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General Production Information

●     In 1997, sweetpotatoes were harvested from 8,400 acres 
in Mississippi. Production totaled 100 million lbs with a 
value of $18 million in 1997. Mississippi ranks fourth 
among states in sweetpotato production [8].

●     Commercial production is currently concentrated in 
Calhoun and Chickasaw Counties in north central 
Mississippi although sweetpotatoes are grown 
commercially in more than half of Mississippi’s counties. 
They can be grown throughout the state since all areas 
provide a frost-free period of more than 150 days [2]. 

 

 

Insect Pests

Many insect pests have the potential to reduce the quality and yield of sweetpotatoes. Insects that 
damage the roots directly are the most trouble some and are referred to as soil insect pests. They can 
cause economic loss in relatively low numbers, and it is difficult to control then 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 [1].

Sweetpotato Soil Insects:

The sweetpotato root can be injured by several soil insects, including the sweetpotato weevil, 
rootworms, wireworms, white grubs, whitefringed beetles and flea beetles. 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 
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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 [1].

 

Sweetpotato Weevil, 
Cylas formicarius elegantulus

The persistent occurrence of this insect is south of a line that roughly parallels Interstate 20 across 
Mississippi. 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 
[2]. 

The sweetpotato weevil is a serious 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 covered 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. Sweetpotatoes infested 
with weevils are not only unsightly, but they taste bitter [1].

Sweetpotatoes and crowns left in the fields after harvest may provide a haven for the weevil in winter, 
especially when sweetpotatoes are covered by soil. Therefore sweetpotatoes and intact crowns should 
not be left in the field after harvest. Devining at harvest helps to destroy crowns. When sweetpotatoes 
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. Sweetpotatoes should never be 
left in the field unharvested. When sweetpotatoes are field graded at harvest, infested sweetpotatoes 
should not be left in the field [1].

Weevils may also survive the winter in stored seed potatoes. 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 [1].

At harvest, all sweetpotatoes 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 sweetpotatoes in a 
pallet box or James crate is necessary [1].

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 did not get enough 
Imidan dust to kill weevils. 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 [1].

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 [1].

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 [1].

Control: 

Cultural [2]: 

●     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 [1].

 

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 Mississippi. The 
spotted cucumber beetle occurs in both north and south Mississippi. 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 [1], 
[2].

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 [1]. 

 

Wireworms

Southern Potato Wireworm, Conoderus falli

Tobacco Wireworm, Conoderus vespertinus

Gulf Wireworm, Conoderus amplicollis

Several species of wireworms cause serious injury to sweetpotatoes. There are three species within 
Mississippi that may cause damage to sweetpotatoes: 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 ¼ 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 [1], [2].

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 [2]. 

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 [1].

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 [1].

 

 

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 rooted 
varieties or varieties that push above the soil are the most susceptible to damage by cutworms [2].

 

White Grubs, 
Phyllophaga spp.

Several species of white grubs are pests of sweetpotatoes. Larvae are often abundant in pasture, sod or 
weedy fields and can injure roots severely when sweetpotatoes 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 [1], [2]. 
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 [1]. 

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 [1]. 

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 [1]. 

 

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 sweetpotatoes. 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 
initiate oviposition 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 plants being transported to new locations 
[1]. 

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 [1]. 

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 [1]. 

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 [1]. 

 

Flea beetles, 
Phyllotreta spp. 

The flea beetle species that feed on sweetpotatoes (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 [2]. 

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 
[1]. 

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 [1]. 

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 [1]. 

 

 

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 [1]. 

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 insecticidal applications for the soil insect pests will control the defoliating insects [1].

 

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 [1].

 

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 [1]. 

 

Sweetpotato Tortoise Beetle

Several species of sweetpotato tortoise beetles feed on the foliage of sweetpotatoes. Both adults and 
larvae can be found on the leaves [1]. 



Adults overwinter under bark or in leaf litter. The adults become active in the spring and feed on weed 
hosts until sweetpotatoes 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 [1]. 

 

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 [5].

Presently, insecticides are the only practical, economical control available for these destructive insects. 
Generally growers apply 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 [5].

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 [5].

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 [5].

Insecticide use in Mississippi sweetpotatoes is estimated at (% Acres are treated): carbaryl (40%), 
chlorpyrifos (30%), ethoprop (20%) and Endosulfan (50%) [6]

 

 

Diseases

Sweetpotato diseases, caused by fungi, bacteria, nematodes, and other microorganisms, are responsible 
for reductions in crop yield and quality each year in Mississippi. Some diseases occur in the field; others 



occur during storage, handling, and marketing. 

Although diseases can never be completely eliminated, a preventative disease control program will 
substantially reduce losses [2]. 

Sweetpotato is a vegetatively propagated crop, and thus many of the most important diseases are caused 
by pathogens, including certain bacteria, fungi, nematodes and viruses, that spread from seed roots to 
transplants to daughter roots during the propagation cycle [3].

Traditionally, nearly all sweetpotatoes sold in the United States have been treated just before shipment 
to market with a fungicide, usually dichloronitroaniline (Botran). This has been necessary to control 
Rhizopus soft rot, a common disease that can quickly destroy sweet potatoes coming out of storage [3].

 

Diseases on foliage and stems

Leaf spots caused by fungi (such as Phyllosticta, Albugo, Septoria, Cercospora, and others) are common 
on sweet potatoes during the growing season. Fortunately, they are not serious enough to justify control 
measures [4]. Light yellow spots and purple ringspots on the leaves are caused by viruses in the feathery 
mottle group. These viral diseases may reduce yields by 8 to 15 percent. The development of controls 
for these diseases will involve the adoption of biotechnology, stringent certification, and sanitation 
procedures in the production of planting stocks [4]. 

 

Field diseases [2]

- Fields where sweetpotatoes have not been grown in three to four year should be used. Sweetpotatoes 
should be rotated with crops that are not affected by sweetpotato diseases. 

-For plant production, seed stock produced from vine or bed cuttings should be used. Seed stock should 
be free of disease and selected for type.

-Seed pieces should be stored in new or disinfected containers away from other sweetpotatoes.

-Plant production beds and bedding media should be cleaned and treated with registered fungicides or 
fumigants.

-Seed pieces should be treated at bedding time with registered fungicides.



-Resistant varieties should be used when available

-Insects that may spread the disease in the field should be controlled 

 

Storage Diseases [2]

●     Only sweetpotatoes that have been carefully dug and handled, are as free as possible from 
disease, and have been placed in clean containers should be stored.

●     Sweetpotatoes should be stored in clean, properly constructed storage houses.
●     Fresh roots should be cured at 85 ° F and 90 to 95 percent relative humidity for proper healing of 

wounds. Afterwards, storage should be maintained at 55° to 60° F and 85 to 90 percent relative 
humidity. 

●     Seed stock should be moved only when necessary during storage to avoid injuries that may cause 
decay

●     Good sanitation should be maintained at all times around the storage house 

 

Black Rot, 
Ceratocystis fimbriata

This disease can cause severe losses in storage, in the plant bed, and in the field. Symptoms on the 
sweetpotato are black, sunken circular spots that often cover more than half of the entire surface. Tissue 
beneath the margin of the spot is greenish black. Affected sweetpotatoes have a bitter taste when 
cooked. 

The disease is spread in the field by insects, by machinery, drainage water, and diseased roots that are 
discarded in the field. Black rot continues to develop in storage, and infected roots that appear to be 
sound may become badly diseased within a few weeks. Diseased roots infect healthy roots stored in the 
same house. Black rot is spread from one location to another through infected seed, plants and 
containers [2].

Control:

Cultural: 

●     Certified seeds should be used.
●     New land for bed should be used 
●     A 3 to 4 year rotation should be followed where black rot or foot rot has been a problem.



Chemical: 
Mertect 340-F applied at 8 fl.oz /7 ½ gal (seed treatment). 

 

Soil Rot, 
Streptomyces ipomoea

Soil rot, also referred to as pox, is the most serious disease of sweetpotatoes in the United States. The 
disease can seriously lower yield and root quality but does not appear to develop further on 
sweetpotatoes in storage. 

Soil rot is most prevalent on neutral to slightly alkaline soils. Leaves of diseased plants are small and 
pale green. Black spots occur on feeder roots and the underground part of the stem. Spots may or may 
not girdle the root. At first, the skin is not broken by the spots, but later the skin breaks and leaves pits 
one-half inch or more in diameter. Margins of the pits generally have a ragged appearance. If the 
enlarged root is girdled, it will sometimes have a "dumbbell" shaped appearance.

Losses from soil rot are more severe during dry weather and on poor soils. The disease does not develop 
well in an acid soil of pH 5.2 or less. The disease is spread in the same way as black rot. 

Control: 

●     Telone C-17 applied at 10 ½ gal/A (fumigant)

●     Chloropicrin applied at 1 ¾ gal/A (fumigant)

●     Rates are for row (36 to 42") application 

 

Bacterial Wilt and Root Rot, 
Erwinia chrysanthemi

This disease is also referred to as shell rot or bacterial soft rot. Symptoms include yellow leaves and 
water-soaked lesions on stems and petioles. In most instances, only one or two branches collapse and 
die, but occasionally the entire plant dies. Many roots decompose completely before harvest; others rot 
in storage or in shipment to market. In some cases, the inner portion of the root is rotted while the outer 
portion appears healthy [2].

Losses to bacterial wilt and root rot can be severe during high humidity, excessive rainfall, and resultant 



saturated soils. Under such conditions, soft rot symptoms can often be observed in infested fields within 
48 hours after a heavy rain followed by warm temperatures [2]

The bacterium that causes the disease can be transmitted from symptomless seed stock to slips, which in 
turn introduce the disease organism into a field. It can be moved from one field to another by drainage 
water and harvesting equipment [2].

Control:

Cultural: 
A 2 to 3 year rotation program should be followed to help reduce the bacterial population in infested 
fields. Certified seed potatoes should be used; seed from fields where the disease has been observed 
should not be saved, and disease incidence is reduced by planting on well-drained land. Sweetpotatoes 
storage containers should be disinfected before reusing them [2].

 

Scurf, 
Monilochaetes infuscans

Each year scurf appears in Mississippi sweetpotatoes. The disease is skin deep and develops only on the 
surface of the sweetpotato. The disease is usually worse during wet weather [2]. 

Diseased roots lose moisture and become shriveled under low relative humidity conditions during 
storage. Scurf is spread when healthy sweetpotatoes come in contact with diseased roots or contaminated 
containers and storage houses [2].

Control:

Cultural: 
Seed treatment recommendations for black rot should be followed. Sprouts that are cut above the soil 
line or vine cuttings will be scurf free. Clean containers and houses should be used for harvest and 
storage of sweetpotatoes [2].

Chemical: 

●     Mertect 340-F applied at 8 fl oz/7 ½ gal (seed treatment).

●     Botran 75-W applied at 1lb/ 7 ½ gal (seed dip) 3 to 3 ¾ lb/14 gal (bed spray). 

 



Foot Rot, 
Plenodomus destruens 

This disease first appears as small brownish-black spots on the stem near the soil line. The disease 
extends upward 4 to 5 inches and eventually girdles the stem. Affected plants, wilt and die in 
midsummer or later. Generally, diseased plants will not produce sweetpotatoes, or those that are 
produced will have a brown, firm rot near the attachment end. The disease is spread in the same manner 
as soil rot [2] 

 

Rhizopus Soft Rot, 
Rhizopus stolonifer

Rhizopus soft rot is a destructive storage disease. The disease may begin early in storage and continue to 
develop and spread through the storage period. Infection begins in wounds and progresses rapidly. The 
rot is soft, watery, and stringy, bearing the "whiskery" fungus growth. Diseased roots later become firm, 
hard, shrunken, and brittle [2].

The disease is spread by contact and by insects, rodents, or air currents in the storage house. Handling 
diseased roots will also spread the disease. 

Control:

Chemical: 

●     Botran 75-W applied at 1lb/100 gal (seed treatment). 

 

Sclerotial Blight and Circular Spot, 
Sclerotium rolfsii

Sclerotial blight is primarily a plant bed disease, causing death of sprouts. Circular spot causes a surface 
rot of enlarged roots at harvest. The above-ground symptoms of sclerotial blight in the plant bed are 
distinctive in that a cottony web of fungus growth is generally found on lower stems of dead plants [2]. 

At harvest, circular spots are apparent on mature roots, and the infected tissue is tan and semi-soft. The 
spots do not enlarge after harvest. During storage, spots become sunken [2]. 

The disease is spread by infected seed and transplants, drainage water, and farm machinery [2]. 



Control:

Chemical: 

●     Botran 75-W applied at 3-3 ¾ lb/14 gal (seed treatment)

 

Stem Rot or Fusarium Wilt, 
Fusarium oxysporum f. batatas 

This disease is first seen on young leaves that become somewhat puckered and dull yellow between the 
veins. The vines wilt and die. Stems are darkened on the inside, and the discoloration may extend 
several feet from the hill. Sprouts produced from diseased seed pieces will likely become diseased. The 
disease is spread in the same manner as black rot [2]. 

Control:

Cultural: 

●     Certified seeds should be used
●     A 4-year rotation should be followed
●     Resistant varieties such as: Centennial, Goldrush, Triumph, Jewel, Travis, Vardaman, or 

Beauregard should be used.

 

 

Nematodes

Root-knot nematodes cause galls on feeder roots, roughening and cracking of mature potatoes, and a 
general decay of the root system. Infected plants appear stunted, yellowed, and generally unthrifty. 
Cutting a suspected sweetpotato in thin slices may reveal tiny pearly white nematodes inside brownish 
discolored cavities [2]. 

Lesion nematodes cause irregular dark, sunken areas on the surface of the sweetpotato. These spots 
contain the tiny nematodes [2].

Reniform nematode is a pest of many crops. Its range has spread gradually to many sweet potato fields 



throughout the state. Its effect on sweet potatoes varies from year to year, but it can cause substantial 
yield reductions when populations in the soil are high. On some varieties storage roots crack. Options 
for chemical control of nematodes are limited because some fumigants are no longer registered for 
agriculture use, and few nematicides are being developed. Some control was achieved in the past with 
chemicals, such as ethoprop (Mocap), that were used primarily for soil insect control but also had 
nematicidal activity [3]. 

Increasingly, new insecticides are being used that do not have the added benefit of nematode control. 
Thus, an ongoing effort has been to try to find resistance to reniform nematode. Even though hundreds 
of breeding lines and plant introductions have been screened for the past 20 years, a good source of 
resistance has not yet been found [3]. 

Control:

Chemical: 
Fumigate field soils in the row with dichloropropene (Telone II) at least two weeks before plants are set 
or incorporate aldicarb (Temik)just before planting. If nematode counts are low, soils may be treated 
with oxamyl (Vydate-L). Row treatments are less expensive and generally produce better results than 
broadcast treatments [4]. 

 

 

Weeds

In sweetpotato 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 , it 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 sweetpotato 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 [4].

The ten most common weed species in Mississippi sweet potatoes have been identified as (% acres 
infested) [9]: morningglories (80%), pigweeds (75%), yellow nutsedge (70%), southern crabgrass 
(70%), common cocklebur (65%), purple nutsedge (65%), broadleaf signalgrass (65%), goosegrass 
(60%), rice flatsedge (40%) and bermudagrass (10%). 



There are few effective herbicides labeled for use in sweetpotatoes. 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. Sweetpotato vines can compete with most weeds 
after their root system becomes established [2].

Herbicide Uses in Mississippi sweet potatoes has been estimated as follows (% acres treated): 
Clomazone (70%), fluazifop (60%) and Sethoxydim (20%) [9].

 

Herbicides [7]

●     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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