
Strategic approach delivers long-lasting 
benefits for grub control

Soon to retire from sugarcane research and management, Dr Peter Allsopp leaves a strong legacy that 
has delivered multiple benefits to Australian sugarcane growers and millers. By Amy Claireton

Cast your mind back to the mid-1990s 

and think about canegrubs. No doubt one 

name will come immediately to mind as 

the entomologist who led the research, 

development and extension program to 

address the widespread problem of crop 

losses due to ineffective grub control.

Dr Peter Allsopp was based in Bundaberg 

at the time and led the work to unravel 

the problem and identify effective 

management strategies for growers  

to implement.

Taking a three-prong approach to 

the problem, Peter and his team first 

investigated whether the poor control 

in the field was due to chemical product 

failure, insecticide resistance, or 

inefficient application practice. 

The second priority was to investigate 

and test alternative control options 

and the third priority was to identify 

the farming practices that had allowed 

canegrub populations to proliferate  

so successfully.

This work led to a number of significant 

outcomes for the sugar industry and 

provided relief for a great number of 

farm businesses. Initially growers were 

able to successfully use the fungal 

pathogen Metarhizium to help control 

canegrub larvae. The research also 

investigated the potential value of 

transgenic sugarcane that was resistant 

to canegrub feeding.

Probably the most significant outcome 

was from the work relating to 

investigations within farming systems  

to determine what practices were 

favouring canegrub populations.

The team’s work led to new ways to 

identify the different species of canegrub 

affecting sugarcane crops and growers 

gained a better appreciation of the 

differences in behaviour among the  

19 different species. 

What became evident was that the two 

main species, greyback canegrub and 

Childers canegrub, were quite different 

and that these differences had an  

impact on the effectiveness of different 

control strategies.

The team found that plough-out replant 

practice allowed numbers of those 

canegrubs with two-year lifecycles to 

build up. 
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Opposite: Peter Allsopp with Herbert 

district cane grower Michael Pisano 

discuss improvements to the Herbert 

breeding program enacted in 2015.

Left: Peter Allsopp in the field.
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For greyback canegrubs it was apparent 

that cane height at the beetle’s flying 

time affected the flight and egg-laying 

preference, and that it was beneficial 

to harvest a block early if it was due for 

plough-out in the following season. 

In northern cane production areas  

this strategy helped reduce the number 

of greyback canegrubs present in  

plant-cane blocks, but it didn’t work 

in the southern growing regions with 

Childers canegrubs.

Further investigations showed that 

populations of Childers canegrubs, more 

prevalent in the southern regions, did not 

move far from year to year. 

Female beetles particularly tended to 

remain within the same block, meaning 

that monitoring was very important to 

identify the presence of grubs in a block.

This early work on field identification, 

monitoring and control tactics would go 

on to form the basis of the industry’s 

very-successful GrubPlan program.

This overview of Peter’s contribution 

to the industry’s knowledge and 

understanding of canegrub species 

and their management highlights the 

value of dedicated researchers and their 

resolve to understand the cause of insect 

pest invasions and to provide growers 

with practical strategies to minimise 

crop damage.

Peter moved into senior management 

roles within SRA (then BSES) in the 

early 2000s and has continued to 

make important contributions to the 

industry’s preparedness for pest and 

disease incursions.

In addition to the risk of exotic species 

such as stem borers, Peter has managed 

research into risks such as insecticide 

resistance and minimising pesticide 

levels in runoff water.

He has held leadership roles in the 

scientific community and been widely 

recognised for his contribution and 

service to the sugarcane industry. 

In 2001, The University of Queensland 

recognised his ‘substantial, original and 

distinguished contribution to the field 

of agricultural science’ by conferring 

the highest award degree of Doctor of 

Agricultural Science.

As he prepares to retire from his role 

with SRA, Peter is pleased to have 

important entomological research 

underway to continue the search for 

effective and reliable parasitic  

control of canegrubs, develop improved 

risk assessment tools for growers and 

investigate alternative insecticide 

options that do not pose a threat to  

off-shore environments.

Having been involved in the 

management of the sugarcane smut 

outbreak Peter is well aware of the 

value of being prepared for such 

circumstances and having a biosecurity 

response plan in place. 

His career as a research entomologist 

started in the Queensland Department 

of Primary Industries where he worked 

in a variety of crops. He has found 

that this broader knowledge and 

understanding of farming systems 

provided a firm foundation for his 

research work and helped him focus 

on the development of practical and 

effective management strategies for 

growers to implement.

He has also enjoyed the opportunities 

provided in management roles to 

encourage students and enable career 

researchers to ‘do their best work’. 

His rational and calm approach to 

managing a broad research program 

and the researchers undertaking the 

work has earned Peter considerable 

respect amongst growers and 

colleagues alike. 


