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EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY AND KEY 
RECOMMENDATIONS
All references provided in body of report 

As the UK’s largest farm and food assurance scheme, 
Red Tractor has the potential to be a key player in 
establishing a UK farming system that is less reliant 
on chemicals. Red Tractor is viewed by both the 
general public and many key decision-makers as 
offering a guarantee that food featuring its logo 
has been grown in a more environmentally-friendly 
way than its non-certified equivalent. However, a 
closer look at the detail of Red Tractor’s standards 
on pesticide reduction and Integrated Pest 
Management (IPM) reveal that, in many ways, Red 
Tractor has fallen behind other stakeholders and 
that its standards urgently need updating.

Why now? 
As the UK finds its footing post EU exit, there is 
currently a unique window of opportunity to drive a 
huge reduction in pesticide use in UK agriculture. Key 
political and private sector decision-makers are 
increasingly focused on pesticide reduction, 
and are exploring safer and more 
sustainable non-chemical alternatives in 
an effort to tackle pesticide-related harms 
to the environment and human health. 
Meanwhile, growing numbers of 
individual farmers across 
the UK are working 
hard to reduce their 
pesticide use and build 
back biodiversity on 
their farms.  Many 
are adopting IPM, a 
holistic approach to 
managing pests and 
diseases in which 
pesticides are used as 
a last resort, if at all. 

Public concern regarding the impacts of pesticides is 
also rising. While some of this is the result of human 
health concerns triggered by recent court cases in the 
US linking the world’s most widely used herbicide to 
cancer, in the UK it is the nature crisis which is driving 
the majority of public attention. Recent reports have 
revealed dramatic biodiversity losses with pesticides 
named as a key driver. It is widely accepted that the UK 
urgently needs to reform its agricultural system to be 
more sustainable. The kind of reductions needed will 
require a wide range of stakeholders to work together 
to reverse decades of increases in pesticide use. 

In order to better understand Red Tractor’s current 
approach to pesticide reduction and IPM, and 
identify ways in which its efforts in these areas could 
be improved, the authors of this report consulted 
with two of Red Tractor’s key stakeholders – farmers 
and UK supermarkets.  
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What did farmers say?
The Nature Friendly Farming Network (NFFN) 
consulted farmers via a written survey and online 
workshop, both of which revealed much consensus 
among its members. Overall, farmers felt that Red 
Tractor was failing to help them to consider their 
pesticide management in any meaningful way, and 
was ineffective in assisting them to reduce pesticide 
use. Only five of the 24 survey respondents had 
been encouraged by Red Tractor to even review 
their pesticide management. 

While the farmers consulted did recognise IPM as 
an essential tool (not only for reducing pesticide use 
but for also cutting the cost of production) many 
respondents commented that they are gaining very 
little from the current way in which IPM is being 
delivered by Red Tractor and that there is much 
room for improvement. In particular, they call for 
a radical overhaul of both Red Tractor’s IPM audit 
and IPM Plan and want the opportunity to feed 
into these processes. They also want Red Tractor to 
provide more guidance on IPM, which they feel is 
currently lacking. 

Despite these critiques, there is great appetite 
among farmers for improving Red Tractor and 
many feel that, if strengthened, then the scheme 
could offer a real structure through which to drive 
IPM uptake and ultimately pesticide reduction. By 
making the Red Tractor IPM audit more credible and 
interactive, and possibly even linking it to the new 
UK Government environmental land management 
schemes, farmers feel that significant changes in 
agricultural practices could take place, ultimately 
leading to a more sustainable farming system. Red 
Tractor has come under fierce criticism from many 
farmers in recent times, but the group felt that, 
perhaps if Red Tractor changed its approach to 
increase its focus on IPM, then it may encourage 
farmers to be greater advocates of the scheme. 

What did supermarkets say?
The authors of this report also consulted with three 
of the UK’s top ten supermarkets via a written survey 
and in-depth interviews. While some supermarkets 
are doing much more than others, in the past three 
years the sector as a whole has increased its focus on 
reducing pesticide-related harms. 

There were a number of areas in which 
supermarkets felt that Red Tractor could be doing 
more to support their own efforts on pesticide 
reduction and IPM. For example, nine out of the 
top ten supermarkets now have lists of pesticides 
which they restrict or prohibit from use within 
their supply chains due to environmental and/or 
health concerns. In contrast, Red Tractor standards 
don’t currently include any additional restrictions 
concerning which pesticides farmers are allowed to 
use, beyond legal compliance. Supermarkets were 
also unanimous that it would help their own efforts 
to reduce pesticide-related harms if Red Tractor 
would monitor and share data on pesticide use 
and IPM uptake by Red Tractor certified suppliers.  
Currently Red Tractor does no monitoring on 
pesticides, beyond checking an individual farm’s 
spray records as part of its auditing process.

Supermarkets also felt that Red Tractor standards 
do not effectively support or incentivise farmers to 
adopt IPM. Echoing a point made by farmers, one 
supermarket said that Red Tractor needs to not only 
raise its IPM standards, but also find a way for its 
certified farmers to demonstrate best practice to 
consumers, thereby enabling them to add value to 
their business.

Perhaps the most surprising finding is that, on 
pesticides and IPM, Red Tractor is viewed by 
supermarkets as a baseline standard which does 
not go beyond confirming legal compliance.  They 
see Red Tractor as serving a useful legal purpose 
since it guarantees that some due diligence has 
been conducted. While this may well be true, it 
is concerning that supermarkets rely on a private 
company to ensure that certified farmers are 
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sticking to UK pesticide laws and regulations, a 
role that should be played by the Government. It 
also points to a major difference between how the 
purpose of Red Tractor is seen by supermarkets 
compared to the views and expectations of 
consumers. The common public perception is 
that Red Tractor certified farmers operate to 
more stringent standards than their non-certified 
counterparts and that the scheme therefore offers 
increased protection for the environment that goes 
beyond the law. However, as this report highlights, 
in the case of pesticides this is often not the case. 

What did analysis of Red Tractor 
standards reveal?
In order to complement the findings from 
stakeholder surveys and interviews, the report 
authors analysed Red Tractor standards (both 
their generic standards which apply to all certified 
farmers and their crop-specific protocols), looking 
specifically at the extent to which they drive 
pesticide reduction and IPM uptake. 

During the analysis, in November 2021, Red Tractor 
updated its standards. While its revised standards 
have not introduced any substantial changes in 
terms of pesticide reduction or IPM uptake, they no 
longer appear to include any crop-specific protocols 
which previously covered most fresh produce crops. 
Given that these modules were arguably the most 
valuable element of the Red Tractor scheme in 
terms of encouraging uptake of IPM and supporting 
a reduced reliance on pesticides, abandoning them 
would seem to be a major backwards step. It is 
also disappointing that Red Tractor did not use 
the latest revision of its standards to strengthen 
its requirements on IPM or introduce concrete 
requirements on pesticide reduction.  

The policy analysis conducted for this report 
identified eleven key omissions: 

 ✹ No goals or targets to reduce pesticide use 

 ✹ No pesticide prohibitions beyond legal 
compliance

 ✹ No requirement to select less toxic products.

 ✹ No clear requirements to limit pesticide use or 
limit when they are deployed 

 ✹ No IPM guidance available for arable crops and 
guidance for horticultural crops withdrawn

 ✹ Emphasis placed on chemical control methods 
for pest management and no clear requirements 
to prefer non-chemical methods 

 ✹ No requirement for continuous improvement 
included in IPM Plans 

 ✹ No requirement to make active use of 
biodiversity for natural biological control

 ✹ Weak or zero requirements on crop rotation

 ✹ No requirement to consider using resistant or 
tolerant varieties 

 ✹ Little encouragement for use of biopesticides

Based on the findings from interviews with key 
stakeholders and in-depth policy analysis, it 
appears that Red Tractor is falling behind other 
key stakeholders within the UK farming sector, and 
that its standards on pesticides and IPM urgently 
need updating in order to keep pace with the 
level of environmental protection expected by UK 
consumers.  

As expressed by one supermarket staff member 
interviewed for this project, if Red Tractor fails to 
keep up with reforms on pesticides then it may soon 
find itself obsolete. In contrast, if Red Tractor is able 
to improve its standards in a way which drives a 
major reduction in pesticide-related harms then it is 
in a unique position to help drive a paradigm shift in 
UK agriculture and deliver huge benefits for farmers, 
the environment and consumers.   

The authors are keen to work with Red Tractor to 
implement the recommendations identified in this 
report. Our key recommendations are listed on the 
next page, with the full list available on page 35.
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Key recommendations for Red Tractor 
(full list of recommendations on page 35):  

 ✹ Red Tractor should adapt the requirements of its 
standard to include a specific focus on pesticide 
use and hazard reduction and place more 
emphasis on preventative and non-chemical 
methods for managing pest, disease and weeds. 
This should include the following measures:

 » Increased requirements on the uptake of 
relevant, specified IPM methods for each 
crop, with a focus on nature-based measures.

 » Update and reinstate the crop-specific 
protocols for fresh produce.

 » Create lists of specific pesticides to be 
monitored, restricted or prohibited. Use these 
lists as the basis upon which to prioritise 
phase-out actions and phasing in of IPM 
alternatives.

 » Centralised monitoring of farmers’ pesticide 
usage data.

 » Goals or targets aimed at reducing the 
amount of pesticides used by Red Tractor 
certified farmers as a whole.

 ✹ Red Tractor should introduce a range of 
measures designed to support farmers to 
make continuous improvements on reducing 
pesticide use and adopting holistic IPM based on 
agroecological approaches. This should include 
the following actions: 

 » Ensure that farmers are able to access 
appropriate independent advice, support and 
information on pesticide usage and IPM.

 » Ensure that farmers and their agronomists 
work together closely to develop, implement, 
review and regularly update IPM plans, with a 
specific focus on continuous improvement.

 » Adapt the inspection and audit process with 
the aim of encouraging farmers to regularly 
review their pesticide usage and other pest 
control measures with their agronomist. 

 ✹ Red Tractor should work with other stakeholders 
within the agriculture industry to drive pesticide 
reduction and IPM uptake. This should include, 
but not be limited to, the Voluntary Initiative (VI).

 ✹ Any changes to Red Tractor’s IPM requirements 
and other pesticide-related measures should be 
developed transparently and in collaboration 
with a wide range of stakeholders including 
farmers, agronomists, civil society groups and 
farming organisations.

Six-spot burnet moth on red 
clover. Credit Sorcha  

Lewis/NFFN.
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RED TRACTOR’S RESPONSE TO THE REPORT’S 
FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Following two meetings between NFFN, PAN UK, RSPB and Red Tractor representatives in late 2020 
and 2021, the final draft of this report was sent to Red Tractor in December 2021. Red Tractor were 
asked to comment on the findings and include detail on the extent to which Red Tractor intends to 
implement the report’s recommendations and in what timeframe. Red Tractor responded in January 
2022 with a short statement. Here are some excerpts from their response: 

 ✹ IPM-based strategies will be central to future management of pests and disease on farm. This 
report makes some constructive suggestions about how Red Tractor content may evolve to meet 
these challenges and we welcome this contribution to the debate.

 ✹ One of the pillars underpinning this [Red Tractor’s] success is a joined-up approach with other 
stakeholders – including BASIS and the Voluntary Initiative – to create a professional framework 
for safe and responsible use of pesticides. This is seldom replicated elsewhere and Red Tractor’s 
comprehensive industry coverage makes it the perfect delivery vehicle. 

 ✹ Comprehensive industry coverage enables credible, self-regulation – more efficient for farmers 
and taxpayers. Collaborative working with other stakeholders avoids duplication and ensures high 
standards remain practical for all businesses – including small, family farms. 

 ✹ While Red Tractor must not be a barrier to successful implementation of IPM, where we raise 
standards and ask farms to go further, we must ensure there is a clear rationale to build industry 
support for change. Not doing so risks pushing Red Tractor away from being a protector of high-
standards for the whole industry towards being a Point of Difference marque for just the best-
resourced farms. 

 ✹ There are ways to get this balance right. One is to ensure future scheme updates are compatible 
with the revised DEFRA National Action Plan for Pesticides, due later this year. This will help 
ensure that Red Tractor can continue to play a role in minimising regulatory burdens for farms. 

 ✹ Red Tractor can also continue to work closely with other stakeholders – including retailers and the 
Voluntary Initiative – to ensure we set high standards that are accessible to farms of all sizes and 
that complement the work of partner organisations. 

 ✹ British farms start from a position of strength. The Expert Committee of Pesticide Residues on 
Food (PRiF) testing programme shows that UK produce has lower levels of pesticide residues 
than imported products. New standards that exceed regulatory expectations should place UK 
producers on a level playing field with competitors or add a value that can be realised within 
the marketplace. We should recognise that producers in the cereals sector may already exceed 
market access expectations applied to imports but do not receive a premium or improved market 
access for doing so. We must work in partnership with other stakeholders to ensure we do not 
simply offshore this challenge. 

Red Tractor welcomed continued engagement with NFNN, PAN UK and RSPB and invited the authors 
of the report to a third meeting which will take place after publication in March 2022. 

Sub standard: How Red Tractor standards are failing to drive pesticide reduction
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Tractor spraying pesticides in soya field. Credit fotokostic from Getty Images via Canva.
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INTRODUCTION
UK agriculture is at a crossroads. EU exit has brought 
opportunities to drive through a major reform and 
improvement of UK agricultural and environmental 
policy. The UK Government has promised a shift 
away from the current dominant approach to 
farming which is heavily reliant on inputs such as 
pesticides and synthetic fertilisers, and towards a 
model which better protects nature. Under the UK’s 
new system, farmers are to be paid ‘public money’ 
for delivering ‘public goods’ such as clean water 
and increases in biodiversity. The Government has 
committed to reduce the environmental impact of 
pesticides1 and to better support the development 
and uptake of Integrated Pest Management (IPM)2 
– an approach to managing pests and diseases in 
which pesticides are used as a last resort, if at all. 

These shifts in UK policy are taking place against 
a backdrop of rising public concern over the 
impacts of pesticides on both human health and 
the environment. Driven in large part by several 
successful court cases in the US linking the world’s 
most common herbicide (RoundUp) to cancer, the 
negative health effects of pesticides are receiving 
increasing attention with many UK local councils 
and other urban land managers ending their use of 
pesticides due to health concerns. 

Meanwhile, high profile reports have revealed 
alarming global declines in insect populations, with 
more than 40% of insect species declining and a 
third endangered. Alongside habitat loss, pesticides 
have been identified as one of the key factors driving 
these declines.3 This global picture is mirrored in 
the UK where butterflies have declined by 50% 
since 1976 and 13 species of bee have already gone 
extinct. This is particularly worrying for the future 
of farming, because insects provide vital ecosystem 
services such as pollination, pest predation and 
nutrient cycling. The impacts of insect collapse are 
also felt further up the food chain. Farmland birds 
have declined by 54% since 19704 and hedgehog 
numbers have fallen by up to 50% in rural areas 
since 2002.5 

A growing number of UK farmers are already 
working hard to become more sustainable.  By 
adopting IPM and other agroecological methods, 
they are achieving hugely positive results in term of 
pesticide reduction and bringing back biodiversity 
to their land. However, while these efforts are being 
undertaken by individual farmers, without increased 
Government support or incentives in place via the 
new Environmental Land Management Schemes, 
these individuals will remain in the minority with 
most farms continuing to rely heavily on pesticides. 

In fact, UK pesticide use has actually risen considerably 
in the past three decades. While the total weight of 
pesticides applied to UK farmland has decreased, more 
toxic chemicals (which require less weight/volume for 
the same effect) are being applied more frequently 
across an enlarged area of land.6 Analysis of UK 
Government data reveals that the overall area of UK 
land being treated with pesticides increased by almost 
two-thirds between 1990 and 2016 (the most recent 
year for which data is available).7

Largely motivated by the rising concern of their 
customers, the UK’s largest supermarkets are 
increasing their efforts to reduce pesticide-related 
harms linked to their supply chains. While some are 
clearly doing far more than others, most supermarkets 
are taking steps in a range of areas including 
supporting their suppliers to reduce pesticide use, 
better protecting bees and pollinators from the impact 
of their operations and making efforts to phase out the 
most hazardous pesticides from their supply chains. 

As the UK’s biggest farm and food assurance scheme 
which certifies around 50,000 farmers, Red Tractor 
clearly has a significant role to play in helping to 
drive the changes to the farming sector that have 
been outlined by the Government in response 
to demands from the British public.  Red Tractor 
states on its website “We develop standards based 
on science, evidence, best practice and legislation 
that cover animal welfare, food safety, traceability 
and environmental protection”.8 This implies that 
consumers can rest assured that if the food they 
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are buying is Red Tractor certified then it will have a 
smaller environmental footprint than non-certified 
food. This claim is repeated by some supermarkets 
which name Red Tractor certification in response to 
customer questions regarding pesticides. 

With this in mind, the authors of this report wanted 
to explore to what extent Red Tractor is helping to 
drive pesticide reduction and IPM uptake among 
British farmers. To do this, we consulted two of 
Red Tractor’s key stakeholder groups – some of 
the UK’s largest supermarkets and certified Red 

Tractor farmers who are also members of the 
Nature Friendly Farming Network (NFFN).  We also 
conducted an analysis of Red Tractor standards 
based on years of expertise working with other 
sustainability standards. 

The overall aim of this report is to identify ways in 
which Red Tractor standards could be improved in 
order to more effectively drive pesticide reduction 
and IPM uptake among British farmers. The authors 
are keen to work with Red Tractor on an ongoing 
basis to implement the report’s recommendations.

Some of the UK’s largest supermarkets are increasing their efforts to reduce pesticide-related harms linked to their supply chains.  
Credit Alexas_Fotos/Pixabay.



11

CONSULTING WITH 
FARMERS ON RED 
TRACTOR’S APPPROACH 
TO PESTICIDE 
REDUCTION AND IPM

Introduction
Red Tractor has long been the most recognised 
assured produce scheme within the UK farming 
industry. Although it is a voluntary scheme it is 
the default requirement for many retailers and 
supermarkets for farmer produce. While there are 
other assurance schemes for farmers to choose 
from, these tend to be linked with specific types of 
farming systems which have different production 
requirements, such as organic certification schemes.

Whilst considering the role of Red Tractor in 
driving pesticide reduction and uptake of IPM 
and formulating a set of possible improvements 
within Red Tractor’s criteria, it was essential to 
consult with UK farmers to hear their views. In 
addition to helping to ensure that this report’s 
key findings and recommendations are based on 
farmers’ experiences, the consultation process 
also encouraged participating farmers to consider 
potential ways in which Red Tractor’s efforts on IPM 
could be developed and strengthened to enable 
and support farmers to achieve more in terms of 
pesticide reduction. 

Summary of key of insights from 
consultations with farmers: 
1. Farmers felt Red Tractor offered very little or no 

guidance on the uptake and use of IPM and was 
ineffective in helping to reduce pesticide use.

2. Red Tractor is not driving an increase in 
sustainable farming practices. 

3. The IPM process and audit within the Red 
Tractor scheme needs radical overhaul.

4. Farmers are actively seeking a change to the 
way in which Red Tractor audits IPM and want 
the opportunity to help with this process.

5. If strengthened, then the Red Tractor scheme 
could offer real structure and encouragement 
to improve use of IPM and lead to pesticide 
reduction.

6. By making the Red Tractor IPM audit more 
credible and interactive, and possibly even 
linking it to the new government environmental 
land management schemes, then significant 
changes in farming practices could take place. 

7. It’s time to stop Red Tractor from  being a tick 
box exercise and implement improvements so 
the scheme can start to deliver for farmers, the 
environment and the public.

It should be noted that NFFN members represent 
conventional through to organic farming systems, 
but what the members have in common is a 
willingness to discuss and learn more around best 
practices which incorporate nature and biodiversity 
on their farms. These farmers are possibly more 
open to learning about IPM integration on farm, but 
they are fully aware of the challenges and business 
decisions required to incorporate IPM and pesticide 
reduction within any farming business. 

Results of Farmers’ Survey
As a first step in capturing farmer’s views, NFFN and 
its partners created a farmer survey to understand 
respondents’ core understanding of IPM as a whole. 
The survey then moved on to ask farmers what 
they thought of the IPM offer within the existing 
Red Tractor standards and whether the scheme is 
an effective vehicle for driving pesticide reduction. 
The full survey questions and summary of responses 
were then sent to NFFN farmer members in England 
for comment. The survey questions are available in 
Annex 1 of this report. 

The survey responses came from farmers growing 
a wide range of crops including cereal, pulses, 
and oilseed rape, through to those managing 
grassland, permanent pasture and herbal leys.      



12

Sub standard: How Red Tractor standards are failing to drive pesticide reduction

It did not include anyone farming horticulture or 
salad crops. This is largely because horticulture is 
a very specialist area in which many farmers have 
been working with more targeted IPM approaches 
from supermarkets and retailers for a number of 
years.  

Out of the 24 farmers who responded to the 
survey, 21 were Red Tractor Assured. Almost all 
of the respondents (22 in total) had knowledge of 
IPM, ranging from a general awareness through to 
farmers actively using IPM in their day-to-day farm 
management. Of those actively using IPM:

 ✹ 20 farmers had already adjusted their farm 
management to bring in IPM or totally integrated 
it to such an extent that IPM and nature on the 
farm were working together. The remaining four 
respondents were still considering how to bring 
IPM fully into their businesses.

 ✹ 19 farmers had already reduced their production 
costs through using IPM whilst others were still 
uncertain or had not analysed their figures at this 
point in time.

 ✹ IPM advice was largely being delivered in equal 
amounts from BASIS registered advisers and from 
the farmers themselves. On the latter, this is 
likely to be a combination of farmers qualified to 
BASIS level and farmers learning directly from a 
variety of sources including peer-to-peer. 

When asked about Red Tractor and IPM, most 
respondents felt they were gaining very little from 
the current way in which IPM was being delivered 
via Red Tractor, and that there was much room for 
improvement. In particular:  

 ✹ When asked if Red Tractor was useful in 
promoting more sustainable practices to the 
public, more than half (13 in total) replied not at 
all, whilst the remainder commented that it only 
had limited impact.

 ✹ Nearly all farmers felt that Red Tractor IPM 
standards did not help them think about their 
pesticide management nor encourage greater 
use of IPM. They made the point that if Red 
Tractor effectively encouraged all farmers to 
review their pesticide usage then farmers would 
be more likely to take action to decrease the 
amount of pesticide used overall.

 ✹ Only five of the respondents had been 
encouraged by the scheme to review their 
pesticide management.

 ✹ Farmers felt Red Tractor offered very little or no 
guidance on the uptake and use of IPM, with a 
majority saying that the scheme was not effective 
in helping to reduce pesticide use. 

 ✹ If Red Tractor changed its approach and focused 
more on IPM it would encourage farmers to be 
greater advocates of the scheme.

These results show that the farmers surveyed 
recognise IPM as an essential tool that not only 
reduces pesticide use but that, in turn, also provides 
the benefits of reducing the cost of production and 
improving the numbers of pollinators and diversity 
of other beneficial nature on farms. However, the 
survey results also reveal that many farmers are 
dissatisfied with the current Red Tractor assurance 
scheme when it comes to pesticide reduction and 
IPM, and that there is a real appetite for change to 
strengthen the scheme’s IPM criteria.

Detailed farmer workshop 
discussions on pesticide reduction, 
IPM and Red Tractor
With the core feedback of farmers captured in the 
survey, the project team then wanted to examine 
the results and delve deeper into the topic of IPM, 
pesticide reduction and Red Tractor. This was achieved 
by bringing together a farmer focus group (13 people 
in total) in an evening workshop held in April 2021. The 
group was made up of ten farmers, an agronomist and 
two representatives from NFFN and PAN UK. 

The workshop group represented commercially-
minded farmers and delivered long and in-depth 
discussions around Red Tractor, its failings within 
the current assurance system and potential areas 
for improvement. Four questions were set for the 
workshop, and a summary of the discussions around 
each question can be found below.  

Workshop question 1

Do farmers understand the core principles of IPM?

The survey had shown that farmers had a good 
understanding of the term IPM, but the discussion 
of this within the focus group was less certain. 
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There was a general feeling that farmers were 
aware of the term IPM, but in reality many were 
not fully aware of what it encompasses. For some 
farmers in the group, IPM had become little more 
than a paper filling exercise mainly completed by 
their agronomists. The group also felt that some 
farmers were not aware that they were carrying 
out IPM within their day-to-day management, just 
by their daily decision-making looking at thresholds 
for weeds, disease, and pests. However, the fact 
this way of thinking is a key part of IPM was not 
currently captured or recorded comprehensively.

The group strongly felt that there needs to be more 
guidance and access to training and information for 
farmers on IPM, particularly on how IPM decision-
making can reduce pesticide use by making it more 
targeted. Without this, the vast majority of farmers 
will continue to see pesticides as their first line of 
defense. Workshop participants also wanted more 
information on when chemical application may have 
limited effect due to issues associated with natural 
resistance in plants and insects. 

There also seems to be limited encouragement 
and practical information to help farmers conduct 
broader reviews of their farming systems and make 
changes to areas such as crop rotation, cultivation 
techniques and use of cover crops (for example) in 
order to work more with IPM. This is one area where 
Red Tractor could really help by improving its IPM 
audit within the scheme to highlight the benefits of 
the IPM approach.

Workshop question 2

IPM is already in the Red Tractor Scheme as a 
requirement.

 ✹ Is this the right place for it?

 ✹ Are the current requirements adequate?

 ✹ Does it support sustainable practices?

The group discussed in great depth the placement of 
IPM within the Red Tractor assurance scheme. The 
public are already aware of the Red Tractor logo, and 
it was felt that Red Tractor was the correct place for 
the IPM audit as most farmers are already working 
within this scheme. Although this was agreed, the 

group felt that the way Red Tractor currently deals 
with IPM is ineffective and that it needs to produce 
a revised IPM offer that is far more robust. The new 
offering should ensure that farmers are actively 
using IPM correctly and that, each year, their IPM 
plans are reviewed and updated, including a focus 
on reducing pesticide use.

Workshop participants felt strongly that farmers 
should receive rewards for taking extra IPM steps – 
largely because it is the farmers who shoulder all the 
risks. This could be done, in part, through offering 
CPD (Continuous Professional Development) points 
to farmers for undertaking training and knowledge 
transfer on IPM. Farmers have to gain CPD points in 
return for belonging to the various farming registers 
such as NRoSO (National Register of Sprayer 
Operators). 

Discussions also focused upon the fact that crops 
produced by farmers using IPM are currently 
completely invisible within the supply chain because 
they are in no way distinguished from other crops 
produced not using IPM. The group felt that ideally 
a premium and recognition of such crops (that could 
be produced through a new and improved Red 
Tractor standard) should ensure that farmers are 
rewarded for using IPM techniques. 

A further area of concern emerging from the 
workshop was around farmers not actively engaging 
with IPM principles and failing to use IPM within 
their management practices. Pesticides still provide 
a relatively cheap solution when compared with 
many non-chemical methods. If there are no 
penalties in place for choosing not to implement 
comprehensive IPM in farm management then the 
vast majority of farmers will only deliver enough to 
pass assurance inspections. However, if Red Tractor’s 
IPM standards were much higher, and the scheme 
became recognised for driving pesticide reduction, 
then it would play a huge role in increasing uptake 
of IPM among farmers, and ultimately making 
the UK agriculture sector more sustainable. The 
scheme could then potentially be included as a 
requirement of the UK Government’s Environmental 
Land Management Schemes which are currently in 
development.
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The group came up with the following 
recommendations for consideration (all of which are 
incorporated into the full list of recommendations 
on page 35):

 ✹ The IPM document for Red Tractor should be a 
‘live’ document, which is regularly updated with 
the involvement of a BASIS advisor (more than 
annually).

 ✹ Cost-benefit analysis for pesticide application 
should be essential and be part of the Red 
Tractor Certification scheme.

 ✹ Red Tractor should implement a far more 
interactive way of using IPM within its assurance 
scheme to encourage farmers to think more 
about the ‘knock on effects’ of using pesticides 
and the possibility of selecting less toxic or non-
chemical alternatives, or removing the use of 
pesticides where possible.

 ✹ Day-to-day decision-making needs to be 
supported by infield/crop testing and monitoring. 
If there is a strong ask from Red Tractor IPM in 
their auditing, then farmers are more likely to 
start undertaking these additional actions.

 ✹ Improved education for farmers on IPM would 
empower them to be bolder with their decision-
making. Perhaps this is something to which Red 
Tractor could lend its support.

 ✹ Strong feelings that if Red Tractor’s IPM 
requirements were strengthened significantly 
they would have the ability to help drive positive 
change.

Workshop question 3

How could we look to improve the IPM standards in 
Red Tractor to encourage and support IPM uptake?

The farmer group felt that IPM should be 
mainstreamed throughout all parts of the Red 
Tractor assurance process, rather than solely 
completing the IPM plan through the Voluntary 
Initiative. By reviewing each stage of the process 
and ensuring that IPM is included, it would enable 
Red Tractor to show that active IPM should be ‘the 
norm’. Recommendations from the group included 
the following (all of which are incorporated in the 
full list of recommendations on page 35): 

 ✹ Introduce a ‘live’ IPM planning process which 
is linked to other farm management tools. This 
would help farmers to see the wider possibilities 
of IPM and also mean that details do not have to 
be processed numerous times. 

 ✹ Farmers should be far more involved in the IPM 
decision-making on their farms, and all should 
be offered two IPM meetings per year with 
their agronomist purely to discuss and further 
improve their IPM. This would have the benefit 
of encouraging discussions with agronomists 
that don’t currently get involved in IPM decision-
making.

 ✹ Red Tractor should set out its IPM requirement in 
a way which drives farmers to improve their IPM 
offer year-on-year, rather than requiring them 
to have a static plan which does not encourage 
them to move forwards. The group felt that Red 
Tractor’s IPM requirement could be expanded 
to include the selection of crops and varieties 
that are more resistant to certain diseases. It 
was also suggested that Red Tractor could link 
with farming payment schemes such as the 
SFI (Sustainable Farming Incentive) and ELM 
(Environmental Land Management) in England, 
and perhaps even carbon calculators so that 
farmers can deliver more sustainable farming 
systems.

All participants in the workshop agreed that IPM is 
a journey for any farm business to implement and 
that all the measures mentioned within this chapter, 
would not only benefit biodiversity by reducing 
pesticide use but would also have a positive impact 
on the finances of the business by potentially 
reducing some of their variable costs. 

Workshop question 4

Do you think Red Tractor should include some form 
of requirement on progress in reducing pesticide 
use?

The Red Tractor scheme has the potential to 
help reduce pesticide use but there needs to be 
guidelines on how this would be managed. The 
biggest question raised among the workshop 
participants was, “Is pesticide usage actually 
reducing via IPM under Red Tractor, or are farmers 
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simply reducing the number of different products 
they are using or switching to alternative active 
ingredients?”. 

Any reduction in pesticide use is a positive, but 
ultimately Red Tractor needs to ensure that the right 
measures are in place to drive reduction over the 
longer-term and ensure that, wherever possible, 
non-chemical alternatives to pesticides are being 
deployed. In addition, Red Tractor also needs to 
ensure that other farming practices and decisions 
are being incorporated into its offer on IPM to 
ensure that pesticide reduction actually happens.

The group acknowledged that there will always 
be a balance to be considered between reducing 
pesticides and the quality and quantity of the crop 
produced but with the right support, knowledge, 
training, and guidance, driving a massive uptake 
of IPM by British farmers should be achievable. 
Pest and disease control, thresholds, and choice of 
product will all need to be considered. Farmers will 
need support to make these changes, and 
this will need to come from a variety of 
sources. However, ultimately Red 
Tractor has the opportunity to 
play a major role in driving 
these changes through 
their assurance 
scheme.

 

Conclusion
There is definitely an identified need among 
farmers for the Red Tractor assurance scheme 
to be reviewed and strengthened around IPM, 
pesticide reduction and non-chemical methods 
of pest control. IPM and pesticide reduction are 
essential in the move to sustainable farming 
practices and to improve biodiversity and 
increase nature on farmland. Some farmers 
are already on this journey whilst others are 
only just starting. A combination of support, 
education and knowledge transfer needs to link 
with active practical solutions that farmers can 
see make a real difference.

The Red Tractor assurance scheme could be 
achieving so much more around IPM and 
pesticide reduction, as highlighted by the fact 
that it has already been delivering a more 
integrated approach for horticultural crops for 
some time. Farmers can see that the industry as 
a whole needs to adapt to ensure sustainable 
and viable businesses into the future. 

From the results of the farmer survey and the 
workshop, the authors of this report would 
highly recommend that any changes to IPM 
requirements by Red Tractor within their assurance 
scheme should be developed transparently and 
in collaboration with a wide range of stakeholders 
including farmers, agronomists, civil society groups 
and farming organisations. 
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UK supermarkets interviewed view Red Tractor’s approach to pesticides as doing very little beyond 
confirming that farmers are following national laws on pesticides. Credit 1000 Words/Shutterstock.com
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CONSULTING WITH 
SUPERMARKETS ON RED 
TRACTOR’S APPPROACH 
TO PESTICIDE 
REDUCTION AND IPM

Introduction
Red Tractor certified produce is sold in all major UK 
supermarkets.9 Given their dominance of the UK 
food market, supermarkets are therefore one of Red 
Tractor’s most important stakeholders.

In recent years, many of the UK’s top ten 
supermarkets have stepped up their efforts to 
reduce pesticide-related harms linked to their supply 
chains. While some are doing much more than 
others (and all could arguably be doing more) the 
supermarket sector as a whole has been focusing on 
a range of pesticide-related areas of work including: 

 ✹ Supporting their suppliers to use non-chemical 
alternatives

 ✹ Monitoring and reducing pesticide residues in 
the food they sell

 ✹ Phasing out the use of the most hazardous 
pesticides in their supply chains 

 ✹ Reducing the harm to bees and pollinators 
caused by their operations10 

When asked by customers or NGOs about their work 
to reduce pesticide-related harms, UK supermarkets 
often name Red Tractor as somehow contributing to 
their efforts. Examples of such statements include:

 ✹ When asked by its customers what measures 
the company has in place to reduce pesticide-
related harms linked to its supply chains, one 
supermarket replied – “All suppliers of fresh 
produce (fruit and vegetables) must have Global 
GAP certification internationally and Red Tractor 
in the UK.”

 ✹ When asked by PAN UK to explain what support 
the company provides to help its suppliers to 
reduce pesticide use, another supermarket 
replied – “All suppliers have to be Global GAP 
or Red Tractor assured as a minimum. These 
standards cover residues, environmental 
protection and integrated crop management 
planning.”

These repeated and ongoing references to Red 
Tractor highlight one of two things. On one hand it 
could mean that supermarkets genuinely consider 
Red Tractor certification as a key part of their efforts 
to tackle pesticide-related harms and promote 
non-chemical alternatives. Conversely, it could infer 
that Red Tractor certification is a useful way for 
supermarkets to demonstrate that they are making 
efforts to tackle pesticides, while in reality not 
necessarily knowing whether Red Tractor standards 
are driving pesticide reduction or uptake of 
Integrated Pesticide Management.  If it is the latter 
then it could be argued that Red Tractor is actually 
holding back supermarket action on pesticides.

Methodology
In order to explore Red Tractor’s role in supporting 
or obstructing supermarket efforts to tackle 
pesticide, the authors of this report sent surveys to 
the UK’s largest ten supermarkets in early February 
2021. The full list of survey questions are available in 
Annex 2 of this report. 

Three supermarkets completed the survey and 
we then conducted in-depth interviews with two 
of them in March 2021.  The supermarket staff 
members who completed the survey and took part 
in interviews were all technical managers with 
backgrounds in agronomy. 

The insights below were gleaned from the 
survey responses and interviews. Given their 
business relationships with Red Tractor, the three 
supermarkets that participated in the project were 
promised anonymity so will not be named in this 
report. However, all three supermarkets are major 
players in the UK grocery market with a combined 
total number of stores that exceeds 7,000. They are 
therefore key stakeholders of Red Tractor. 
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Results - Key insights from surveys 
and interviews with three of the UK’s 
largest supermarkets 
i) Red Tractor is failing to support supermarket 
action to phase out Highly Hazardous Pesticides

While all pesticides present risks for human health, 
wildlife or the environment, some are far more 
harmful than others and should therefore be a 
priority for phasing out as soon as possible. These 
are referred to by the UN as ‘Highly Hazardous 
Pesticides’ (HHPs). 

While some supermarkets have advanced further 
than others on their efforts to phase out the use 
of HHPs in their supply chains, almost all major UK 
supermarkets have lists of pesticides which they 
prohibit, restrict or monitor due to environmental 
and health concerns. Some supermarkets base their 
lists on PAN International’s List of Highly Hazardous 
Pesticides11 which is the most stringent, while 
others rely on less comprehensive lists of pesticides 
included in international conventions. While 
many HHPs have been banned in the UK, some 
do still remain permitted for use. For example, 
pendimethalin which is persistent in water and 
highly toxic to aquatic invertebrates and lambda-
cyhalothrin which is classified as acutely toxic to 
humans and a suspected endocrine disruptor (EDC). 

Despite this, and in contrast to UK supermarkets, 
Red Tractor standards don’t currently include any 
additional restrictions concerning which pesticides 
farmers are allowed to use. When asked in the 
survey whether Red Tractor certification assists 
their own efforts to phase out HHPs from their 
supply chains, two out of three supermarkets said 
that it didn’t (with the third choosing not to give an 
answer). The same two supermarkets also agreed 
in their survey responses that it would help their 
own efforts to tackle pesticides if Red Tractor would 
identify a set of priority HHPs on which to focus 
phase out actions and phasing in of Integrated Pest 
Management (IPM) alternatives.

ii) Supermarkets don’t feel that Red Tractor 
standards effectively support or incentivise farmers 
to adopt Integrated Pest Management (IPM)

Integrated Pest Management (IPM) is an approach 
to managing pests, diseases or weeds in which 
chemical pesticides are used only as a last resort, 
if at all.  The adoption and implementation of 
successful IPM strategies is an effective way of 
reducing pesticide use and it has broad support in 
the UK, including from the Government and most 
major supermarkets. It is widely accepted that in 
order for farmers to be able to adopt IPM they need 
to be supported and incentivised via a range of 
measures. 

As with all areas related to pesticides, some 
supermarkets have gone much further than others 
but the majority do have some measures in place 
to support and encourage their suppliers to adopt 
IPM. Actions taken by the sector include; providing 
suppliers with guidance, training and bespoke 
advice; conducting and sharing research on non-
chemical pest and disease control methods; and 
establishing grower groups designed to bring their 
suppliers together to discuss best practice.   

All three of the supermarkets that responded 
to the survey agreed that they had a detailed 
understanding of Red Tractor’s standards on 
IPM. However, when asked if they trust that if a 
product is certified by Red Tractor then it means 
that significant efforts have been taken by the 
producer to adopt IPM techniques, not one of the 
supermarkets agreed (one disagreed while the 
others ‘neither agreed nor disagreed’). Similarly, 
when asked if Red Tractor certification assists 
their own efforts to support UK suppliers to adopt 
genuine IPM approaches, all three supermarkets 
declined to give an answer, selecting the survey 
option ‘neither agreed nor disagreed'.

One supermarket staff member explained in an 
interview that, from the company’s perspective, Red 
Tractor standards don’t currently incentivise IPM 
uptake. He went on to explain that feedback from 
their suppliers that are already using IPM techniques 
has revealed that growers don’t feel like they gain 
any benefit or kudos from Red Tractor certification. 
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He said that Red Tractor needs to increase its 
focus on IPM and, not only raise its IPM standards, 
but also find a way for its certified farmers to 
demonstrate best practice to consumers, thereby 
enabling them to add value to their business. 

Two of the three supermarkets agreed in their 
survey responses that there were a range of ways 
in which Red Tractor could help their own efforts 
to increase IPM uptake among their suppliers. They 
responded to the survey to say that Red Tractor 
should; 

 ✹ Establish and maintain grower groups to bring 
together suppliers to discuss opportunities for 
pesticide reduction and IPM uptake.

 ✹ Increase its requirements on uptake of relevant, 
IPM methods for each crop.

 ✹ Provide a support framework for individual 
farmers, grower groups and suppliers to trial, 
validate and adapt techniques for enhanced 
IPM strategies, with a focus on non-chemical 
methods.

 ✹ Collect and share data and experiences on 
the technical and economic feasibility of 
agroecological Integrated Pest Management 
(IPM) via a network of ‘monitor farms’. Use this 
network to assess and benchmark progress.

iii) On pesticides and IPM, Red Tractor is viewed by 
supermarkets as a baseline standard which does 
not go beyond confirming legal compliance 

While many consumers and organisations see Red 
Tractor certification as an indication that a product 
has been grown in an environmentally-responsible 
way, interviews with two of the UK’s largest 
supermarkets revealed quite a different picture. 

In fact, both of the two of the supermarkets 
interviewed for this project explained that, on 
pesticides and IPM, they see Red Tractor as setting 
minimum standards which they aim to exceed. As 
put by one of the interviewees, “We see Red Tractor 
as a ‘foundation piece’ or baseline standard. We 
then work to go above and beyond it.”

According to the two supermarkets interviewed, 
by setting a baseline standard Red Tractor serves a 
useful legal purpose since it guarantees that some 
due diligence has been conducted. In the words of 
one of the supermarket staff interviewed, “It’s a 
convenient way to show legal compliance”. 

While this may well be true, it is concerning that 
supermarkets rely on a private company such as Red 
Tractor (albeit a not-for-profit company) to ensure 
that certified farmers are sticking to UK pesticide 
laws and regulations. Ensuring that farmers are 
operating within the law is a role that should be 
played by the Government. Meanwhile, private 
certification standards should add value beyond just 
what is laid out in regulations. 

It also points to a major discrepancy in how the 
purpose of Red Tractor is seen by supermarkets 
compared to the views of consumers and Non-
Governmental Organisations (NGOs). While the 
two supermarkets interviewed appeared to be 
clear that for them Red Tractor is about confirming 
legal compliance, consumers and NGOs have 
generally seen it as offering increased protection 
for the environment that goes beyond the law. This 
misunderstanding is based in part on information 
put out by Red Tractor itself. For example, the 
environmental protection section of their website 
states that “Fertilisers and pesticides are only used 
when absolutely necessary to keep crops healthy 
using methods that reduce the risks to wildlife and 
the environment wherever possible”12. This implies 
that Red Tractor certified farmers operate under 
more stringent obligations than their non-certified 
counterparts which, as this report highlights, is often 
not the case. 

As an additional indication that supermarkets view 
Red Tractor as a minimum standard that they aim 
to exceed, in 2017 Tesco established its so-called 
‘Nurture Module’ as an add-on to Red Tractor 
standards. Focusing on Plant Protection Product 
List management, the Nurture Module creates 
additional requirements for suppliers of Tesco.13 
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iv) Supermarkets want Red Tractor to conduct 
monitoring and share data on pesticides and IPM 

The three supermarkets surveyed were unanimous 
in their agreement that Red Tractor should collect 
and share data on pesticides and IPM uptake. This 
finding was then backed up in interviews, with one 
supermarkets staff member stating that “It’s an 
excellent idea for Red Tractor to collect and share 
data on pesticides. It could actually be a really 
positive thing for the UK agriculture sector as a 
whole, especially if they shared data on IPM uptake”. 

Currently Red Tractor does no monitoring on 
pesticides, beyond checking an individual farm’s 
spray records as part of its auditing process. All three 
supermarkets agreed in their survey responses that 
it would help their own efforts to reduce pesticide-

related harms if Red Tractor 
would monitor, 

assess and 
share 

data on pesticide use by Red Tractor certified 
suppliers including volumes, use frequency and 
trends in priority HHPs at commodity level. Two of 
the three also agreed in their survey responses that 
they wanted Red Tractor to collect and share data and 
experiences on the technical and economic feasibility 
of agroecological Integrated Pest Management (IPM) 
via a network of ‘monitor farms’ and use this network 
to assess and benchmark progress.  

When asked in the survey whether there were there 
any other actions they would like to see Red Tractor 
take in order to better support their own efforts to 
reduce pesticide-related harms , one supermarket 
suggested that Red Tractor should collate and publish 
data on pesticide residues present in certified 
produce to enable supermarkets to compare data. 
The same supermarket also suggested that it would 
be useful if Red Tractor shared data covering both 
best practice in IPM and HHP reduction. 

While the majority of supermarkets conduct their 
own monitoring and data collection on pesticide 
use, IPM uptake and residues in food, the vast 

majority of this information isn’t made publicly 
available due to concerns around commercial 

confidentiality.  The supermarkets agreed 
that there is a major data gap on these 

issues in the UK currently and that 
Red Tractor could play a key role in 

driving best practice within both 
the farming and grocery sectors 

by collating and publishing 
this type of data from its 

certified farmers. 

Yellowhammer 
- farmland birds 
have declined by 
54% since 1970. 
Credit Sorcha 
Lewis/NFFN.
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Conclusion - Red Tractor has fallen 
behind supermarket action and 
rhetoric on pesticides and IPM
As highlighted by many of the issues outlined 
in this chapter, Red Tractor standards are now 
lagging behind the policies and practices of 
many major supermarkets in terms of reducing 
pesticide use and encouraging the adoption of 
non-chemical alternatives. Whether we look at 
plans to phase out HHPs, the support in place 
to help farmers reduce their pesticide use, or 
the monitoring systems in place for usage and 
residues, Red Tractor standards appear to be 
lower than those of many supermarkets. 

The interviews conducted for this project with 
two of the UK’s largest supermarkets revealed 
that they agree that Red Tractor is not doing 
enough on pesticides and could go much further. 
As one supermarket staff member put it, “Red 
Tractor audits continue to focus on old issues 
such as checking spray records. But the future of 
farming is moving away from chemical controls 
and Red Tractor does not appear to be taking 
account of these changes or even looking at 
them in any detail. Farming techniques are 
changing rapidly. Supermarkets have to keep up 
with the changes but there is a question about 
whether Red Tractor is keeping up. It appears 
that Red Tractor suffers from a lock of innovative 
thinking”. 

In another supermarket interview, the staff 
member made the point that the future of Red 
Tractor will depend on how it evolves, implying 
that if Red Tractor fails to keep up with reforms on 
pesticides then it may soon find itself obsolete. 
This is especially true given that, when surveyed, 
two out of the three supermarkets ‘neither agreed 
nor disagreed’ that their customers are more likely 
to buy products that are Red Tractor certified. 

In addition to thee insights outlined in this chapter, 
supermarkets also proposed a number of specific 
recommendations for Red Tractor which, while 
related, go beyond the strict focus on pesticides 
and IPM of this report.  In their interviews they 
proposed that Red Tractor should:

 ✹ Include biodiversity regeneration in its standards. 

 ✹ Broaden the membership of its Standards 
Committee to reflect the whole industry. 
Ensure that includes members with expertise 
on biodiversity and at least one representative 
of the organic sector to share learnings on 
farming without pesticides. 

 ✹ Meet with a wider variety of stakeholders 
beyond those currently consulted. 

 ✹ Improve training for inspectors to increase 
their understanding of sustainable farming 
practices. Consider if/how inspections could be 
combined with advice to more effectively drive 
improvements. 
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v) Supermarkets want Red Tractor to prioritise its 
efforts on pesticide reduction and IPM on cereals 
and salad crops

While there were some discrepancies, the three 
supermarkets that completed the survey were 
broadly in agreement on where Red Tractor should 
focus its efforts on pesticide reduction and IPM. 
Cereals and other arable crops topped the list with 
salads coming in second. ‘Top and soft fruit’ were 

the next category on the list. Top fruit grows on 
trees so includes apples and pears while soft fruit, 
such as berries, grows on bushes. Field vegetables 
and sugar beet both appeared in the middle of the 
list, just above potatoes and other root crops. The 
lowest priority for supermarkets was meat and dairy. 



Field of rapeseed. Credit Hans/Pixabay.
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ANALYSIS OF RED 
TRACTOR STANDARDS 
AND THE EXTENT TO 
WHICH THEY DRIVE 
PESTICIDE REDUCTION 
AND IPM UPTAKE
This assessment focuses on requirements relating to 
Assured Produce’s approach to pesticide selection 
and reduction and implementation of IPM. 

It should be noted that we have not made a detailed 
assessment of Assured Produce (AP) pesticide 
handling and Health & Safety requirements, 
such as training of operators, disposal of empty 
containers. These are extensive and similar to 
those of GlobalGAP and represent good practices, 
which likely help to reduce exposure and risks 
considerably. Coming as it does from the same 
‘family’ of standards as GlobalGAP, with a strong 
emphasis on food safety, i.e. consumer exposure, we 
would expect AP to support methods to minimise 
residues and it does to a considerable extent, at 
least for fresh produce crops.

With the aim of providing context and ensuring 
that the critiques and recommendations below 
are realistic, wherever possible we have compared 
Red Tractor’s to international and national policy 
frameworks, action by supermarkets, and other 
existing standards, primarily the Integrated 
Production (IP) standard and guidelines of the 
International Organisation of Biological Control 
(IOBC)14. We chose to use the IOBC IP guidelines 
for the key comparison because they relate to IPM 
practices in Europe, including cropping systems 
very similar to those in the UK. They make a more 
relevant comparison for conventional agriculture 
than looking at organic systems but show what 
is technically and economically feasible with a 
concerted effort to reduce pesticide use and make 
use of ecological principles for pest, disease and 
weed management. 

This comparative assessment was conducted in late 
2020 to mid-2021 based on the existing Assured 
Produce standards and crop-specific guidance during 
that period. Red Tractor announced its latest revised 
standards on 1st November 2021. We have reflected 
any changes relevant for pest management, 
although the revised versions have not introduced 
any substantial change to the IPM requirements or 
approach. See Annex 3 for a detailed comparison of 
Red Tractor’s Assured Produce (AP) standards vs. the 
Integrated Production (IP) standard and guidelines 
of the International Organisation of Biological 
Control (IOBC). The comparison looks specifically at 
the example of carrots but highlights a range of key 
differences between the two standards than can be 
applied more broadly.  

Critiques of the Red Tractor Assured 
Produce standard – key omissions
1. No goals or targets to reduce pesticide use 

Red Tractor’s AP standard does not have any 
concrete requirements to reduce pesticide use, 
although it does mention minimising or reducing 
use where possible. There are no requirements 
in the generic standard. Meanwhile, the crop-
specific protocols stated ‘The guiding principle 
to crop protection is that pesticide use should be 
minimised’. However, this is a rather meaningless 
principle without specific requirements on how to 
do this or a reduction target.

In contrast, the vermin control section of the 
AP standard states “Use of non-chemical control 
methods considered first, followed by the least toxic 
alternatives (Risk Hierarchy)”.  It is unclear why 
this statement is not also part of the main crop 
protection requirements or mentioned as a goal in 
AP crop-specific protocols.

The UK Government has recently committed to 
“…establish a set of clear targets to support the 
reduction of risk associated with pesticide use 
by the end of 2022”.15 By introducing its own 
pesticide reduction targets, Red Tractor could not 
only encourage farmers certified under its scheme 
to cut their pesticide use, but also make a major 
contribution towards driving down pesticide-related 
harms across the UK.  
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It would be important for the reduction targets 
to apply to the totality of pesticide usage on Red 
Tractor certified farms as a whole, rather than 
farm-level targets. Otherwise reduction targets risk 
penalising those farmers already using low levels 
of pesticides, whereas those who currently use 
large amounts may find a reduction easier. Targets 
would also need to be relatively flexible to respond 
to changing weather and crop conditions which 
sometimes mean that higher levels of pesticide 
usage can be necessary in particular growing 
seasons. What is crucial, however, is that Red Tractor 
is unequivocal that its direction of travel is towards 
pesticide reduction and that its certified growers 
understand that they are required to make changes 
in this area. This will help to establish pesticide 
reduction as an integral part of the mind-set of 
British farmers. 

Recommendation for Red Tractor: Introduce goals or 
targets aimed at reducing the amount of pesticides 
used by Red Tractor certified farmers as a whole. 
Measure progress towards those goals or targets 
and publish regular progress updates. 

2. No pesticide prohibitions beyond legal 
compliance 

AP does not prohibit the use of any specific 
pesticides beyond national legal compliance. In 
other words, Red Tractor certified farmers are 
allowed to use any pesticide product as long as it 
is registered and approved for use on the relevant 
crop by the UK Government. In this regard, there is 
no difference between a Red Tractor certified farmer 
and those operating outside of the scheme. 

In contrast, IOBC’s IP standard requires each 
country’s IP scheme to develop its own Red List 
pesticides, which cannot be used by IP growers16. 
The IP Red Lists are based on criteria including 
human toxicity, harm to beneficial organisms and 
other wildlife, environmental persistence. IP growers 
can only use designated ‘Green’ and ‘Yellow List’ 
pesticides characterised and decided at national 
or regional levels by their IP scheme. Yellow Listed 
pesticides may have IP use restrictions imposed. 

Red Tractor’s lack of prohibited pesticides is also in 
stark contrast to standards under the ISEAL umbrella 
(ISEAL is the global membership organisation for 

sustainability systems). For example, Fairtrade goes 
beyond legal compliance by operating different 
forms of ‘Red’ (prohibited) and ‘Yellow’ (restricted or 
earmarked for phase out) lists of active ingredients. 
Some of the active ingredients included on their Yellow 
and Red lists are registered and widely available in 
many countries. In addition, several of the other ISEAL 
standards such as Fair Trade and Rainforest Alliance 
specifically refer to the eight HHP hazard criteria 
used by the FAO/WHO Joint Meeting on Pesticide 
Management and/or the longer set of hazard criteria 
selected by PAN International in its HHP List. [see 
www.pan-uk.org/highly-hazardous-pesticides/]. 

There is increasing recognition at international policy 
level (UN agencies and the Strategic Approach to 
International Chemicals Management, SAICM) of the 
need to address use and risk reduction of specific 
HHPs and reliance on HHPs in general, but there is no 
reflection of this in the AP standard. In this regard, 
Red Tractor is not only lagging behind international 
frameworks and many of its counterparts, it is 
also doing less to tackle HHPs than the majority 
of major UK supermarkets. Nine of the top ten 
UK supermarkets have their own lists of active 
ingredients which they monitor, restrict or prohibit for 
use in their supply chains.  Some supermarkets, such 
as M&S, have gone even further by adopting specific 
HHP hazard criteria which then dictate which active 
ingredients appear in their Red and Yellow lists. 

Recommendation for Red Tractor: Introduce lists 
of monitored, restricted and prohibited pesticides 
based on PAN International’s List of Highly 
Hazardous Pesticides. Regularly review and update 
the lists in line with the latest scientific research and 
regulatory decisions.

3. No requirement to select less toxic products

There is no indication in AP crop-specific protocols of 
any active requirement or even encouragement to 
select products least harmful to non-target organisms. 
The specific protocols explain that “Fera now provides 
tailored access to the LIAISON database for all Red 
Tractor Fresh Produce members. This system allows 
individual growers access to all information for plant 
protection products approved for use under the 
Red Tractor Fresh Produce Scheme. Searches will be 
filtered specifically for the crops for which the grower 

www.pan-uk.org/highly-hazardous-pesticides/
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is registered”. We don’t have access to the LIAISON 
database so cannot know if it provides any guidance on 
selecting least harmful products among the range of 
those registered for the specific crop.  

The AP compliance check (when auditors certify 
individual farms) does mention “Consideration is 
given to the environmental impact and residue 
levels. Particular attention is paid to: – maximum 
permitted dose rates – restrictions on repeated 
applications to a single crop –  latest application 
stage and/or harvest interval”. The latter sentence 
refers to necessary checks to reduce the likelihood 
of high residue levels in the harvested produce but 
there is no information on how AP auditors assess 
whether the farmer is making efforts to avoid using 
products which could cause environmental harm or 
push for less harmful equivalents to be deployed.

In comparison, the IOBC Integrated Production standard 
requires national guidelines to be introduced which 
classify pesticides according to a range of criteria to 
avoid non-target organism effects and permits only use 
of pesticides designated as ’Yellow’ list. IP farmers may 
only use pesticide products on these Yellow Lists (often 
with some restrictions required) or the Green Lists. 

This is an approach that could easily be adopted by 
Red Tractor. It would support Government efforts 
to encourage the use of less toxic pesticides under 
the ‘candidate for substitution’ approach which was 
brought over from the EU’s pesticide regime. Authorised 
active substances are identified as a candidates for 
substitution when they are shown to be more toxic than 
others which are available. They are then subject to 
comparative assessment and substitution.

Recommendation for Red Tractor: Introduce a 
requirement that, where pesticide use is necessary, 
growers must select the least harmful product available.  

4. No clear requirements to limit pesticide use or 
limit when they are deployed

The AP generic standards for fresh produce and 
for arable crops have no requirements on farmers 
to reduce pesticide use or limit in which situations 
pesticides are deployed. This is a missed opportunity 
in terms of reducing potential pesticide-related harms. 
For example, a requirement to avoid spraying when 
crops are flowering can help to protect pollinators. 

Although the IOBC IP standards don’t have any 
concrete reduction targets, there is a strong 
emphasis on using non-chemical methods preferred 
wherever possible:

IOBC IP generic requirement for direct control 
actions: Wherever a control measure is deemed 
necessary, a biological or biotechnical control 
method must be used if available and effective.

The IOBC IP standards also include specific requirements 
for avoiding pesticide use in some crop stages, e.g.: 

 ✹ Winter & spring cereals: Chemical herbicides 
must not be applied before sowing

 ✹ Oilseed rape: Avoid all insecticide applications 
prior to stem extension and during flowering

IOBC IP standard prohibits use of soil fumigant chemicals 
while AP only recommends that their use be avoided.

Both the UK Government’s 25 Year Environment 
Plan and Draft Revised National Action Plan on the 
Sustainable Use of Pesticides (NAP) commit to reducing 
the use of pesticides as well as the associated risks. 
Once again, Red Tractor is lagging behind.  

Recommendation for Red Tractor: Strengthen the AP 
generic standards for fresh produce and arable crops 
by emphasising that non-chemical control methods are 
preferred and providing clear requirements on situations 
in which pesticide use should be avoided all together. 

5. No IPM guidance available for arable crops and 
guidance for horticultural crops withdrawn

Until November 2021, a set of crop-specific guidance 
modules was available, covering most fresh produce 
crops, including the carrots module, which was 
assessed in detail for this report. These modules 
provided a considerable amount of practical 
guidance for growers to make use of in planning and 
implementing pest, disease and weed management 
for their crop and which could have helped growers 
reduce pesticide application frequency. It is not clear 
why these guidance modules have been removed 
from the November 2021 revised standards section 
of the AP website. In our view, these modules were 
possibly the most valuable element of the Red 
Tractor scheme in encouraging uptake of IPM and 
supporting a reduced reliance on pesticides.    
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Unlike for fresh produce, there were no crop-specific 
protocols for AP combinable crops and sugar beet 
standard. This leaves Red Tractor arable farmers without:

 ✹ guidance on good practices for IPM in arable 
systems

 ✹ recommendations on ways that chemical use in 
these cropping systems could be reduced 

 ✹ even the guiding principle for minimising 
pesticide use, which introduced the pest 
management sections of the fresh produce crop-
specific protocols

Providing growers with guidance on IPM has proven 
to be crucial to driving pesticide reduction. The 
majority of the UK’s top ten supermarkets provide 
guidance to all of their suppliers, including arable, 
aimed at helping them to adopt IPM techniques. 
In its efforts to encourage IPM update the UK 
Government has also acknowledged the key roles 
that guidance plays and has committed to ensuring 
that all farmers and growers are able to access it. 

Recommendation for Red Tractor: Update and 
reinstate the crop-specific protocols for fresh 
produce. Create crop-specific protocols for AP 
combinable crops and sugar beet standard which 
includes guidance on reducing pesticide use and 
adopting good practices for IPM in arable systems.

6. Emphasis placed on chemical control methods 
for pest management and no clear requirements to 
prefer non-chemical methods 

While IPM is obligatory for the current AP generic 
standard, it is clear that the version of IPM that it 
promotes views pesticide use as a core component 
of managing pests and diseases. 

The generic standard states that growers “must 
adopt Integrated Crop Management and discuss 
with relevant staff, advisors & contractors. Its 
use must comply with the current protocol for 
the relevant crop.  Integrated Crop Management 
(ICM) must be in place to proactively manage crop 
production”. Compliance checks cover the following: 

 ✹ Consideration is given to all areas of good 
agricultural practice with an emphasis on 
optimising the use of Plant Protection Products 

(PPPs) and fertilisers and improved protection of 
the environment  

 ✹ ICM is discussed with relevant staff, advisers and 
contractors

 ✹ As part of ICM an Integrated Pest Management 
(IPM) plan is documented and followed

It is worrying that text in the earlier (2008) version of 
Red Tractor has since disappeared: 
“Must achieve crop protection by employing non-
chemical methods (biological, physical and cultural 
where appropriate) and with minimal reliance 
on pesticides. However, crop risk assessment 
should always be made to determine appropriate 
treatment.” Does this indicate a change in Red 
Tractor’s crop protection approach, especially with 
the new wording on optimising the use of pesticides?

Similarly to the AP generic standard, IPM is also 
obligatory for the IOBC IP standards. However, in 
contrast to the AP generic standard, IOBC’s IP standard 
makes it very clear that non-chemical methods, based 
on cultural, physical and biological techniques, are 
the preferred basis for managing pests, diseases and 
weeds. Its national IP guidelines must describe a 
basic selection of preventive measures that have to 
be implemented and, in several places, the standard 
requires that preventative measures to reduce pest/
disease/weed incidence must be considered before 
applying pesticides. 

Recommendation for Red Tractor: Update the 
AP generic standard to remove the emphasis on 
pesticide use and strengthen the requirement to 
prefer non-chemical methods. 

7. No requirement for continuous improvement 
included in IPM Plans

The AP document refers users to the Voluntary 
Initiative’s IPM Plan (IPMP) template. Integrated Pest 
Management Plan (IPMPs) were developed by the 
National Farmers Union and Voluntary Initiative (VI) 
as a voluntary self-assessment tool for farmers and 
other professional users of pesticides and intended 
to help as a ‘decision support’ to farms by identifying 
opportunities for improvement. Under the IPMP, 
pesticide users are encouraged to complete an annual 
plan in order to demonstrate the extent to which 
they’re using IPM techniques. While of some use, the 
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IPMP is little more than a questionnaire. Given that it 
is completed by individual farmers online, and there 
seems at present to be no method for checking the 
veracity of the information provided, the IPMP can 
been criticised as a box-ticking exercise which drives 
little change in farming practices but meanwhile 
overstates of the level of IPM uptake in the UK. In 
fact, this view is widely held with the UK Government 
stating in the Draft Revised NAP that “…their [IPM 
plans] practical influence on farm could be improved”.

In our view, it is essential that growers must have 
and show their IPM plan, but what about its content, 
aim and level of ambition? There is no AP standard 
requirement for continuous improvement. This is in 
stark contrast to Fairtrade and other ISEAL standards 
which push for continuous improvement on the basis 
that it is crucial for motivating and helping growers to 
make progress on IPM implementation and phase out 
of Highly Hazardous Pesticides (HHPs). Overall, AP’s 
crop protection approach is arguably pretty much 
‘business as usual’, with no obvious driver to move 
forward on IPM for British farmers.

It can be argued that the weakness of IPMPs is, in large 
part, due to the fact that the template is created by 
the NFU and pesticide industry scheme the VI, both of 
which have historically opposed both bans on specific 
pesticides as well as efforts on general pesticide 
reduction. If the current IPMP continues to be 
the only version promoted by Red Tractor 
then it is crucial that other industry 
bodies and stakeholders (outside 
of the NFU and VI) are given 
a chance to shape it. This 
could help ensure better 
outcomes in terms of 
pesticide reduction, 
as well as encourage 
a larger group 
of farmers to 
complete and 
follow an IPMP. 

Given the UK Government’s stated support for IPM 
and its plans to drive an increase in IPM uptake by UK 
farmers via a range of policy vehicles, this seems like 
a major opportunity missed by Red Tractor. One of 
the five top goals of the Revised National Action Plan 
on the Sustainable Use of Pesticides is to “Support the 
development and uptake of IPM” and it looks fairly 
certain that UK farmers will receive subsidy payments 
for adopting IPM under the new Environmental 
Land Management Schemes. By only including weak 
encouragement to prefer non-chemical methods 
for pest management, and failing to provide 
growers with sufficient motivation and assistance in 
adopting IPM, Red Tractor is falling behind national 
standards. This gap could be set to grow as the 
post-Brexit agricultural regime is implemented and 
environmental outcomes improve.  

Recommendations for Red Tractor: Introduce a 
requirement in the AP Standard for growers to make 
continuous improvement on pesticide reduction 
and adoption of IPM. Include a broad group of 
stakeholders in the development of a new IPMP 
template which emphasises continuous improvement. 
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8. No requirement to make active use of 
biodiversity for natural biological control

AP makes no mention of nature and biodiversity 
for natural pest control in its standards and there 
were only a few mentions of predator or parasitic 
beneficial insects in the crop-specific protocols for 
fresh produce.

In contrast, IOBC IP explains that biodiversity is 
one of the major natural resources of the farm to 
minimise pesticide input and it is a requirement in 
the generic standard that:

 ✹ ecological farm infrastructures (non-cropped 
areas) must cover at least 5% of the total farm 
surface and

 ✹ at least two appropriate ecological options for 
enhancing biodiversity must be implemented by 
the individual farmer.

These ecological options are decided at national 
level according to cropping system (arable; orchards; 
vegetables) and include actions such as: nesting 
boxes and/or perches for birds; refuges for predator 
insects; host plants for beneficial insects; new 
wildlife habitats; headland flowering field margins. 

Once again, this puts AP standards behind the 
measures laid out in the UK Government’s Draft 
Revised NAP. The NAP sets out a hierarchy of 
controls which places mechanical and biological 
controls above chemical.  

Recommendation for Red Tractor: Increase the 
emphasis placed on nature and biodiversity for 
natural pest control within its standards and 
consider introducing requirements for growers to 
adopt measures which enhance biodiversity. 

9. Weak or zero requirements on crop rotation

AP has no requirement for rotation for arable crops. 
Some fresh produce crop-specific protocols require 
crop rotation to be risk assessed and planned but 
give no specific requirements on cycles.  

In contrast, IOBC IP standards highlight the 
importance of crop rotation as a key method to help 
prevent and control pests, diseases and weeds, as 
well as to maintain and improve soil fertility. Overall, 
on IOBC IP farms a single annual crop can only cover 

at maximum 50% of the surface and there are crop-
specific requirements, for example:

 ✹ Carrots: grow 1 in 4 crop cycles if no nematode 
problems

 ✹ Winter or spring wheat or triticale must not 
follow maize or sorghum in non-inversion tillage 
systems (risk of Fusarium head blight).

Crop rotations are listed as a key measure 
for reducing pesticide use and improving 
environmental outcomes from agriculture in both 
the Environmental Land Management scheme 
and the Draft Revised NAP. The latter states, “The 
first line of pest control is the use of preventative 
cultural methods to reduce the risk of pest damage 
occurring, such as crop rotation, growing pest-
resistant varieties, selecting appropriate sites, 
sanitation, cultivation and tillage practices, and 
encouraging natural predators. These measures 
provide prophylactic pest management with little or 
no environmental risk.”

Recommendation for Red Tractor: Introduce a 
requirement for crop rotations on arable crops and 
strengthen the requirements on crop rotations for 
fresh produce.  

10. No requirement to consider using resistant or 
tolerant varieties.

Red Tractor standard for arable crops has no 
mention of selecting resistant or tolerant varieties 
nor of the relevance for using cereal varieties which 
could enable reductions in insecticide or fungicide 
use. There are no absolute requirements in the fresh 
produce crop-specific protocols, although these 
do include useful but brief information on pest or 
disease tolerant or resistant varieties.

In contrast, the IOBC IP standard highlights that 
varietal resistance for the major pests and diseases as 
an essential element of the IP approach. IP farmers 
must consider choice of cultivars using IP crop-
specific guidance and each national scheme must 
make sure that IP farmers have guidance on suitable 
and susceptible cultivars. For vegetables, there is a 
requirement that the cultivar/variety chosen must 
offer good prospects for economic success with 
minimal use of agrochemicals17. Some crop-specific 
requirements and recommendations are made. 
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For example, for oilseed rape:

 ✹ Requires: Select cultivars with suitable 
resistance/tolerance to disease

 ✹ Recommends: Select cultivars with high 
branching capability, to compensate for damage 
caused by pests

As illustrated by the quote from the Draft Revised 
NAP in the previous point, using resistant varieties is 
widely accepted as an important and relatively risk-
free method of reducing the need for pesticides. 

Recommendation for Red Tractor: Introduce 
requirements for growers to consider the selection 
of resistant or tolerant varieties which enable a 
reduction in pesticide use. Create detailed crop-
specific guidance on suitable and susceptible cultivars.

11. Little encouragement for use of biopesticides

There is no requirement to use biopesticides in 
either the arable or horticulture crop generic AP 
standard nor any encouragement. Some of the 
crop-specific fresh produce protocols (available until 
November 2021 revision) do mention biopesticides 
in guidance sections and note their benefits in not 
being harmful to beneficial insects.

The November 2021 revised Fresh Produce standard 
includes a new requirement to keep records of 
the introduction of biological control agents and a 
recommendation to follow professional guidance on 
their use, where provided by an agronomist or biological 
controls supplier and retain documented records.   This 
new requirement could be an opportunity for Red 
Tractor to evaluate uptake of biocontrol by certified 
farmers and to learn lessons on effective use. Reporting 
could be used to assess absolute numbers and trends 
in Red Tractor producers using biocontrol agents. Useful 
lessons could be compiled from assessing professional 
guidance on use of biocontrols.

IOBC IP standard contains explicit requirements to 
prefer biological methods above chemical methods 
if they provide satisfactory control. It has some crop-
specific requirements, for example:

 ✹ Carrots: For Sclerotinia and other soil borne 
diseases:  Use of biofungicide products based on 
Coniothyrium minitans where available

 ✹ Lettuce: For Sclerotinia, Rhizoctonia and Botrytis 
diseases: Use of biofungicide products based on 
Coniothyrium minitans where available

Two of the UK’s largest supermarkets encourage 
their suppliers to use biopesticides. Meanwhile, the 
Draft Revised NAP includes a section dedicated to 
biopesticides which outlines the Government’s stated 
aim to “…increase demand and encourage development 
of new biopesticides”. As the NAP is implemented and 
the availability and use of biopesticides increases in 
UK agriculture, it would make sense for Red Tractor 
to introduce requirements to prefer biopesticides 
to chemical controls whenever possible.  Before 
requirements are introduced, Red Tractor should explore 
any increase in costs to growers associated with the use 
of biopesticides to make sure their adoption is viable. 
Calculations must also take account of the reduction 
in costs associated with cutting the use of synthetic 
pesticides as well as potential savings that can be made 
through the adoption of IPM. 

Recommendation for Red Tractor: Introduce 
requirements for growers to prefer biological control 
methods, including explicit encouragement for the use 
of biopesticides. Use the new requirement on reporting 
of biocontrol agent use to track trends in uptake. Beyond 
compliance with the AP standards, facilitate experience 
sharing on effective use of biocontrol agents. 

Key questions for Red Tractor 
1. Are Red Tractor standards on IPM being 
weakened over time? 

The latest (November 2021) revision of the Fresh 
Produce standard does now include a requirement 
to manage crop waste responsibly, to minimise 
risk to other crops. This is a positive change which 
should strengthen field hygiene practices for 
reducing disease incidence and spread and possibly 
reduce need for fungicide use. Likewise, the new 
requirement to record use of biocontrol agents 
is a small step forward in promoting more use of 
biocontrol. However, it is hugely disappointing that 
the November 2021 revision has missed a major 
opportunity to overhaul the AP standards to require 
and also support much more ambitious IPM uptake.
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Buckwheat as a cover crop. Credit James Jiao/Shutterstock.com.
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The details of the IPM methods required or 
encouraged are found not in the generic AP standard 
but in the modules specific to crop groups, e.g. 
carrots. The AP website explained that its crop-specific 
protocols are unique to the scheme and describe best 
existing production practice, highlighting integrated 
pest, disease and crop management for specific crops. 
They were supposedly revised each year, although 
most in the list were dated 2016 so it is unclear to 
what extent they support Red Tractor farmers to take 
up latest IPM techniques and share knowledge of best 
practices. The disappearance of these crop-specific 
modules, except for hops and watercress, in the 
November 2021 AP standards revision is unexplained 
and removes possibly the most valuable contribution 
Red Tractor made to IPM implementation.

In its earlier 2008 version, the generic AP standard 
included two specific preventative IPM requirements 
which are extremely important in reducing incidence 
or severity of pest and disease: diverse crop rotations; 
and use of resistant or tolerant crop varieties:

 ✹ Must recognise value of diverse crop rotations 
and use these whenever possible to maintain soil 
condition and reduce reliance on agrochemicals 
to maximise plant health. Must provide 
justification for when rotation not used. 

 ✹ Varieties grown must possess resistance to 
commercially important pests and diseases, if 
available and commercially acceptable.

While crop rotation details and compliance checks 
were then covered under the crop-specific modules, 
it seems that these critical aspects of preventive 
IPM practice and the subsequent reduction in levels 
of pesticide intervention needed to which they can 
contribute are given less attention by removing their 
mention in the generic standard. In comparison, the 
IOBC IP generic standard starts the IPM section with 
a focus on preventative measures, as the first line 
of defence, plus biological controls, and has specific 
requirements on crop rotations.

2. How does Red Tractor monitor to what extent 
certified farmers implement IPM and pesticide 
reduction? 

AP’s crop-specific modules provide a lot of very 
useful guidance on implementing IPM strategies 
for the relevant crop (except for arable for which 

guidance does not exist). These crop-specific IPM 
sections seem quite comprehensive and practical 
and the overall IPM approach does seem to favour 
preventative, cultural and biological methods over 
reliance on chemical controls. For example, the ‘IPM 
basics’ section in the Carrots module: 

The guiding principle is that pesticide use should 
be minimised. An integrated approach should be 
adopted to achieve this involving the following 
management steps.

Planning 

 ✹ sensible crop rotations to avoid build-up of 
problems 

 ✹ careful site selection to avoid potential or 
previous problems thereby enhancing crop health 
and cleanliness 

 ✹ use of resistant varieties that exhibit the required 
quality characteristics 

 ✹ adopt appropriate target populations to avoid 
over maturity prior to harvest

Cultural preventative techniques 

 ✹ sound crop and field hygiene 

 ✹ promoting crop health by ensuring effective 
nutrient availability through soil analysis and 
accurate application of fertilisers and trace 
elements 

 ✹ utilising available irrigation to promote healthy 
growth and to control susceptible pests

 ✹ exploit drilling periods that minimise pest risk 

 ✹ consider crop covers to minimise pest attack 

 ✹ avoid the growing of crops adjacent to late 
harvested crops of the previous season and 
formulate an anti-resistance strategy wherever 
approvals allow 

 ✹ volunteer carrots and parsnips on un-harvested land 
or waste ground provide a dangerous source of pest 
and diseases and should be effectively controlled.

This is all very sound IPM guidance and the  
rest of the carrots IPM section details how it could 
be put into practice for key pests and diseases. 
For example: Many [carrot] varieties now exhibit 
improved Alternaria [disease] tolerance.  
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These should be used in high-risk situations. 
However, a major question is to what extent, if any, 
does the Red Tractor compliance auditing process 
ask about its implementation or assess to what 
extent these measures feature in a farmer’s IPM 
plan and are carried out? With the removal of the 
crop-specific modules in November 2021, it seems 
far less likely now that compliance auditing will 
address IPM implementation in the level of detail 
needed for effective assessment.

It’s good to see non-chemical methods prioritized in 
theory, but how much are they adopted in practice?  
Very little of the content is framed in terms of clear 
compliance requirements. Some specific advice 
remains termed as ‘should’ rather than ‘must’ so 
this gives little indication on how far Red Tractor 
farmers are expected to follow the guidance. Red 
Tractor does not report publicly on the extent to 
which its IPM measures are being implemented so it 
is impossible to assess the progress being made.  

Without access to data from individual farm audits 
or aggregated data, it is very hard to judge how far 
farmers in the Red Tractor scheme have moved to 
reducing pesticide use, selecting less hazardous 
pesticides, implementing non-chemical methods 
for managing pests, diseases or weeds or how they 
might compare with best practice elsewhere in 
Europe. Some UK supermarkets go considerably 
further, by prohibiting and restricting specific 
hazardous pesticides and actively supporting 
producers in their supply chains with uptake of best 
IPM techniques in specific crops.   

AP via its crop-specific protocols certainly seems to 
encourage the use of non-chemical methods and a 
guiding principle to minimise pesticide applications, 
with some useful guidance on ways to reduce use of 
pesticides against specific target organisms. If Red 
Tractor farmers implement most of these methods, 
then they could substantially reduce pesticide use, 
but we have no idea to what extent the ‘average’ 
Red Tractor farmer is using them. 

If Red Tractor wants to inspire confidence in its 
label for the growing number of UK consumers who 
care about reducing pesticide-related harms then 
it needs to increase the transparency with which it 
operates. Specifically, Red Tractor should conduct 
detailed monitoring of both pesticide usage and IPM 

uptake by its certified farmers and make the results 
publicly available. In addition, it should publish 
details on to what extent its standards on IPM and 
pesticide reduction are being complied with. 

3. Why has the requirement on crop monitoring 
and decision-making not been strengthened over 
time?

Both Red Tractor and the IOBC IP standards require 
regular crop monitoring, consideration of threshold 
levels and encourage use of any decision support 
tools available. 

For Red Tractor, both arable and fresh produce AP 
standards require that “Regular crop inspections 
must be undertaken and recorded” and “Relevant 
pests, diseases, weeds must be monitored regularly 
and recorded”. This is a basic building block principle 
of IPM.  AP compliance checks look at crop diaries 
and use of documented pest thresholds where 
applicable. 

The table below shows changes in the text section 
on How you will be measured in the November 
2021 revised Fresh Produce standard IM.3 section 
on pest monitoring. The message of intent of using 
pest/disease thresholds to avoid unnecessary use 
of pesticides was much clearer in the earlier version 
but that message seems to have been weakened in 
the latest revision.  In our consultations with farmers 
(section 3), several participants highlighted that 
field monitoring and decision-making needs to be 
strengthened, especially on avoiding unjustified and 
‘insurance’ applications, while recognizing decisions 
‘not to spray’ as a valued part of putting IPM into 
practice.

2018 version text 2021 version text
Documented thresholds 
with corresponding 
technical options are used 
where applicable, to avoid 
the routine application of 
PPPs

Documented thresholds 
with corresponding 
technical options are 
used where applicable, 
to ensure any reactive 
application of PPPs is 
evidence based
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However, there has been no real progress  in the  
AP standards since the 2008 version and, given the 
importance of regular and detailed crop monitoring 
and decision making based on field incidence in 
reducing reliance on pesticides, we would urge 
Red Tractor to make some specific improvements 
to strengthen it. The availability of monitoring 
and decision-making technology and software 
has increased significantly in the last decade and 
improved decision-making, on a field by field basis, 
is crucial to avoid unnecessary full dose rate or 
blanket applications, reduce pesticide application 
frequency and plays an important role in addressing 
pesticide resistance challenges. The fresh produce 
protocols mention several useful forecasting 
and decision support schemes available, e.g. for 
Alternaria blight disease, for carrot fly and aphids. 
Red Tractor could include the need to use specific 
pest or disease monitoring tools for all standards 
when available, and ensure that farmers incorporate 
this into their IPM plans. This will make it easier to 
check if and how decisions are being made to avoid 
unnecessary pesticide applications.

4. Could pesticide record-keeping be adapted to be 
aimed at reduction in usage? 

AP requires that records must be kept of all pesticide 
applications (made by the farmer or a contractor) 
for a minimum of three years and specifies over 
20 data fields that will be checked during auditing, 
ranging from name of operator to wind speed during 
application. This level of detail is useful although 
record-keeping is currently an ‘ordinary’ level 
requirement and should be upgraded to be a key 
requirement.

AP requires ‘reason for application’ to be recorded, 
i.e. documented justification of all pesticide 
applications. However, given that these records are 
not publicly available, it is hard to judge whether 
this is a routine checklist of recording what was 
applied against which pest, disease or weed, or a 
closer examination of why a pesticide was used 
instead of other methods. Understanding how 
decisions to apply a pesticide are made is important 
for assessing to what extent farmers are moving 
away from reliance on chemical control methods.

In the 2018 revision of the AP standard, a 
new recommendation was added that records 
of PPP application instructions/ agronomist 
recommendations are kept (as well as the standard 
application records).  This may be in order to be 
able to check back in cases of Maximum Residue 
Level exceedances or other residue problems but 
it’s a good metric for AP to have to check whether 
growers are sticking with recommendations or not. 
In fact, it could be adapted to also show where an 
advisor recommended that pesticide use is not 
needed and other IPM methods could be used. This 
expanded record keeping could help highlight both 
unnecessary pesticide use and best practice in terms 
of non-chemical alternatives and help build a clearer 
picture of IPM uptake in the UK. 

If the UK Government implements its stated 
intentions in the Draft Revised NAP to train farm 
advisors and agronomists in IPM and delink 
agronomic advice from agrochemical industry 
influence, then farmers will increasingly be advised 
against using pesticides. It’s important that Red 
Tractor records are expanded to capture if and how 
farmers followed recommendations for avoiding 
pesticide use and those for implementing specific 
non-chemical methods. The new requirement on 
recording use of biocontrol agents introduced from 
November 2021 could complement a strengthened 
audit of pesticide decision making.
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Grayling butterfly - butterflies have declined by 50% since 1976. Credit Sorcha Lewis/NFFN. 
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FULL 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
FOR RED TRACTOR
Through consultations with Red Tractor certified 
farmers and supermarkets, combined with in-depth 
analysis, this report has identified a range of ways in 
which Red Tractor standards could be improved in 
order to more effectively drive pesticide reduction 
and IPM uptake, with a supportive framework for 
continuous improvement. 

It should be noted from the outset that any changes 
to Red Tractor’s IPM requirements and other 
pesticide-related measures should be developed 
transparently and in collaboration with a wide range 
of stakeholders including farmers, agronomists, 
civil society groups and farming organisations. 
Red Tractor should also broaden the membership 
of its Standards Committee to include members 
with expertise on biodiversity and at least one 
representative from the organic sector to share 
learnings on farming without pesticides.

Here is the full list of recommendations for Red Tractor:

Red Tractor should adapt the requirements of its 
standard to include a specific focus on pesticide 
use and hazard reduction and place more emphasis 
on preventative and non-chemical methods for 
managing pest, disease and weeds. This should 
include the following actions: 

 ✹ Introduce goals or targets aimed at reducing 
the amount of pesticides used by Red Tractor 
certified farmers as a whole. Measure progress 
towards those goals or targets and publish 
regular progress updates.

 ✹ Introduce lists of monitored, restricted 
and prohibited pesticides based on PAN 
International’s List of Highly Hazardous 
Pesticides. Use the lists as the basis upon which 
to prioritise phase-out actions and phasing in of 
IPM alternatives. Regularly review and update 
the lists in line with the latest scientific research 
and regulatory decisions.

 ✹ Introduce centralised monitoring of farmers’ 
pesticide usage data. Collate, analyse and report 

on pesticide data submitted by individual farmers 
to provide an overview of volumes, use frequency 
and trends of priority HHPs at commodity level 
and preferably with specific grower groups. 

 ✹ Collate and publish data on pesticide residues 
present in certified produce to enable 
retailers and consumers to compare data.

 ✹ Focus its efforts on pesticide reduction and IPM 
on the following crop types (in descending order 
of importance): cereals and other arable crops, 
salads, top and soft fruit, field vegetables, sugar 
beet, potato and other root crops, meat and dairy.

 ✹ Improve the AP generic standards for fresh 
produce and arable crops by removing the 
emphasis on pesticide use, strengthening the 
requirement to prefer non-chemical methods, 
providing clear requirements on situations 
in which pesticide use should be avoided all 
together, and introducing a requirement for 
growers to make continuous improvement on 
pesticide reduction and adoption of IPM. 

 ✹ Increase requirements on uptake of relevant, 
specified IPM methods for each crop, with a 
particular focus on nature-based measures. This 
should include but not be limited to: 

 » Update and reinstate the crop-specific 
protocols for fresh produce. 

 » Create crop-specific protocols for AP 
combinable crops and sugar beet standard 
which includes guidance on reducing pesticide 
use and adopting good practices for IPM in 
arable systems.

 » Introduce requirements for growers to 
consider the selection of resistant or tolerant 
varieties which enable a reduction in pesticide 
use. Create detailed crop-specific guidance on 
suitable and susceptible cultivars.

 » Introduce a requirement that, where pesticide 
use is necessary, growers must select the least 
harmful product available.

 » Introduce requirements for growers to prefer 
biological control methods, including explicit 
encouragement for the use of biopesticides. 
Use the new requirement on reporting of 
biocontrol agent use to track trends in uptake. 
Beyond compliance with the AP standards, 
facilitate experience sharing on effective use 
of biocontrol agents. 

http://pan-international.org/wp-content/uploads/PAN_HHP_List.pdf
http://pan-international.org/wp-content/uploads/PAN_HHP_List.pdf
http://pan-international.org/wp-content/uploads/PAN_HHP_List.pdf
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 » Introduce a requirement for crop rotations on 
arable crops and strengthen the requirements 
on crop rotations for fresh produce. 

 » Increase the emphasis placed on nature 
and biodiversity for natural pest control 
within its standards and consider introducing 
requirements for growers to adopt measures 
which enhance biodiversity.

Red Tractor should introduce a range of 
measures designed to support farmers to 
make continuous improvements on reducing 
pesticide use and adopting holistic IPM based on 
agroecological approaches. This should include 
the following actions: 

 ✹ Ensure that farmers are able to access appropriate 
independent advice, support and information on 
pesticide usage and IPM including;

 » Provide more guidance and access to training, 
education and information for famers on IPM, 
particularly on how IPM decision-making can 
reduce pesticide use.

 » Collate and share data covering best practice 
in IPM and HHP reduction.

 » Establish and maintain grower groups to bring 
together farmers to discuss opportunities for 
pesticide reduction and IPM uptake.

 » Provide a support framework for individual 
farmers, grower groups and suppliers to trial, 
validate and adapt techniques for enhanced 
IPM strategies, with a focus on non-chemical 
methods.

 » Provide more information on when chemical 
application may have limited effect due to 
resistance issues and ensure that agronomists 
are able to advise farmers on non-chemical 
methods for avoiding resistance.  

 » Collect and share data and experiences on the 
technical and economic feasibility of IPM via a 
network of ‘monitor farms’. Use this network 
to assess and benchmark progress.  As part of 
this assessment, Red Tractor should work with 
farmers and agronomists to carry out cost and 
environmental benefit analyses for pesticide 
application, ensuring analyses are conducted 
over multiple growing seasons and using a 
landscape approach. 

 ✹ Ensure that farmers and their agronomists work 
together closely to develop, implement, review 
and regularly update IPM plans, with a specific 
focus on continuous improvement. This process 
should include the following: 

 » Mainstream IPM throughout each stage of the 
Red Tractor assurance process with the aim of 
making IPM the ‘norm’. Move away from the 
current piecemeal approach of completing the 
Voluntary Initiative IPM Plan.

 » Include a broad group of stakeholders in the 
development of a new IPMP template which 
emphasises continuous improvement.

 » Introduce a ‘live’ IPM planning process 
which is linked to other farm management 
tools so that information does not have to 
be processed numerous times. Transform 
the IPM Plan into a ‘live’ document, which 
is regularly updated (more frequently than 
annually).

 » Set out the scheme’s IPM requirements in a 
way which promotes farmers to improve their 
IPM offer year-on-year. Move away from the 
current approach under which farmers have 
a static IPM plan which does not encourage 
them to move forwards. 

 » Offer all farmers two IPM meetings per year 
with their agronomist, focused solely on 
improving their uptake of IPM.  

 » Ensure that certified farmers are using IPM 
correctly and that, each year, their IPM plans 
are reviewed and updated, including a focus 
on reducing pesticide use.

 ✹ Adapt the inspection and audit process with the 
aim of encouraging farmers to regularly review 
their pesticide usage and other pest control 
measures with their agronomist. This should 
include the following:

 » Improve the IPM Red Tractor audit to make 
it more robust and interactive, with the aim 
of encouraging farmers to both regularly 
review their pesticide usage and conduct 
broader reviews of their farming systems 
to consider making changes to areas such 
as crop rotation, cultivation techniques and 
use of cover crops. Consider linking the 
improved IPM audit to the government’s new 
environmental land management schemes.



Sub standard: How Red Tractor standards are failing to drive pesticide reduction

37

 » Include a strong ask in the IPM audit for 
farmers’ day-to-day decision-making regarding 
pesticide applications to be supported by 
infield/crop testing and monitoring.

 » Improve training for inspectors to increase their 
understanding of sustainable farming practices.

 » Consider how inspections could be combined 
with advice to more effectively drive 
improvements.

Red Tractor should work with other stakeholders 
within the agriculture industry to drive pesticide 
reduction and IPM uptake. This should include the 
following actions: 

 ✹ Work closely with the Voluntary Initiative (VI) 
to improve its effectiveness in terms of driving 
pesticide reduction and IPM. 

 ✹ Work with BASIS to strengthen the focus on 
pesticide reduction, IPM uptake and non-
chemical methods within BASIS training 
programmes and certification standards. Ensure 
that BASIS training includes a focus on how 
non-chemical methods of pest control can be 
employed in order to avoid resistance issues. 

 ✹ Introduce ways for farmers taking extra IPM 
steps to be rewarded. This could be done, in part, 
through offering CPD (Continuous Professional 
Development) points to farmers for undertaking 
training and knowledge transfer on IPM.

 ✹ Identify and implement ways for Red Tractor 
certified farmers practicing IPM to demonstrate 
best practice to consumers, thereby enabling 
them to add value to their business.
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ANNEX 1: FARMERS’ SURVEY ON RED TRACTOR, IPM 
AND PESTICIDE REDUCTION

1. What crops do you currently farm? Please list 
(Please include any combinable crops, forage, pasture, grassland, and large-scale vegetable production 
crops)

2. What does IPM mean to you?
 ¨ Don’t know, I only have limited knowledge of this?
 ¨ Aware of it, but need to know more
 ¨ Actively use it in my farm management
 ¨ Actively use IPM and considering further reduction in my pesticide usage.

An IPM plan provides an all-inclusive review of pest management of the farm crops you are growing by 
seeking out the ecological and sustainable approach to pest management. This can include biological controls, 
use of cover crops, careful selection of chemical products that minimise risk and side effects, use of targeted 
application of pesticides and use of crops with greater pest resistance.

3. If you use IPM in your crop production, what has been your interpretation of this?
 ¨ Made an IPM assessment for my farm and started to take some steps to alter systems
 ¨ I have adjusted my farm management to incorporate IPM principles
 ¨ I have totally integrated IPM into my farm management and farm with a nature-based approach

4. If you have an IPM plan, what changes have you made to the management of your pests, diseases and weed 
control since its inception?

5. Do you believe that IPM can reduce your production costs?
 ¨ Yes
 ¨ No
 ¨ Don’t know

6. Where do you get your current IPM advice? Please tick all that apply
 ¨ Myself/ family/ member of staff
 ¨ General farm adviser
 ¨ BASIS registered adviser
 ¨ Don't know where to get advice

7. Who takes responsibility for IPM on the farm?

8. Do you belong to the Red Tractor Assurance Scheme?
 ¨ Yes
 ¨ No
 ¨ Not aware of it
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9. Do you belong to any other crop assurance schemes? If so which ones?

10. To what extent do you think that the Red Tractor assurance scheme and related labelling is useful in helping 
to present more sustainable practices to the public?

 ¨ Not at all
 ¨ A little
 ¨ A lot

11. If you are Red Tractor assured, does it help you think about your pesticide management and has it 
encouraged you to use IPM as a general management tool?

 ¨ Yes
 ¨ No

12. The Red Tractor scheme requires an IPM plan as part of its assurance scheme criteria. If you are Red Tractor 
assured has the scheme:

 ¨ Made you review your annual pest management planning
 ¨ Reduced your pesticide usage
 ¨ None of the above

13. Do you feel the Red Tractor assurance scheme offers enough guidance, support and training on reducing 
pesticide use?

 ¨ Yes
 ¨ No
 ¨ Could do more
 ¨ Don’t know

14. Do you think the Red Tractor assurance scheme is an effective mechanism for reducing pesticide use?
 ¨ Yes
 ¨ No
 ¨ Don’t know

15. If the Red Tractor assurance scheme had an additional focus on pesticides including reductions alongside 
IPM, would this affect your likelihood of signing up to the scheme?

 ¨ It wouldn't make a difference
 ¨ Less likely to sign up
 ¨ More likely to sign up

16. If the Red Tractor assurance scheme strengthened its requirements on IPM, would you use it?
 ¨ Yes
 ¨ No
 ¨ Don’t know
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ANNEX 2: SUPERMARKETS’ SURVEY ON RED 
TRACTOR, IPM AND PESTICIDE REDUCTION
To what extent do you agree with the following statements?

1. We (the company) have a detailed understanding of Red Tractor’s standards on pesticides and Integrated 
Pest Management (IPM).  
Answer on a scale of 1- 5 (with 1 being ‘not at all’ and 5 being ‘completely’) 

2. We (the company) have a detailed understanding of how compliance with Red Tractor’s pesticide standards 
is monitored and enforced.  
Answer on a scale of 1- 5 (with 1 being ‘not at all’ and 5 being ‘completely’) 

3. We (the company) trust that if a product is certified by Red Tractor it means that no unnecessary pesticides 
have been used during its production.  
Answer on a scale of 1- 5 (with 1 being ‘not at all’ and 5 being ‘completely’) 

4. We (the company) trust that if a product is certified by Red Tractor it means that significant efforts have 
been taken by the producer to adopt Integrated Pest Management (IPM) techniques.  
Answer on a scale of 1- 5 (with 1 being ‘not at all’ and 5 being ‘completely’) 

5. Our customers are more likely to buy products that are Red Tractor certified.  
Answer on a scale of 1- 5 (with 1 being ‘not at all’ and 5 being ‘completely’) 

6. Red Tractor certification assists our own efforts to:
a. Support our UK suppliers to reduce their pesticide use. 

Answer on a scale of 1- 5 (with 1 being ‘not at all’ and 5 being ‘completely’) 

b. Support our UK suppliers to adopt genuine Integrated Pest Management (IPM) approaches. 
Answer on a scale of 1- 5 (with 1 being ‘not at all’ and 5 being ‘completely’) 

c. Reduce pesticide residues in the food we sell. 
Answer on a scale of 1- 5 (with 1 being ‘not at all’ and 5 being ‘completely’) 

d. Phase out Highly Hazardous Pesticides (HHPs) from our supply chains. 
Answer on a scale of 1- 5 (with 1 being ‘not at all’ and 5 being ‘completely’) 

e. Reduce the harm caused to bees and pollinators by our operations  
Answer on a scale of 1- 5 (with 1 being ‘not at all’ and 5 being ‘completely’) 

f. Track our own progress in meeting our company pesticide policy objectives 
Answer on a scale of 1- 5 (with 1 being ‘not at all’ and 5 being ‘completely’) 

7. When compared with our in-house pesticide policy, Red Tractor standards on pesticides provide a lower/
similar/higher level of protection for human health and the environment.  
Circle the correct highlighted word
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8. It would help our own efforts to reduce pesticide-related harms linked to our supply chains if Red Tractor 
would do the following: 
a. Identify a set of priority Highly Hazardous Pesticides (HHPs) on which to focus phase out actions and 

phasing in of Integrated Pest Management (IPM) alternatives. 
YES / NO

b. Monitor, assess and share data on pesticide use by Red Tractor certified suppliers including volumes, use 
frequency and trends of priority HHPs at commodity level.   
YES / NO

c. Establish and maintain grower groups to bring together suppliers to discuss opportunities for pesticide 
reduction and Integrated Pest Management (IPM) uptake.  
YES / NO

d. Increase Red Tractor’s requirements on uptake of relevant, specified Integrated Pest Management (IPM) 
methods for each crop. 
YES / NO

e. Provide a support framework for individual farmers, grower groups and suppliers to trial, validate and 
adapt techniques for enhanced Integrated Pest Management (IPM) strategies, with a focus on non-
chemical methods. 
YES / NO

f. Collect and share data and experiences on the technical and economic feasibility of agroecological 
Integrated Pest Management (IPM) via a network of ‘monitor farms’. Use this network to assess and 
benchmark progress.  
YES / NO

9. Are there any other actions you would like to see Red Tractor take in order to better support your own efforts 
to reduce pesticide-related harms linked to your supply chains? Please list up to three additional actions. 

10. Which of the three recommendations above (including any you have added in answer to question 9) would 
be most helpful to support your own efforts to reduce pesticide-related harms linked to your supply chains? 
Please put the letters corresponding to the recommendations. 
i. 

ii. 

iii. 

11. In which crop sectors would you most like most see Red Tractor increase its efforts on pesticide reduction 
and Integrated Pest Management (IPM)?  
Please number the options below in order of priority: 

 ¨ Cereals and other arable crops ___________
 ¨ Salads ________________
 ¨ Field vegetables  _________________
 ¨ Top and soft fruit ________________
 ¨ Potato and other root crops ______________
 ¨ Sugar beet __________________________________
 ¨ Meat and dairy __________________
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ANNEX 3: DETAILED COMPARISON OF RED 
TRACTOR’S ASSURED PRODUCE (AP) STANDARDS VS. 
THE INTEGRATED PRODUCTION (IP) STANDARD AND 
GUIDELINES OF THE INTERNATIONAL ORGANISATION 
OF BIOLOGICAL CONTROL (IOBC) - CARROTS

Versions of relevant standards’ documents consulted: 

1. Generic aspects:

 ✹ Assured Produce Fresh Produce standard 4.1 1st October 2017 (updated 1st October 2019) 

 ✹ Assured Produce Fresh Produce standard 5 1st November, 2021

 ✹ IOBC Integrated Production. General Technical Guidelines, 4th version, 2018.

 ✹ IOBC-WPRS OBJECTIVES AND PRINCIPLES: INTEGRATED PRODUCTION, 4th edition, 2018 

 
2. Crop-specific aspects:

 ✹ Assured Produce Crop Module: Carrots version 3.2,2016

 ✹ IOBC wprs Crop specific technical guidelines for Integrated Production of field grown vegetables. 2nd edition, 
2016. 

IOBC documents free and downloadable via: https://www.iobc-wprs.org/members/shop_en.cfm?mod_Shop_
uebersicht_produkte=25 

Requirement to select less toxic products?
IOBC IP YES via Red/Yellow/Green list system although decision making on listing delegated to national IP standard 

schemes. 
“IP guidelines must classify pesticides (to be used for the key pests, diseases and weeds) in three 
categories: ‘permitted’ (green list),‘permitted with restrictions’ (yellow list) and ‘ot permitted ’(red list) 
based upon: 
• toxicity to humans, key natural enemies other non-target organisms
• pollution potential for soil, water, air
• ability to stimulate pests and diseases
• selectivity
• persistence
• potential to develop resistance in target
• Incomplete or missing in formation
• necessity of use”

Assured 
Produce

NO Not mentioned in generic standard document. No indication in crop-specific protocols of active 
requirement to select products least harmful to non-target organisms. But guidance perhaps accessible via 
Fera LIAISON PPP database?

https://www.iobc-wprs.org/members/shop_en.cfm%3Fmod_Shop_uebersicht_produkte%3D25
https://www.iobc-wprs.org/members/shop_en.cfm%3Fmod_Shop_uebersicht_produkte%3D25
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Any pesticide restrictions beyond legal requirements?
IOBC IP YES. In essence, IP growers can only use designated ‘Green’ and ‘Yellow List’ pesticides characterised 

and decided at national or regional levels by their IP scheme. Yellow Listed pesticides may have IP use 
restrictions imposed.
 [NB pesticide classification and development of green/yellow/red lists is delegated to national IP scheme 
organisers, but draws heavily on IOBC’s own database of pesticide side-effects on natural enemies]

Assured 
Produce

 Little beyond legal compliance:
• PPPs used must be approved for use on the target crop in the UK. 
• PPPs must be appropriate for the control required as recommended on the product label or Extension of 

Authorisation for Minor Uses (EAMU). 
Plus any product-specific use restrictions as per label, e.g. buffer strip compliance for LERAP labelled PPPs 
for aquatic ecosystem protection
But note new requirements for any use of metaldehyde slug pellets and soil nematicides to follow industry 
product stewardship protocols for these two groups.
Recommended that chemical fumigation of soil is avoided.

Record-keeping required?
IOBC IP YES. 

All pesticide applications must be registered with name, date, crop-pest/crop-disease combination, dosage 
and field identification where applied

Assured 
Produce

YES, in detail.  
Records must be kept of all PPP applications for a minimum of three years
. Compliance checks:   Records kept for applications made both by staff and contractors. Records include: 
– reference to technical instruction – name of operator – date of application  – start and finish times – 
reason for application  – application method and machinery used – crop and variety – crop location/ 
fieldname/area/store(e.g. glasshouse) – area to be treated – product name  – active ingredient – rate of 
application – volume of water – harvest intervals – special precautions required (e.g. LERAP) –  for outdoor 
crops, weather conditions (including wind speed and direction) at application. Where necessary access to 
the EAMU is available
Recommendation in 2018 added that records of PPP application instructions/ agronomist 
recommendations are kept [as well as the standard application records]. New requirement in 2021 that 
records of biocontrol agent use are kept.

Environmental protection in relation to pesticides
IOBC IP No-spray buffer zones required, beyond legal compliance.  

Buffer zones of adequate size between treated crop areas and sensitive off-crop areas,(surface water, 
springs, ecological infrastructures),must be observed
Buffer zones must respect legal regulations. If no official regulation exists, buffer zones must be at least 
3mwide.
Recommendation: use buffer zones wider than 3m

Assured 
Produce

No requirement for no-spray buffer zones. Farm-specific high pollution risk areas must be identified and 
mapped and no pesticides applied on those areas.
PPPs must be applied in a manner that minimises the risk of contamination or pollution. Compliance 
checks: PPPs must be applied in a manner that minimises the risk of contamination or pollution 
Only used on the crops/ plants being protected.  Areas of high pollution risk on the farm are identified 
on farm map(s) and PPP application does not occur in these areas.  Farm map(s)are provided to any 
contractors undertaking spraying   Manufacturers’ instructions are followed at all times, Including during 
handling and filling 
PPPs are not applied in unsuitable conditions e.g. when there is a risk of drift or movement to non-
target are asor soil conditions are unsuitable. Care is taken when applying near hedgerows, woodlands, 
wetlands, on-site accommodation, private homes or public places i.e. schools, parks, playgrounds
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Environmental protection in relation to pesticides continued
IOBC IP No mention of bee protection

Spraying during windy weather conditions when wind velocity is exceeding 5m/sec, is not allowed.
Assured 
Produce

Requirement to warn beekeepers 
Local beekeepers are given at least 48 hours’ notice of the intention to apply a PPP that is hazardous to 
bees, via direct contact, BeeConnected or an equivalent tool.

Assured 
Produce

Environmental contamination risk reduction measures required for specific pesticides:
Where Metaldehyde is used, it must be used in a manner that reduces the risk to water, birds and small 
mammals. Compliance checks: Appropriate active per hectare has been used to avoid drainage and run-
off.  No applications are made during heavy rain or when drains are flowing   Consideration is given to the 
proximity of watercourses, as demonstrated on the farm map(s) Consideration is given to the maximum 
permitted dose rate and maximum application rates
Where granular nematicides are used, they must be used in line with the Nematicide Stewardship 
Programme (NSP) Best Practice Protocol.

Crop Protection approach
IOBC IP IPM required. Non-chemical methods must be preferred (if feasible). Preventative measures to reduce 

pest/disease/weed incidence must be considered before applying pesticides.
Principles of Integrated Plant Protection have to be applied 
Preventive (indirect) measures and observations in the field on pest, disease and weed status must have 
been considered before intervention with direct plant protection measures takes place
Where indirect plant protection measures are not sufficient to prevent a problem and forecasts and 
threshold values indicate a need to intervene with direct plant protection measures, priority must be 
given to:
• Those measures which have the minimum impact on human health, non-target organisms and the 

environment.
Biological, biotechnical [e.g. pheromone attractants]and physical methods must be preferred above 
chemical methods if they provide satisfactory control.*

Assured 
Produce

IPM required, with an IPM plan, but no requirement to prioritise non-chemical methods where 
possible.
IPM must be in place to proactively manage crop production. Compliance checks:  IPM plan is discussed 
with relevant staff, advisers and contractors   
Consideration is given to all areas of good agricultural practice with an emphasis on optimising the use of 
PPPs and fertilisers and improved protection of the environment.  
IPM plan is documented and followed [but unclear how this is audited or content checked]

IPM monitoring and decision-making
IOBC IP Regional scheme must give crop-specific guidance on: key pests/diseases/weeds which need control; 

natural enemies to be protected and enhanced; ‘Green list’ preferred IPM methods; ‘Yellow list’ 
pesticide use guidance and restrictions
IP guidelines must establish for each crop:
a. A restrictive list of key pests, diseases and weeds that are economically important and require regular 

control measures in the region/crop concerned.
b. A list of the most important known site-specific natural antagonist(s), with information on their 

importance in each crop. The protection and augmentation of at least 2 antagonists must be mentioned 
in advanced as a desirable objective sustain able production systems

c. A list of preventive and highly selective direct control measures to be used in the IP program (“green 
list”).See explanations and examples in IOBC Tool Box (http://www.iobc-wprs.org/ip_ipm/index.html)

d. A list of pesticides to be used with restrictions (“yellow list”): A selected group of plant protection 
products that do not qualify for the “green list” but should be available to the grower despite certain 
negative aspects, (especially for reasons of resistance management or earmarked for exceptionally 
difficult cases), These listed products are permitted only for precisely identified uses with clearly defined 
restrictions.
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IPM monitoring and decision-making continued
IOBC IP Direct control decisions must be based on crop monitoring and use of forecasting/risk assessment where 

available
• Interventions to control pests, diseases and weeds must be based on adequate monitoring methods and 

tools to determine whether and when to apply direct control measures. 
• Robust and scientifically sound warning, forecasting and early detection/diagnosis systems (decision 

support systems) as well as sound threshold values are essential components for decision making.
• The official forecasts of pest and/or disease risks, or officially established threshold levels defined for the 

region must be taken into account before treatments.
IOBC IP
Carrots

Pest-specific monitoring and decision making requirements:
Leafminers: 
Treatments must be applied only after field inspections (after first occurrence).Take into account presence 
of natural enemies (especially against Liriomyzaspp.).
• Carrot fly Psila rosae: 

Existing and validated forecasting systems must be applied.  Populations must be monitored in every 
production unit with traps and records taken at least in the most important generation – according to 
the cropping area

Recommended:
Existing and validated forecasting models for pests and diseases should be used and the use of adequate 
monitoring devices by groups of growers recommended
Also lists recommended monitoring for certain pests/diseases and recommended cultural practices, e.g. 
avoiding excessive nitrogen application

IOBC IP
Carrots

Direct control: requirement to prioritise biological/cultural/physical measures where possible:
Wherever a control measure is deemed necessary, a biological or biotechnical control method must be 
used if available and effective.
Leafminers: Take into account presence of natural enemies (especially against Liriomyzaspp.). Treatments 
only in early larval stages to reduce pesticide applications.
• Soil treatments with insecticides are not permitted, except for transplant plugs/peatblocks. 
Recommended:
Psilarosae: Use of physical crop covers(nets) is recommended in small scale production 
Sclerotinia and other soil borne diseases: Use of natural enemies for control (Coniothyriumminitans)
where available
• Storage diseases should be managed by regulation of hygiene aspects (harvest, handling and storage 

condition)
Seed treatments against diseases are recommended.
Preferred weed control options: mechanical weeding between rows, band treatments, (false/stale seed 
beds).

Assured 
Produce

Regular crop monitoring and records required and decision tools where available to avoid routine 
application of pesticides
Regular crop inspections must be undertaken and recorded. Compliance checks: Crop inspection records/ 
diary notes
Relevant pests, diseases, weeds must be monitored regularly and recorded. Compliance checks: Recording 
is carried out directly or through participation in a relevant prediction programme.  
Documented thresholds with corresponding technical options are used where applicable to ensure any 
reactive application of PPPs is evidence based. Records of pests, diseases and weeds on-farm
Refers to use of template IPM plan from Voluntary Initiative (VI)
A quick look at the Carrot protocol shows it has some good info and advice on not applying pesticides if 
not necessary under specific situations.

Assured 
Produce
Carrots

Additional compliance check for the relevant monitoring requirement:
Regular inspections, combined with appropriate trapping and forecasting techniques, are used to guide 
the crop protection programme  
No specific requirements but guidance discusses appropriate decision making for different pests/
nematodes and encourages use of forecasting or other assessment tools
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IPM methods recommended
IOBC IP Focus on preventative measures, as first line of defence, plus biological controls

IP guidelines must describe a basic selection of preventive measures that have to be implemented
The prevention and/or suppression of key pests, diseases and weeds can be achieved or supported among 
other options especially by the: 
Choice of appropriate resistant/tolerant cultivars.
• Use of an optimal replanting interval or similar strategy to prevent diseases and weakness.
• Use of adequate cultivation techniques, (e.g. planting system, pruning, etc.).
• Use of balanced fertilisation, (especially nitrogen),and irrigation practices.
• Protection and enhancement of important natural enemies by adequate plant protection measures. 
Utilisation of ecological infrastructures inside and outside production sites to enhance a supportive 
conservation biological control of key pests by antagonists.
• Recommended: prevention or suppression should be supported especially by: 

Hygiene, proper disinfection or cleaning of buildings, clothes, hands, tools, booms, tanks, sprayers and 
machines is recommended

• Preventing the carry over of organisms which transmit a phytohygenic damage potential, when spread. 
Examples: weeds like Cyperusesculentusor Rorippapalustris, nematodes like Globoderarostochiensis, 
fungi like Plasmodiophorabrassicae with machines.

IOBC IP
Carrots

Preventative, field hygiene  methods required:
No carrot dumps (residues) in the field where disease or soil-borne problems exist (inoculumrisk).
Destroy infected material or incorporate in field of origin.
Recommended:
• For carrot root fly Psilarosae: Late seeding for the second crop cycle in order to prevent early infestation 

by the second generation in July and maximise the distance from previous carrot fields
Aphids: Virus transmission should be reduced by proper site choice and avoidance of crop residues.

Assured 
Produce

Few concrete requirements but aims to minimise pesticide use as a guiding principle and to employ 
preventative, cultural and field hygiene practices:
Latest version requires:
Crop waste is managed responsibly to minimise risk to other crops 
The management of crop waste is a key element of managing disease risk and was formerly covered in the 
Crop Protocols. For version 5, this has been incorporated into the core standards

Assured 
Produce
Carrots

The guiding principle is that pesticide use should be minimised An integrated approach should be adopted 
to achieve this involving the following management steps.
Planning 
• sensible crop rotations to avoid build-up of problems 
• careful site selection to avoid potential or previous problems thereby enhancing crop health and cleanliness 
• use of resistant varieties that exhibit the required quality characteristics 
• adopt appropriate target populations to avoid over maturity prior to harvest
Cultural preventative techniques 
• sound crop and field hygiene 
• promoting crop health by ensuring effective nutrient availability through soil analysis and accurate 

application of fertilisers and trace elements 
• utilising available irrigation to promote healthy growth and to control susceptible pests
• exploit drilling periods that minimise pest risk 
• consider crop covers to minimise pest attack 
• avoid the growing of crops adjacent to late harvested crops of the previous season and formulate an 

anti-resistance strategy wherever approvals allow 
• volunteer carrots and parsnips on un-harvested land or waste ground provide a dangerous source of 

pest and diseases and should be effectively controlled.
Pests, diseases and weeds section provides useful advice but no clear compliance requirements, if any. 
Some specific advice remains termed as ‘should’ rather than ‘must’ so this gives little indication on how 
far Red Tractor farmers are expected to follow the guidance.
e.g. Many varieties now exhibit improved Alternaria {disease] tolerance. These should be used in high-risk situations
e.g. growers are encouraged to adopt and perfect more cultural methods of weed control, to include 
timely inter-row cultivation and use of selective herbicide treatments where possible.
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IPM methods recommended continued
IOBC IP Crop rotation:

Requires crop rotation of at least 2 crops for annual crops. For perennials, requires cover crops at 
minimum in alleyways.
Crop rotation/sequence is a major method to improve soil quality and to prevent pests, diseases and 
weeds.
The principle of crop rotation must to be applied:
• For IP production crop rotation is mandatory for annual crops on the whole cultivated farm area
• A crop rotation must at minimum consist out of 2 crops.
• An individual crop considered as part of the rotation should cover at least 10% of the cultivated farm 

area. Several crops of minor importance can be included, up to a total of 10%. 
A single crop can cover at maximum 50% of the surface.

• IP guidelines can and must specify the maximum portion of individual crops in the rotation.
• Cover or catch crops have to be considered integrally in the design of the crop rotation.
Recommended: crop rotation to cover at least 4 crops, if possible
For perennial crops:
• Cover and catch crop shave to be considered integrally in the design of the orchards.  Cover crops must 

be used in the alleyways.
Recommended use of leguminous crops (Leguminosae/Fabaceae) as cover crops to improve soil structure, 
weed control and soil fertility.

IOBC IP 
Carrots

Specific crop rotation cycles required:
Required: 1 in 4 crop cycles if no nematode problems. 
• 1 in 4 years where root knot nematode (Meloidogynespp) problems exist.
• In case of black spot diseases (Alternariaradicina, Phytiumspecies) at least 1 in 6.
Recommended: 
1 in 6 crop cycles should be observed (depending on soil type).
Carrots should not be grown after crops generating high N surplus (e.g.potato, cabbage).
Nematodes: Previous crops should not promote nematode problems.

IOBC IP Choice of cultivars must be considered using IP crop-specific guidance:
IP guidelines must supply the growers with a list of suitable cultivars. The list should be based also on 
existing official national lists of varieties.
• IP guidelines must specify the relevant traits of the cultivar that have to be taken into account when 

choosing a cultivar, such as disease and pest tolerance and resistance.
Recommended: Disease resistant or tolerant varieties should be chosen if they are available and 
commercially acceptable.

Assured 
Produce 
Carrots

Crop-specific protocol requires crop rotation to be risk assessed and planned but no specific 
requirements on cycles:
For carrots, compliance checks: When planning rotations the following has been taken  into account:  – 
parsnips, celery and umbelliferous herbs such as parsley also encourage many of the same pests and 
diseases as carrots –  sugar beet and potatoes are important hosts to Violet Root Rot. Crop rotation 
records to be shown.

IOBC IP 
Carrots

Choice of cultivars must consider minimal use of pesticides as well as economic success 
Cultivar/variety chosen must offer good prospects for economic success with minimal use of 
agrochemicals.
• IP guidelines must provide a list of the relative susceptibilities of the commonly grown cultivars to all 

important pests and diseases.
Recommended: 
Cultivars resistant or tolerant to pests, physiological disorders, fungal diseases, viruses, phytoplasmas are 
preferred.
• Tolerant cultivars should be chosen for Alternaria, powdery mildew (carrots, celery)

IOBC IP Prohibits chemical fumigation for soil pest control:
Chemical soil fumigation is not permitted
Strongly recommended: Soil solarisation [for soil pests & diseases] where effective.
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IPM methods recommended continued
Assured 
Produce
Carrots

Avoidance of chemical fumigation is recommended, not required
Recommendation: chemical fumigation of soil is avoided. Compliance checks: Alternatives can be used: 
– field rotation – planting of break crops – use of disease resistant cultivars – conversion to soil-free 
cultivation

IOBC IP 
Carrots

Requirement to take measures to use high health status/certified seed
If available, seed and planting material must be sound and certified as virus tested, vector and disease 
free. Where this is not available, planting material of the highest health status available must be used
• Ringspot (Mycosphaerella): Disease free transplants mandatory.
Recommended: Seed disinfection by aerated steam treatment against diseases

IOBC IP Requirement to employ biodiversity enhancement to help reduce pesticide inputs
IP guidelines must specify a strategy to actively optimise the biological diversity at all 3 levels (genetic, 
species, ecosystem), to minimise pesticide input 
Requires a minimum ecological compensation area (some exemptions for very small farms if biodiversity 
provision can be addressed by several farms) and implementation of atleast2appropriatebiodiversity 
enhancement options from a list of 5 options
The (non-cropped) ecological farm infrastructures must cover at least 5% of the total farm surface 
(excluding forest).
• Existing ecological infrastructure on the farm must be preserved.
• Flowering field margins must be established as reservoirs of pest antagonists.

Residue reduction

IOBC IP
Post-harvest treatment: No, unless… 
Treatments with pesticides and other chemical substances must, ingeneral,not be applied to fresh produce 
for immediate consumption.
• If there is no alternative to ensure maintenance of good quality of produce destined for longer 

storage, a selected list of permitted treatments must be established and those eliminated that are in 
contradiction to the requirements of human health, sustainable production practices and consumers’ 
expectations on natural and healthy food. 

• The record of each treatment must include the justification
Legal requirements of pesticide residues must be fulfilled.
The official pre-harvest intervals to minimize pesticide residues must be followed and should, if possible, 
be extended. They must be recorded for all applications of crop protection product and evidence should 
be provided that they have been observed

Assured 
Produce

Post-harvest treatment: Minimisation plans required
Plans must be in place to minimise the use of PPPs without compromising product quality. Specific 
guidance within relevant crop specific protocol has been taken into account

Assured 
Produce
Carrots

Includes guidelines for reducing residues for specific herbicides, insecticide and fungicides
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AP  Assured Produce

DEFRA  Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs

Global GAP  Global Good Agricultural Practice

HHP Highly Hazardous Pesticide

ICM  Integrated Crop Management

IOBC  International Organisation of Biological and Integrated Control

IP  Integrated Production

IPM  Integrated Pest Management

IPMP  Integrated Pest Management Plan

ISEAL  International Social and Environmental Accreditation and Labelling

NAP  National Action Plan on the Sustainable Use of Pesticides

NFFN  Nature Friendly Farming Network

NFU  National Farmers Union

NGO  Non-Governmental Organisation

PAN  Pesticide Action Network

PPP  Plant Protection Product

RSPB  Royal Society for the Protection of Birds

VI  Voluntary Initiative

KEY ACRONYMS



Hoverfly. Credit Sorcha Lewis/NFFN.



The Nature Friendly Farming Network (NFFN) is a 
farmer-led independent organisation committed to 
advocating for sustainable, nature-friendly farming and 
better policies for food, agriculture, nature and climate.

It unites farmers across the UK with over 2,000 farmer 
members and represents those who manage land 
for nature and public goods, at the same time as 
producing healthy, nutritious food.

Pesticide Action Network UK (PAN UK) is the only 
UK charity focused solely on tackling pesticdes 
and promoting safe and sustainable alternatives in 
agriculture, urban areas, homes and gardens. We work 
tirelessly to apply pressure to governments, regulators, 
policy makers, industry and retailers to reduce the 
impacts of harmful pesticides to both human health 
and the environment.

Our work includes campaigning for change in policy and 
practices at home and overseas, co-ordinating projects 
which help smallholder farming communities escape ill-
health and poverty caused by pesticides, and contributing 
our wealth of scientific and technical expertise to the 
work of other organisations who share our aims.
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The RSPB is the largest nature conservation 
organisation in the UK, with over 1.2 million members. 
We work in the UK and Internationally, as part of 
BirdLife International, to save nature and tackle 
the twin biodiversity and climate crises. We deliver 
successful conservation on the ground, including 
managing over 200 nature reserves, which we use 
to advocate for nature-friendly policy. We undertake 
ground-breaking scientific research, we forge new 
partnerships with others and we inspire people 
to stand up and take action for nature. One of our 
current priorities is food and farming, including halting 
unsustainable farming practices and increasing support 
for nature and climate friendly food.

www.nffn.org.uk 
Email: info@nffn.org.uk

www.pan-uk.org 
Email: admin@PAN UK.org

www.rspb.org.uk 
Email: wildlife@rspb.org.uk


