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Introduction to Crop Scouting Farm Fields

Crop scouting is an important part of an integrated pest
management (IPM) program to monitor crop conditions
and identify potential problems, e.g. pest infestations,
diseases, nutrient deficiencies, or environmental stress.
Regularly inspecting crops through scouting allows
farmers to take timely action to address issues before
they cause significant damage, resulting in improved
crop yield and quality.

Why is Crop Scouting Important?

e Early Detection of Pests and Diseases
By regularly monitoring crops, farmers can detect
early signs of pest damage, disease outbreaks or
weed infestations. Early detection can provide more
management options, e.g. targeted physical control
(roguing), chemical control (pesticides) or biological
controls. If chemical control is needed, it can be
timed at the most vulnerable life stage of the pest or
when beneficials will be least disrupted.

e Maximizing Crop Yield and Quality
Crop scouting can also detect nutrient deficiencies in
a field. Soil characteristics can be variable, and
nutrient applications may need to be adjusted to
maximize crop growth. Maintaining healthy crops
improves quality and timely scouting helps minimize
plant stress throughout the growing season.

e Sustainable Farming Practices
Scouting can help farmers use inputs more efficiently,
reducing unnecessary applications, which benefits
the environment and lowers input costs.

How to Conduct Crop Scouting
Step 1: Determine the Scouting Frequency

e Pre-Planting: Scouting fields before planting for
pests, weeds or field drainage issues.

e During Crop Growth: Scout crops regularly, from
emergence to maturity. The frequency depends on

the crop type and environmental conditions, e.g.
fungal diseases typically thrive in wet conditions and
would require more frequent monitoring.

e Post-Harvest: Conduct a final inspection to assess
field conditions for future planning.

Step 2: Choose Scouting/Monitoring Methods
Farmers can use multiple monitoring techniques.
Each option is beneficial and combining information
increases the potential for successful management:

e Walkthe Field: Physically inspect different sections
of the field. It's best to choose random spots across
the field to get an accurate view of crop health.

Table 1: Recommended sampling locations

# Sampling Locations
Field Size Insects/Diseases Weeds
Up to 8ha 5 10
8to 12 ha 8 15
12 to 16 ha 10 15

e Aerial Scouting: Drones are becoming more
accessible and can capture overhead imagery to
spot areas of stress, pests, or disease. If time and
labour are limited, drones can provide an efficient
means to capture valuable information.

e Field Sensors: Use technology, e.g. soil moisture
sensors or weather stations for additional data to
assist with management decisions.

Step 3: Identify and Record Issues

While scouting, farmers should look for:

e Pests: Aphids, beetles, caterpillars, rodents and
other pests can damage crops by feeding on
leaves, stems, or roots. Look for visible pests and
signs of damage.

e Diseases: Identify fungal, bacterial, or viral
symptoms, e.g. yellow leaves, spots, rots or mold.




e Nutrient Deficiencies: Discoloration or stunted
growth can indicate nutrient imbalances. Look for
irregularities based on field characteristics, e.g.
topography, or equipment malfunction.

e Weeds: Monitor weed germination and pressure
during the season. Ensure weeds are managed
prior to going to seed.

e Environmental Stress: Look for signs of drought,
heat stress or flood damage, e.g. wilting, leaf drop,
root rot.

Step 4: Document Findings

e The date, time and weather/field conditions of the
scouting session.

e Locations of issues identified on a field map (or
using GPS if possible).

e Type and extent of the problem.

e Actionto betaken (or seek recommendations from
industry professionals for further options).

Tools and Technology for Crop Scouting

Field Scouting Tools

e Field maps and forms: Whether paper copies or on
a tablet, have a system to record observations.

e Knife, shovel, bags: For collecting samples from a
field - or take clear photos with a camera

e Hand Lens or Magnifying Glass: Helps to inspect
pests and disease symptoms more closely.

e Sweep net and/or traps: Depending on the crop, a
sweep net, sampling frame or sticky/pheromone
traps for monitoring infestations.

o GPS/flagging tape: Used to document problem
areas for future reference.

Best Practices for Effective Crop Scouting

v Set a schedule for scouting; whether weekly,
biweekly, or according to the crop growth stage.

v When scouting for pests or problems that you expect
to occur uniformly in the field, or for pests and

problems whose distribution pattern is unknown,
sample locations evenly across the field (Figure I).

Figure 1: Uniform scouting pattern

v When scouting for pests or problems that you expect
to appear on headlands or in outside rows, distribute
the sampling locations evenly around the edges of
the field (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Headland scouting pattern

v" The pattern should cover all parts of the field and
should vary each time the field is scouted.

v Sampling locations should be selected based on a
predetermined pattern; however, any additional field
observations should be documented.

v" Farmers should not use data from only one field or
area of the farm to base pest management decisions
for all fields. Several fields should be included to
represent differences in varieties, geographic areas or
any suspected problem areas.

The NSDA’s Environmental Stewardship and Climate
Change Program provides funding for insect and disease
monitoring equipment, e.g. lab analysis, pheromone
traps and contractor fees for improved decision making
(BMP 112) to improve pest management.

References:
e Perennia - Online Pest Management Guide
e OMAFRA - Field Scouting

For more information:
Contact EFP program: 902-893-2293; efp@nsfa-fane.ca



https://novascotia.ca/programs/environmental-stewardship-and-climate-change/
https://novascotia.ca/programs/environmental-stewardship-and-climate-change/
https://www.perennia.ca/onlinepestmanagementguide/
https://www.ontario.ca/files/2022-10/omafra-agronomy-guide-for-field-crops-chapter-10-en-2022-10-13.pdf
mailto:efp@nsfa-fane.ca
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