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Herbicide resistant weed management: 
who's resisting? 

The Western Society of Weed Science held its 50th An
nual Conference in Portland, OR, on March 11-13, 1997. 
During the business breakfast, Carol Mall~ry-Smith ~Ore
gon State University) introduced the followmg resolution: 

Whereas; The most consistent recommendation to prevent, de
lay, or manage herb~cide resistant weeds is t~ r?tate herbicides having 
different sites of aCtion, and Whereas; Herbicide users do not always 
know the biochemical site of action of a herbicide, making it diffi
cult to choose a herbicide having a different site of action for her
bicide resistance management, and Whereas; The Weed Science So
ciety of America has approved a herbicide classification based on 
herbicide site of action, Be it therefore resolved that the Western 
Society of Weed Science does hereby support the use of this classi
fication for educational purposes. 

The resolution was amended from the floor by Donald 
Thill (University of Idaho) so that the last sentence would 
read " ... for educational purposes, which include university 
publications, news releases in the popular press, and on .her
bicide labels." This suggestion was followed by a sometimes 
emotional discussion centering mostly on the pros and cons 
of such a label addition, with several strongly negative com
ments from representatives of the agrichemical industry. The 
resolution failed, along what appeared to be strict public 
sector versus private sector party lines. The WSSA Board 
actually only approved the concept of a classification system, 
but that is beside the point. 

I am puzzled and disappointed by the controversy this 
simple resolution has generated. It seems to me that the 
underlying goal of all our efforts in herbicide resistance re
search and extension is to prevent resistance from getting 
started in the first place, and to manage it if it is already 
there. It also seems quite clear that the reason for studying 
and publicizing resistance is to prevent loss of herbicides 
from the marketplace because of resistant weeds and to "pro
tect" these tools for future use by producers. Therefore, I 
would argue that both academia and industry should be able 
to unite behind an effort like this that can help educate 
producers about resistance. It is especially disconcerting that 
such a seemingly innocuous statement from the WSWS 
(which certainly doesn't carry any authority or legal weight) 

could induce this kind of intransigence from the agrichem
ical industry. 

I have many close friends in industry, both scientific and 
personal, and individually they are ev7ry b~t as conscientio~s 
and forward-thinking as anyone else m SCIence. However, It 
is clear that the driving force of industry (i.e., to return a 
profit to the stockholders) takes precedence over any indi
vidual or collective understanding of biological systems and 
how they respond to selection pressure. I have been told by 
several of my industry friends that their companies will not 
support this kind of information on herbicide labels because 
1) as a "resistance propensity designation," it could lump 
all herbicides together under a blanket resistance manage
ment strategy that might not apply to a specific company's 
product, or 2) rotating herbicides for resistance m:magement 
would most likely reduce short-term profits, whIch are the 
primary source for individual c~~pensation. Th.ese argu,
ments are not without some valIdIty, and I certamly don t 
presume to advise marketin~ spe:ialists o~ how to r;naximize 
profitability. Nonetheless, I Imagme that It wouldnt take an 
extremely sharp pencil to show that a product used an av
erage of 3 years out of 5, but with a useful lifetime of 50 
years would return substantially more net profit than one 
used' every year but became severely limited after 10 ye~rs 
because of resistance. I guess it all boils down to a conflIct 
berween short-term and long-term profits. 

Some of us have been harping for a long time now about 
product stewardship in regards to th7 indu~try's posi~ion on 
herbicide marketing, particularly as I.t applIes to reSlSt.ance
prone chemical families. But it cont1~ues. to look as If the 
short-termers are in control of the SItuatIon and that any 
efforts towards resistance management that go beyond mere
ly lip service will be met wit~ a less-than~en~husiastic re
sponse. I am especially disappomted that thI.s kind of stance 
will prevent our discipline from demonstratIng to the other 
pest management disc~plines our bro~d-based support for a 
biologically based resIstance preventIon. and managem7nt 
strategy. So while we argu~ about arra?gmg the ~eck cha~rs, 
the Grand Experiments wIll be done m far?Iers ?eld~ WIth 
little or no proactive guidance from the agnchemlcal mdus
try or our professional socie.ties. 

Approved April 7, 1997. 
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