 
February and March, transplanting of the crop beginning in late April in South Louisiana and 
May, June and into July for the remainder of the state. Harvest begins in late July and extends 
through Thanksgiving or until the crop is finished. Movement of the current years crop will 
extend into May of the following year.

 

 

Insect Pests

Many insect pests have the potential to reduce the quality and yield of sweet potatoes. Insects that 
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damage the roots directly are the most troublesome and are referred to as soil insect pests. They can 
cause economic loss in relatively low numbers, and it is difficult to control soil insects with insecticides 
because they live below the soil surface. Insects that injure the foliage reduce the yield of the plants 
indirectly and are referred to as foliage feeding insects. These insects can cause economic loss, but 
usually only at very high numbers, and it is relatively easy to control them with insecticides because 
they are exposed on the plant .

Sweetpotato Soil Insects

The sweetpotato root can be injured by several soil insects, including the sweetpotato weevil. The 
sweetpotato weevil larva is the only insect that tunnels throughout the root. Other soil insects feed on the 
surface on the developing sweetpotato root. The injury caused by rootworms and wireworms is similar 
and cannot be separated very easily. These insects chew small, shallow circular or oblong holes through 
the skin of the root. The injury caused by white grubs and white fringed beetle larvae is similar to each 
other and different from the other soil insects. These immature insects gouge broad, shallow to deep, 
irregular areas on the surface of the root .

Sweetpotato Weevil, Colas formicarius elegantulus

The persistent occurrence of the sweet potato weevil is south of a line that roughly parallels Interstate 20 
across Louisiana. Infestations are occasionally found as far as 20 miles north of this line. The insect is a 
limiting factor in commercial sweetpotato production south of I-20, so this area is under a quarantine . 

The sweetpotato weevil is an important pest of the sweetpotato and can be a problem in the field and in 
storage. Even low numbers of larvae reduce sweetpotato quality and marketable yield. The adult weevil 
feeds on all parts of the sweetpotato plant but reproduces only in the stems and roots. Sweetpotato 
weevils are most numerous close to the soil surface. Eggs are laid in the roots or stems in holes (one per 
hole) eaten out by the females. Following egg lay, the holes are covert by a grayish mass which hardens 
to form protective caps over developing eggs. Depending on the environmental conditions, incubation of 
eggs varies from four to 56 days. Larval development occurs inside the root and can range form 12 to 
154 days. Pupation occurs within the sweetpotato, and this stage lasts for five to 11 days. Newly 
emerged adults wait one to three days before leaving the root. Adults mate soon after emergence from 
the root but egg laying does not occur for four to seven days. The injury from the sweetpotato weevil is 
from adults and larvae. The adult feeds on the sweetpotato root, puncturing numerous small holes and 
laying eggs in these punctures. Larva tunnel throughout the root. All stages of the weevil can be found in 
the root of the sweetpotato. Larvae also tunnel through the vine next to the soil. Larvae found in the vine 
usually come from eggs deposited in the plant production bed. Sweet potatoes infested with weevils are 
not only unsightly, but they taste bitter .

Sweet potatoes and crowns left in the fields after harvest may provide a haven for the weevil in winter, 
especially when sweet potatoes are covered by soil. Therefore sweet potatoes and intact crowns should 
not be left in the field after harvest. Devining at harvest helps to destroy crowns. When sweet potatoes 



are harvested under good conditions with a digger, all of the crop debris will be on top of the soil where 
it will decompose during the winter. The field should not be plowed until late winter or spring because 
roots covered by soil provide a good overwintering place for the weevil. Sweet potatoes should never be 
left in the field unharvested. When sweet potatoes are field graded at harvest, infested sweet potatoes 
should not be left in the field .

Weevils may also survive the winter in stored seed. Eliminating weevils from planting material should 
begin with sanitation in and around the storage area as soon as it is emptied in the spring. Malathion can 
be sprayed in the storage areas to kill surviving weevils. One small, infested sweetpotato can produce 
many weevils .

At harvest, all sweet potatoes to be stored should be dusted with a 5% Imidan (Phosmet) dust. Apply it 
with a recirculating duster for good coverage. Good insecticide coverage of all the sweet potatoes in a 
pallet box or James crate is necessary .

Plant beds should be sprayed. This will control the weevils that survived the winter in the previous year's 
fields. This spraying will also take care of an occasional infested seed that was not protected by the 
Imidan dust. Beds should be sprayed weekly with Imidan, Sevin or Thiodan. Spraying should begin as 
soon as the plastic mulch is pulled off and should be continued weekly until the last cutting of plants. A 
bar placed on the spray boom ahead of the nozzles will bend large plants over and let the spray hit the 
base of the plants. The reason for spraying the base of the plants and the soil surface is that the female 
weevils stay on the soil surface or just above or below it, and almost all the eggs are placed within an 
inch of the soil surface. Plants should be cut at least an inch above the soil. This leaves nearly every 
weevil egg in the plant bed. Also, it keeps from spreading numerous diseases and root-knot nematodes .

Monitoring. Three pheromone traps should be placed about equal distance apart per 40-acre field. If a 
single trap catches as many as four sweetpotato weevils in a week, weekly foliar spray applications 
should be made until weevil numbers drop below the threshold level. Good coverage is essential for 
control. At least 15 gallons of water per acre should be used with the insecticide .

Individual practices recommended to produce weevil-free plants will not be completely effective if used 
alone. But if all the practices are used together, they assure that the plants taken to the field will be as 
weevil free as possible .

Control

Cultural 

- Certified seed potatoes should be used for slip production. The bedding area should be sprayed with 
endosulfan. 

- After digging potatoes in the fall, all culls should be exposed to winter temperatures and rains.



- Slips should not be pulled, they should be cut at least 1 inch above the soil line.

- The bedding area should be destroyed after slips have been cut

- Storage area should be cleaned in the spring after selecting seed potatoes

- Any remaining potatoes should be swept and destroyed by feeding or burning. 

- While potatoes are in storage, a protectant should be used 

Foundation or certified seed free of weevils should be used. Place beds as far away as possible from last 
year's sweetpotato fields. This reduces the likelihood of any surviving weevils finding the beds. Ideally, 
beds should also be far away from the new fields (at least 1 mile). The separation makes it difficult for 
weevils surviving in the beds to find the new fields. After the last cutting of plants, beds should be 
destroyed .

 

Cucumber Beetles (rootworms)

Two species of cucumber beetles that may cause problems are the banded cucumber beetle and the 12 
spotted cucumber beetle. The banded cucumber beetle is more prevalent in south Louisiana. The spotted 
cucumber beetle occurs in both north and south Louisiana. Both species feed on several different host 
plants including vegetable and field crops, as well as weeds. The larvae, or rootworms, eat small holes 
through the skin of roots and form irregular cavities under the skin. Feeding holes are in groups and may 
enlarge as roots develop. Roots injured during early development will have many unsightly healed holes 
at harvest. Injury that occurs closer to harvest will not be healed. Feeding by adults on sweetpotato 
foliage produces irregular holes, but the adult beetles do not consume enough foliage to injure the plants. 
Adults lay eggs in the soil where larvae emerge in one to two weeks, depending on temperature. Larvae 
of these two species are very difficult to tell apart. The larval stage may last eight to 30 days, depending 
on food supply and temperature. Pupae are found in cells just below the soil surface, and adults emerge 
in about one week. There are several generations per year.

 

The banded cucumber beetle is the most common rootworm that injures sweetpotato roots. Because this 
species has several generations per year, a wide host range and is very mobile as adults, it is one of the 
most difficult soil insect pests to control. 

Control



Cultural

Repeated cultivation of the fields in the spring will help remove alternate food sources and expose the 
larvae to birds and other predators. 

Chemical

A preplant soil insecticide should kill rootworms in the soil and provide residual control for four to six 
weeks after application. A split application of a soil insecticide will extend the residual protection in the 
soil, but these insecticides will not provide season-long control. Adult beetles moving into the field will 
lay eggs, and resulting rootworms will injure the roots once these soil insecticides break down. At this 
point, if adults exceed threshold levels, foliar applications should be made to prevent rootworm injury. 
Depending on environmental conditions, the insecticide used and the coverage obtained with the spray 
application, a foliar-applied insecticide may kill beetles for anywhere from one day to one week. Adult 
beetles can be monitored with sweep nets. Two banded cucumber beetles per 100 sweeps indicate the 
need to spray on a seven-day interval. With higher numbers of the beetle, the spray interval should be 
reduced to five days. These beetles are highly mobile. They may move into a field in large numbers and 
make management difficult . 

Wireworms

Southern Potato Wireworm, Conoderus falli

Tobacco Wireworm, Conoderus vespertinus

Gulf Wireworm, Conoderus amplicollis

Several species of wireworms cause serious injury to sweet potatoes. There are three species within 
Louisiana that may cause damage to sweet potatoes: the southern potato wireworm, the tobacco 
wireworm and the gulf wireworm. Adults known as click beetles, do not feed on the crop but oviposit on 
the soil near the crop, weeds or other vegetation. Wireworms have a very broad host range and will feed 
on weeds in the fields. Larvae produce small, round shallow feeding holes on the root surface. The 
original holes are usually less than 1/4 inch deep, but may be considerably deepened by larger growth of 
the sweetpotato root. The life cycle varies from species with two generations per year to species with life 
cycles lasting two to three years.

Injury consists of fairly irregularly shaped holes. The original holes are usually less than one-fourth inch 
deep and seldom as much as one-half inch deep. Newer feeding sites will have ragged edges, and they 
usually contain frass from chewed root fiber . 

Wireworms have a longer life cycle than cucumber beetles and as adults are less mobile. As with 
cucumber beetles and white grubs, wireworms may be present in the field before planting. Because of 



the long life cycle of wireworms, the presence of these insects in the previous season increases the 
likelihood of injurious numbers in the current season. 

Monitoring. Wireworms can be sampled in the spring using corn or small potatoes as baits before 
planting. These baits should be buried in the soil about 3 to 4 inches deep and left for seven to ten days. 
The samples may then be dug and checked by washing through a sieve .

Control

Cultural

Repeated cultivation of the fields in the spring will help remove alternate food sources and expose 
wireworms to birds and other predators.

Chemical

A preplant soil insecticide will provide some protection from wireworms in the same way it will control 
rootworms. A split application of a soil insecticide will extend the residual control. Adult wireworms 
(click beetles) are generally active in the spring and summer. During this time click beetles may lay eggs 
in sweetpotato fields. These new wireworms will not be killed once the soil insecticide has broken 
down. Click beetles tend to be active at night and will not be captured with a sweep net during the day. 
Foliar applications of insecticides to control cucumber beetles will also control click beetles .

Cutworms

The adult form of the cutworms (many types) is a night-flying moth. Eggs are deposited by adult 
females on the soil surface around the base of the plants. After hatching, the larvae may feed by cutting 
young plants at the soil line; later generations feed on developing roots. Damage can be severe because 
the worms will eat broad holes in the root and may even penetrate it from side to side. Shallow rotted 
varieties or varieties that push above the soil are the most susceptible to damage by cutworms.

 

White Grubs, Phyllophaga spp.

Several species of white grubs are pests of sweet potatoes. Larvae are often abundant in pasture, sod or 
weedy fields and can injure roots severely when sweet potatoes are planted in fields that follow pasture. 
Larvae gouge out broad, shallow areas on the root, reducing the marketability of the crop. This damage 
is similar to that caused by cutworms; however, they do not penetrate as deeply as the cutworms. Adults 
are active at night and feed on the leaves of deciduous trees. They emerge in late May through June. 
Females oviposit on bare soil or soil planted to crops. Larvae overwinter in the soil. The length of the 
life cycle varies; some species complete a generation in one year, and others require two to three years to 



complete a generation . 

Control

Cultural

White grubs have a longer life cycle than cucumber beetles. As with cucumber beetles and wireworms, 
white grubs may be in the field before planting. Repeated cultivation of the fields in the spring will help 
remove alternate food sources and expose grubs to birds and other predators. White grubs may be found 
by turning over (shovel or plow) the soil and checking for grubs in the loose soil . 

 

Chemical 

A preplant soil insecticide will provide some protection for these pests in the same way it will control 
rootworms and wireworms. Adult white grubs (May beetles, June beetles) are generally active in the 
spring and early summer. During this time these adults may lay eggs in sweetpotato fields. These new 
larvae will not be killed once the soil insecticide has broken down. June beetles tend to be active at night 
and will not be captured with a sweep net during the day. Foliar applications of insecticides to control 
cucumber beetles will also control click beetles and June beetles . 

 

Whitefringed beetles, Graphognathus spp. 

Whitefringed beetles can be a serious problem for sweetpotato growers. Whitefringed beetles have been 
reported on more than 385 plant species, including peanuts, corn, sugarcane, cotton, cowpea, beans, cole 
crops, alfalfa and sweet potatoes. Larval injury to sweetpotato roots resembles that caused by white 
grubs. Larvae gouge out broad shallow to deep areas on the root. Whitefringed beetles overwinter 
mainly as mature larvae in the soil at a depth of about 9 to 15 inches but can overwinter in the egg stage. 
Pupae are white and are found in the soil at a depth of 3 to 6 inches from late May to the end of July. 
Adult emergence begins in May and continues until the middle of August. Newly emerged adults feed 
on the undersides of leaves or at the base of the stems near the soil surface. Adults prefer to feed on the 
older plant foliage, but consume little. Females are parthenogenetic (reproduce without males) and begin 
laying eggs on the lower plant parts 10 to 12 days after emergence from the pupal stage. Females can 
live for two to five months. Eggs are deposited near the soil surface on objects such as plant stems and 
debris lying on or protruding from the soil, but they can also be deposited in the soil at depths of 1 to 4 
inches. The larvae emerge from eggs in two weeks to three months, depending on temperature. The 
larvae live underground and feed on the root system of plants. Since this insect cannot fly, its only 
means of movement are by walking and by being carried on plant being transported to new locations . 



Monitoring. These beetles can be sampled with a sweep net; a threshold of one beetle per 100 sweeps is 
recommended. Adults are fairly long lived and may be present in the field from May through September. 
Whitefringed beetles cannot fly, so they move very little from year to year. The presence of an 
infestation the previous year indicates that close attention is warranted in the current year . 

Control

Cultural

Crop rotation can be used effectively to reduce infestation levels. The planting of small grains on heavily 
infested portions of a farm will reduce the number of beetles, because small grains are poor food for 
adults and whitefringed beetles feeding on them produce few eggs . 

Chemical

 

Whitefringed beetle larvae are very difficult to control because the larvae often remain deep in the soil 
where even preplant incorporated soil insecticides may not reach them. The adults will feed above 
ground and can be controlled with foliar applications of insecticides . 

Flea beetles, Phyllotreta spp. 

 

The flea beetle species that feed on sweet potatoes (both foliage and roots) are the pale-striped flea 
beetle, the sweetpotato flea beetle, and the elongated flea beetle. These beetles have a portion of the 
back leg enlarged and jump from place to place when disturbed . 

The sweetpotato flea beetle feeds on several plants including sweetpotato. The adults chew narrow 
channels or grooves in the upper surface of leaves. These injured areas will turn brown and die. Larvae 
feed on roots, leaving shallow winding tunnels. Such tunnels will split open, leaving shallow dark scars. 
Usually, flea beetle larvae feed on fibrous roots but, when high numbers of beetles are present, they will 
feed on marketable roots. The overwintering stage of the sweep potato flea beetle is the adult. 
Overwintering occurs in protected places such as under logs or leaves, along fence rows and at the edges 
of wooded areas. Eggs are laid in the soil near plants in the spring when adults emerge from 
overwintering sites. Larvae emerge from eggs in a few days, feed for about three weeks and pupate in 
the soil. The life cycle is completed in 30 days in the summer, and there are several generations a year . 

 

Flea beetles are an occasional problem for sweetpotato growers. The sweetpotato flea beetle has several 



generations per year and can pose a problem throughout the growing season. Because flea beetle larvae 
feed primarily on the fibrous roots, high numbers must be present to cause significant root injury . 

 

Control

Chemical

Soil insecticides and foliar-applied insecticides will provide protection from flea beetles. Adult flea 
beetles are active during the day and can be captured in sweet nets. A threshold of five beetles per 100 
sweeps is recommended before applying insecticides . 

 

 

Sweetpotato foliage feeding insects

Many insects feed on the foliage. As a general rule, defoliation must exceed 50% before yields are 
reduced. Defoliation late in the season will have less of an impact on yield than defoliation in the earlier 
stages of growth . 

 

The natural enemies of these insects usually keep them from reaching levels that may cause yield loss. 
Microbial insecticides may be used to control caterpillars. 

Foliar insecticides applications for the soil insect pests will control the defoliating insects .

Sweetpotato hornworm, Agrius cingulata

Sweetpotato hornworm moths are present from June to September. They are active at night. Eggs are 
laid singly on the lower surface of leaves. Larvae feed on the foliage for about three weeks and then 
burrow into the soil where they pupate. The pupal period lasts three weeks in the summer, then adults 
emerge to start a new generation. There are two to three generations per year, with the pupa being the 
overwintering stage. This insect will also feed on morningglory .

 

Sweetpotato armyworm



 

Several species of armyworms feed on sweetpotato foliage, including the southern armyworm, 
yellowstriped armyworm and beet armyworm. These armyworms have a broad host range, feeding on 
many plants including several vegetable and field crops as well as weeds. Larvae feed on leaves, tender 
stems and branch tips. They are daytime feeders but are sometimes difficult to find because they move 
to the base of the plant. Armyworm larvae are often found on foliage during the morning, evening or 
during the day if it is cloudy. Larvae will chew on exposed sweetpotato roots. Eggs are placed in masses 
on the foliage by moths. Larvae, or caterpillars, emerge from eggs in four to six days and spend three to 
four weeks as larvae feeding on the plant. At the end of larval development, larvae drop to the ground, 
where they burrow into the soil and pupate. Adult moths emerge to start a new generation. The life cycle 
from oviposition to adult emergence requires about five weeks in the summer. There are from three to 
five generations per year, depending on the species . 

 

Sweetpotato Tortoise Beetle

Several species of sweetpotato tortoise beetles feed on the foliage of sweet potatoes. Both adults and 
larvae can be found on the leaves . 

Adults overwinter under bark or in leaf litter. The adults become active in the spring and feed on weed 
hosts until sweet potatoes are available. Eggs are laid on the underside of leaves, and larvae feed for two 
and a half to three weeks before pupating. Adults emerge from pupae about a week later. There are 
several generations a year . 

 

Insecticide Use

 

Insect pests, which include sweet potato weevil, banded cucumber beetle, white grub, wireworm, and 
whitefringed beetle feed directly on the developing roots and collectively are more damaging than weeds 
and diseases combined. Control is very difficult because injury occurs in the soil where insecticides 
cannot easily reach the damaging insect larvae .

Presently, insecticides are the only practical, economical control available for these destructive insects. 
Generally growers applied a preplant, soil-incorporated insecticide. Mocap or Lorsban, both 
organophosphates (OPs), which kill soil dwelling insects. No other products are labeled for soil insect 
control. These products leave a residual control for four to six weeks but do not protect the crop 



throughout the entire 100 day growing season .

To protect the crop from insect injury through the growing season, growers apply foliar applications of 
Imidan (OP), Penncap M (OP), Sevin (carbamate), or Thiodan (chlorinated hydrocarbon) on a 
fairly regular basis. These products are used to prevent pest insects from entering fields and depositing 
eggs in the soil. The two OPs labeled for this use are more effective than Sevin or Thiodan .

To protect the harvested roots from weevil infestation during storage, growers apply Imidan (OP) dust to 
the roots. No other chemical is registered for this use. Malathion (OP), is registered for use on storage 
structures to prevent weevil infestations from reaching stored seed potatoes, but this product cannot be 
applied directly to the roots .

Insecticide use in Louisiana sweet potatoes is estimated at (% Acres are treated): 

carbaryl (40%), chlorpyrifos (30%), ethoprop (20%) and Endosulfan (50%) 

 

 

Diseases

Important sweet potato diseases are caused by bacteria, fungi, nematodes and viruses and can cause 
reduction in crop yield and quality, plant production in plant beds, and losses in storage. Many of the 
most destructive diseases of sweetpotato are transmitted from ‘seed’ roots to transplants to daughter 
roots during the traditional cycle of vegetative propagation. Adherence to a good seed program, 
sanitation practices, crop rotation and use of resistant cultivars are critical aspects to avoiding serious 
disease problems.

Diseases in plant beds

Postharvest diseases can be carried from storage into the plant beds, in many cases causing unseen decay 
of the seed roots in the soil before plants have emerged. Rhizopus soft rot, caused by Rhizopus 
stolonifer; bacterial root rot, caused by Erwinia chrysanthemi; Fusarium root rot, caused by Fusarium 
solani, and Java black rot; caused by Lasiodiplodia theobromae are the most common of these diseases. 
Seed roots are stored for up to six months after harvest before they are bedded. During this time, they 
generally become more susceptible to storage rots, and abundant inoculum is produced on the roots that 
decay during storage. Since the bedding process results in new wounds on the seed roots, it also provides 
an excellent opportunity for new infections to occur.

The most common and destructive disease in plant beds in Louisiana often is sclerotial blight, which is 



caused by Sclerotium rolfsii. This soilborne fungus invades both the seed root, causing a soft rot, and the 
developing plants, causing them to wilt and die. It often colonizes the surface of the seed root before 
infecting and enters near where the sprouts have emerged from the mother root. The disease is much 
worse when plants are under stress from factors such as excess moisture, drought, or heat. Presence of 
decaying leaves on the surface of the beds, or decaying seed roots in the beds, especially if Fusarium 
root rot is involved, predisposes to severe problems with sclerotial blight. Cultivars vary in their 
resistance/susceptibility to sclerotial blight. When healthy seed roots are bedded and the beds are not 
subjected to stresses, sclerotial blight is a minor problem on cultivars such as Beauregard. However, 
when predisposing factors are present, it can be a problem even on Beauregard.

Plant bed diseases are minimized by choosing a site for the beds that has not had sweet potatoes planted 
on it in 3-4 years, is well drained, and is not where runoff or drainage water from sweet potato fields will 
enter the beds. In addition, treating the seed roots with a fungicide or combination of fungicides is 
important for protection against storage rotting fungi, the scurf pathogen, Monilochaetes infuscans, and 
to prevent colonization of the surface of the seed roots by S. rolfsii. Dichloronitroaniline (Botran) is used 
routinely, and thiabendazole (Mertect) is also used where Fusarium root rot, foot rot, or black rot are 
known to be problems. Thorough coverage of the roots is important. This is best achieved by dipping the 
roots prior to bedding, however, many growers find it impractical to dip seed roots and dipping also 
poses a possible problem in disseminating E. chrysanthemi. Therefore, roots are usually sprayed when 
they are laid out in the beds before the beds are covered with soil. Since S. rolfsii is soilborne, spraying 
Botran into the covering soil may provide an added measure of protection against sclerotial blight.

The advent of using virus-tested seed will necessitate changes in management of beds and seed. Some 
‘floating row covers’ help in excluding insect vectors of viruses and should be used to minimize 
reinfection of plants in plant beds. Insecticide spray programs also will need to consider control of 
aphids and whiteflies. In addition, control of perennial morning glories such as the big-root morning 
glory, Ipomoea pandurata, and the cotton or sharp-pod morning glory, Ipomoea cordatotriloba (I. 
trichocarpa) will help reduce potential sources of inoculum for reinfection.

 

Field diseases

Foliage diseases

A number of minor leaf spot diseases occur commonly on sweet potatoes in the field in Louisiana, 
caused by fungi such as Phyllosticta, Septoria, and Cercospora. These diseases do not appear to cause 
any significant loss of foliage and are not thought to affect yield and therefore no attempt is normally 
made to control them. White rust, caused by Albugo ipomoeae-panduranae, also is common, especially 
in years with frequent rains. When rainfall is especially frequent, it can become serious enough to blight 
a few leaves, but sweet potatoes seem to produce an excess of leaves and yields are not thought to be 
affected. The most common foliage disease in recent years has been chlorotic leaf distortion (CLD), 



caused by Fusarium denticulatum (syn. = Fusarium lateritium). From mid-June through September in 
Louisiana, when weather is hot, humid and often sunny, CLD can be seen on almost every plant and 
symptoms are sometimes striking. However, yield studies have indicated that even when relatively 
severe symptoms develop, CLD does not affect yield of storage roots.

Viruses

Until recently, the effects of viruses on sweet potato yields were not appreciated. However, in the past 
few years, it has become apparent that accumulation of viruses in propagating material can lead to a 
significant decline in the yield and quality of sweet potato cultivars. As a result, a major effort has been 
initiated in Louisiana to produce virus-tested seed roots and transplants. Only two viruses have been 
identified in sweet potatoes in the U.S., but it is likely that several others occur. Sweet potato feathery 
mottle virus (SPFMV), a potyvirus, is the most common sweetpotato virus worldwide. It is transmitted 
in a nonpersistent manner by aphids, including the cotton aphid, Aphis gossypii, and the green peach 
aphid, Myzus persicae. There are several strains of SPFMV, including a common strain which induces 
foliar symptoms but does not induce symptoms on the storage roots, and a russet crack strain, which 
induces foliar symptoms and also induces storage root symptoms that destroy the marketability of the 
roots. Sweet potato leaf curl virus (SPLCV), a geminivirus, is transmitted by the sweetpotato whitefly, 
Bemisia tabaci. Uncharacterized mixtures of viruses have been shown in field tests to reduce yields of 
Beauregard sweetpotato by as much as 25-50%. It is not yet clear what role individual viruses play in 
this yield reduction. SPFMV by itself does not appear to affect yields of Beauregard, but it is possible 
that in some instances it may affect quality by inducing russet crack symptoms. Also, it may interact 
synergistically with other viruses. Preliminary studies suggest that SPLCV may cause a substantial 
reduction in yields of Beauregard and may also deleteriously affect shape and skin color of the roots.

Initial attempts to manage virus diseases are being focused on seed certification programs. The 
Louisiana Agricultural Experiment Station produces virus tested sweetpotato plantlets in tissue culture 
by the meristem-tip process. These are regenerated to plants and indexed for viruses by grafting to the 
Brazilian morning glory, Ipomoea setosa. Those that are apparently free of viruses are increased by 
nodal propagation in tissue culture, and the tissue culture plantlets are planted in screen cages in 
greenhouses at the Sweet Potato Research Station in Chase, LA. These plants are further increased in the 
greenhouse by use of vine cuttings and are eventually used to establish field plantings for the purpose of 
producing foundation and certified seed that is sold directly to growers.

The transition to use of virus-tested seed in sweet potato production has created a new operation, 
greenhouse production of transplants. Greenhouse increase of plants not only allows an opportunity to 
increase the number of virus-tested plants under controlled conditions where reinfection can be 
minimized, but also reduces the incidence of mutation, which has been shown to be greater when storage 
roots are used for propagation. Virus vectors are excluded from these greenhouses by covering all 
openings with screening. In the future, it is anticipated that there will be a need for insecticides to 
augment control of vectors in the greenhouse setting. 



Streptomyces soil rot

At one time this soilborne disease caused by the actinomycete, Streptomyces ipomoeae, was the most 
serious disease of sweet potato in Louisiana. The disease also is known as pox in other states. Two 
factors have led to a major reduction in the significance of this disease: widespread use of the resistant 
cultivar Beauregard, and a shift of cultivation from areas in south Louisiana where sweet potato had 
been cultivated for many years, to new areas of production in north Louisiana where infestations have 
not yet become as widespread. This disease is much more pronounced under dry soil conditions and 
when soil pH is above 5.2. On susceptible cultivars such as Jewel, soil rot can cause marked reductions 
in yield and can also cause necrotic lesions on the storage roots that disfigure them and make them 
unmarketable. On Beauregard, yield is relatively unaffected, but shallow necrotic lesions occur on the 
storage roots in heavily infested fields under conditions conducive for disease development. Soil rot 
incidence and severity can be reduced by a combined program of rotation to another crop for 3-4 years, 
adjustment of soil pH to below 5.2, fumigation with fumigants containing methyl bromide or 
chloropicrin, and use of resistant cultivars. In practice, growers rely heavily on the resistance of 
Beauregard for control of soil rot, since reducing soil pH has adverse affects on growth and yield of 
sweet potato and rotational crops and since soil fumigation is expensive and provides only marginal 
reduction in disease.

Scurf

Scurf is a very common disease on sweet potato that is caused by the fungus Monilochaetes infuscans. 
The disease results in superficial symptoms on storage roots that look like a dark brown stain. Affected 
roots lose more weight in storage due to greater moisture loss, but yield is not affected. This fungus does 
not persist in field soil for more than 1-2 years, but is very efficiently transmitted on infected 
propagating material. Scurf can be readily controlled by treating seed roots with a fungicide such as 
dichloronitroaniline, cutting transplants at least one inch above the soil surface so that the infected 
below-ground portion of the stem is not taken to the field, and by rotating to other crops for 3-4 years 
between sweet potato crops.

Bacterial stem and root rot

Bacterial stem and root rot, caused by Erwinia chrysanthemi, is another disease that is associated with 
the vegetative propagation cycle of the sweet potato. It appears in the field most frequently at about the 
time the vines begin to make new, succulent growth (about 4-6 weeks after transplanting). Soft, watery 
lesions develop on the stem and the rest of the vine that is distal to the lesion wilts and dies. The disease 
can spread into the daughter roots, sometimes resulting in a soft rot through the middle of the root that is 
not visible from the outside. The disease was not described in the U.S. until the 1970s, apparently the 
older cultivars were more resistant to the disease than the predominant modern cultivars, such as 
Beauregard. Control of this disease is complicated by the fact that the bacterium can remain latent in 
plants and roots throughout the growing season.



Foot rot

Foot rot is caused by the fungus, Plenodomus destruens. It is similar to the scurf and black rot pathogens 
in that it does not persist in soil for more than 2-3 years and is usually disseminated on contaminated 
planting material. If infected transplants are used, necrotic lesions develop near the soil line shortly after 
transplanting and these eventually girdle the stem and may kill the plant. Daughter roots on surviving 
plants may become infected and either succumb to a dry rot or serve as a source of infection for 
subsequent crops.

Black rot

Black rot is caused by a strain of Ceratocystis fimbriata. It causes black necrotic lesions or cankers on 
storage roots and/or on sprouts below the soil surface. The fungus produces volatile chemicals that 
impart a fruity odor to infected tissue or pure cultures. As with scurf and foot rot, black rot is 
disseminated on infected planting material and does not persist well in soil. However, it produces 
abundant spores in infected tissue that can contaminate equipment such as washers, grading lines, and 
pallet boxes.

Root-knot nematode

Beauregard is very susceptible to root-knot nematode, Meloidogyne spp. (mostly M. incognita in 
Louisiana), but it may have some tolerance as far as yield effects are concerned. While root-knot 
nematode has been widely disseminated in Louisiana for many years, its importance on sweet potato has 
generally not been as great as in other states where sweet potato is grown in sandy soils compared to the 
silt loam soils preferred in Louisiana. In addition, as reniform nematode has spread, the incidence of 
root-knot nematode has declined somewhat. Root-knot nematode induces galls on the fibrous roots of 
sweet potato, but the galls are much smaller and less conspicuous than those induced on many other 
crops. On some cultivars, the presence of root knot is recognized by longitudinal cracking of the storage 
roots. However, on Beauregard, the storage roots develop small pimple-like bumps beneath which a 
female nematode can usually be found embedded within the root.

Reniform nematode

The reniform nematode, Rotylenchulus reniformis, has become one of the most important pathogens of 
sweet potato in Louisiana. It is more difficult to diagnose than root-knot nematode since the females do 
not feed on the storage roots after the roots begin to enlarge. It can cause deep cracks that are apparently 
initiated early in the enlargement of the storage root, and can reduce vine growth and yields. Reniform 
nematode attains large populations in the soil, is resistant to dessication, and has a very broad host range. 
As a result, it has spread widely within Louisiana and is present in many fields in each of the major 
sweet potato-growing parishes. No resistance yet has been found in sweet potato germplasm and there 
are few options for controlling this nematode, other than the use of a nematicide.



 

General disease management practices in the field

1.  Where possible, the best approach to managing sweet potato diseases in the field is to avoid them 
by using land that has not been planted to sweet potato in the past 3-4 years, that does not have a 
known history of disease problems, and that has been assayed in the Fall for the presence of 
nematodes and found not to have damaging populations of root-knot or reniform nematodes. 

2.  Use of disease-free transplants is critical. Beds should be established with disease-free mother 
roots, and plants should be cut at least one inch above the soil surface to avoid disseminating 
scurf, foot rot, black rot or other pathogens or insects that spread from the mother roots onto the 
lower portions of the sprout. 

3.  If soil sampling indicates the presence of damaging nematode populations, preplant use of a 
nematicide, either fumigants such as dichloropropene (Telone), or nonfumigants such as ethoprop 
(Mocap) may be necessary. If Streptomyces soil rot is known to be a problem, use of a fumigant 
with chloropicrin (Telone C-17) can reduce disease severity.

4.  Resistance is available to many diseases. Beauregard, the predominant cultivar in Louisiana 
during the 1990s has good resistance to Streptomyces soil rot, Fusarium wilt, as well as several 
bed and storage diseases.

 

Sweet potatoes are commonly stored for up to 6-10 months after they are harvested. Thus, they are 
subject to a number of postharvest diseases that may occur during initial storage or after packing and 
during shipment or marketing. There are four major storage rots that occur commonly on sweet potatoes 
in Louisiana: bacterial root and stem rot, caused by Erwinia chrysanthemi; Rhizopus soft rot, caused by 
Rhizopus stolonifer or less frequently by R. arrhizus; Fusarium root rot, caused by Fusarium solani; and 
Java black rot, caused by Lasiodiplodia theobromae. Each of these pathogens requires a wound to enter 
a sweet potato and cause decay. Since the storage roots must be detached from the vine during harvest, 
all sweet potatoes incur at least one wound during harvesting. However, any measure that reduces 
wounding will help reduce the incidence of storage rots. Workers who handle the roots should wear 
gloves and all operations should be designed to minimize dropping or impacting of the roots. As soon as 
the roots are harvested, they should be removed from the field where intense sunlight, heat, or cold can 
predispose them to decay and they should be put in conditions that promote rapid wound healing. The 
latter process is known as curing and involves 4-7 days at approximately 85oF and 90-97% relative 
humidity. After curing, sweet potatoes should be stored at about 60oF and 90% RH and the storage 
facility should have good air exchange to prevent accumulation of carbon dioxide and/or depletion of 
oxygen. Postharvest diseases are also commonly initiated when the roots are removed from storage, 
washed, packed and shipped to market. Palletized containers of sweet potatoes are usually emptied into 
dump tanks of water from which they are fed onto grading lines. Since these roots have been stored for 
some period of time, their susceptibility to pathogens may be greater, and the presence of diseased roots 
within the containers provides an excellent source of inoculum that is dispersed onto the healthy roots in 



the dump tanks. Chlorine (sodium or calcium hypochlorite) is often used in the dump tank water to kill 
bacteria and fungal spores released into the water. However, chlorine concentration is very difficult to 
maintain under conditions where large volumes of soil are being continually introduced and the 
concentration and pH should be monitored frequently. A large proportion of sweet potatoes in the U.S. 
have traditionally been treated with a fungicide, mostly dichloronitroaniline (Botran), to protect the roots 
against Rhizopus soft rot which can quickly destroy enough roots to cause loads to be rejected. 
However, Beauregard has some resistance to this disease and if the roots have not been exposed to 
flooding in the field or chilling or excessive wounding during harvest, storage and packing, it is possible 
to market Beauregard with little soft rot problem.

 

 

Weeds

In sweet potato production, weed management is essential in plant beds and in the field. Most growers 
rely on timely herbicide applications combined with timely cultivation to reduce or eliminate weed 
problems. Used correctly, these techniques are very effective. For each field is important to know the 
weed problems expected, the soil type, the time of planting, and the cultural practices planed to use 
before herbicides are selected. In soils low in organic matter (< 2% ) the lowest rates suggested in the 
herbicide label should be used. Cool weather causes slow sweet potato growth in early plantings. If 
heavy rains accompany the cool weather, herbicide injury may occur. To help minimize the effects of 
adverse weather and the potential for injury, herbicide rates that are appropriate for the soil type in the 
field should be used. A light rain (up to ½ inch ) immediately after application can be very beneficial to 
the performance of a surface-applied herbicide, but a 3-inch rain may cause serious leaching problems 
and possible crop injury .

The ten most common weed species in Louisiana sweet potatoes have been identified as (% acres 
infested) : morning-glories (80%), pigweed (75%), yellow nutsedge (70%), southern crabgrass (70%), 
common cocklebur (65%), purple nutsedge (65%), broadleaf signalgrass (65%), goosegrass (60%), rice 
flat sedge (40%) and bermuda grass (10%). 

There are few effective herbicides labeled for use in sweet potato es. The most important weed control 
measure is to choose a field that does not have a history of serious weed problems. Cultivation should be 
used to control weeds during early stages of growth. Sweet potato vines can compete with most weeds 
after their root system becomes established .

Herbicide Uses in Louisiana sweet potatoes has been estimated as follows (% acres treated): Clomazone 
(70%), fluazifop (60%) and Sethoxydim (20%) .

 



Herbicides 

Clomazone (Command 3 ME) Recommended rate range of 0.5 to 1.5 lb/ai/A. Command should be 
applied at 1 1/3 to 4 pt./A as pre-transplant incorporated or as a surface application after transplanting. It 
controls annual grasses and broadleaf weeds. 

Fluazifop-p (Fusilade DX) Recommended rate range of 0.094 to 0.25 lb ai/A (6 to 12 oz). Fusilade DX 
should be applied at 1.0 lb/gal broadcast after grass emergence. It control grasses.

Glyphosate (Roundup Ultra) Recommended rate range of 0.25 to 5 lb ai/A (1 to 10 pt). It should be 
applied before crop emergence. It controls annuals at lower rates; perennials at higher rates. 

Sethoxydim (Poast) Recommended rate range of 0.09 to 0.18 lb ai/A (0.5 to 1 pt). Poast should be 
applied at 1.5 lb/gal after grass emergence to control grasses. 
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