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Cultivar Choice

Cultivar choice

Suppressive crop varieties will reduce the 
fitness of the weeds, while tolerant varieties 
will maintain high yield levels under weed 
pressure, but will not necessarily reduce 
weed densities and therefore could result in a 
build-up of the weed population1|.

The choice of cultivar is an important way to:

•   �prevent high yield losses due to occurring 
weeds

•   �to reduce the built-up of weed populations. 

Applicability
The choice for a specific cultivar depends on more than 
the weed conditions alone. Soil conditions, pest and 
disease management as well as market demand are 
important factors for farmers when choosing a cultivar. 

While selecting a cultivar, include information on traits 
as the timing of canopy closure (quick initial growth), 
optimal seeding date, crop height, and soil coverage 
during the season, and use that information to choose 
the most suitable cultivar to support IWM. Ask your 
supplier about these traits, when information is not 
made publicly available. 

Another strategy could be the use of cultivar mixtures in 
intercrops. Selecting cultivars with different niches in 
terms of nutrient, water and light requirements might 
lead to less favourable conditions for weeds to thrive in. 
See the IWMPRAISE factsheet about Intercropping for 
more information about this strategy.

Efficacy and core results

	� For winter wheat and barley, information on 
effects of variety on weed density and biomass 
is available2|.  

	� The use of spring barley varieties with  increased 
crop height and canopy light interception can 
reduce weed dry matter up to 48% compared to 
the use of other cultivars3|.

	� In addition to the direct effect of cultivar choice 
on weed suppression, cultivar choice can 
influence the potential use of other weed 
management strategies. Cultivars with increased 
crop height and leaf area will improve weed 
suppression, but can also limit the possibilities 
for weed harrowing4|. Varieties that have a 
shortened growth season, can be combined with 
tactics such as stale seedbeds.

What to consider?
Many traits have been found to be associated with weed 
suppressive cultivars: 

•	 crop height3| 
•	� early vigour (high early growth rate, expressed 

as a rapid emergence, early leaf area develop-
ment, early soil cover)1| 5| 6|    

•	 tillering capacity
•	 canopy architecture7|  
•	 root length
•	 root elongation rate
•	 number of root tips
•	 total root length8| 9|   
•	 allelopathy
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The potential of a cultivar to suppress weeds cannot be 
ascribed to a single trait, because all traits are interlinked. 
The importance of a trait for the suppressive ability of a 
variety can vary between locations and years7|. It is 
important to base the choice of cultivar on knowledge of 
the specific situation with regard to weed community 
composition, soil conditions, climate and many more.

Costs
The prices of seeds of more robust varieties might be 
higher than seeds of commonly used varieties while 
other costs are avoided:

•	� Reduced crop-weed competition leads to less 
yield loss;

•	� Decreased need for and associated costs of 
direct control  weed populations that otherwise 
would build up.

Figure 1| Different cultivars of sorghum with distinctive phenotypes.

Extra information
Have look  at the study1| that compares winter wheat 
and spring barley varieties in their weed suppressiveness 
ability in the index that is developed in this study, based 
on their final height, leaf-area and early growth.

See https://iwmpraise.eu/publications/ for all weed 
management strategies.

Figure 2| Selection trials with different cereal varieties.
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