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Four years of “Code of Best Practices”: 
has it had an impact?

Joe Balciunas1

Summary

In 1999, during the Xth International Symposium on Biological Control of Weeds in Bozeman,
Montana, the delegates overwhelmingly voted to endorse the “Code of Best Practices for Classical
Biological Control of Weeds”. I review why the Code was proposed, and subsequent attention [or lack
thereof] that this Code has received from those within the biological control of weeds community, and
from other observers of our craft. I also present the results of a short questionnaire on experiences with
the Code that was circulated during this symposium in Canberra. It is clear that although a few individ-
uals have found the Code important and useful, many individuals involved in biological control of
weeds are still unaware of the Code. A small number of individuals cite the Code, and continue to popu-
larize its existence and utility. With time, the number of practitioners who recognize the value of
adhering to the Code should increase, thereby making our subdiscipline safer and more effective – and
possibly forestalling further legislative restrictions on our craft.

Keywords: international standards, risk management, survey results.

Introduction
Initially, classical biological control of weeds was prac-
tised by a small group of scientists who knew each
other, and who could provide oversight and informal
consent over each other’s activities. When the First
International Symposium on Biological Control of
Weeds was held in Rome in 1969, there were 21
attendees (Simmonds 1970). The current symposium,
like several that preceded it, had over 200 participants.
This illustrates the rapid expansion and acceptance of
our subdiscipline over the past few decades. 

Because there are probably several thousand practi-
tioners now involved in some aspect of biological
control of weeds, informal oversight by peers is no
longer possible. With such a diversity of personnel now
involved in biocontrol of weeds, their levels of training,
experience, and tolerance for risk, vary greatly. There-
fore, some international standards are desirable.
Accordingly, at the Xth International Symposium on
Biological Control of Weeds, held in Bozeman,
Montana, in 1999, I presented a draft of 10 guidelines

that I felt could form a framework for a “Code of Best
Practices” for our subdiscipline. During that sympo-
sium, an evening workshop on “A Proposed Code of
Best Practices” was held, with over 30 delegates
attending. The result was an “International Code of
Best Practices for Classical Biological Control of
Weeds” comprised of 12 guidelines (Table 1) (Balci-
unas 2000). During the final business meeting at the
Bozeman Symposium, a resolution (Table 2) urging all
practitioners of biological control of weeds to adhere to
the principles presented in the newly revised Code was
overwhelmingly ratified by the attendees – there were
only two dissenting votes.

Unlike previous guidelines and regulations (e.g.
FAO 1996, USDA 1998, 2003) that only apply to the
importation and first releases of weed biocontrol
agents, the Code is meant to serve as a guide for
everyone involved in weed biocontrol, including those
making redistribution releases, as well as stakeholders
and administrators. While reemphasizing the use of
safe and approved agents, the Code directs that only
appropriate targets be selected, and stresses that only
effective agents be used. Four of the guidelines empha-
size post-release monitoring. The purposes of the Code
are to: reduce the idea that biological control of weeds
is conducted in a “willy nilly” manner, increase safe use
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of biocontrol agents, help improve efficacy in both
environmental and economic terms, and improve the
public’s confidence in biocontrol by increasing profes-
sionalism within our ranks.

Impact of the Code

The Code was noteworthy enough to be mentioned by
the scientific writer covering the Bozeman Symposium
(Malakoff 1999), and several of the ecologists that
attended the symposium praised it. Several of the work-
shop participants have incorporated the Code into talks
at other meetings, and in other proceedings (e.g.
McEvoy 2001, Balciunas 2002). A discussion of the
Code is one of the introductory chapters in the forth-

coming textbook “Biological Control of Invasive Plants
in the United States” (Balciunas, in press). 

For this Symposium, I prepared a brief questionnaire
in order to elicit responses from attendees about their
experiences with the Code. Unfortunately, very few
completed questionnaires (n = 21) were returned, so
making strong inferences is not warranted. The replies of
the respondents are tabulated in Figure 1. A third of the
respondents had not heard of the Code, and for the
majority of the rest, it appears not to have had any
impact. Although at the Bozeman Symposium several
attendees voiced concerns that the Code might make
their jobs more difficult, there is little evidence that this
has occurred. Only one respondent cited difficulty
arising from the Code, but interestingly, this same person
noted that he had not previously heard of the Code!

Table 1. International Code of Best Practices for Clas-
sical Biological Control of Weeds.

1. Ensure target weed’s potential impact justifies 
release of non-endemic agents

2.  Obtain multi-agency approval for target

3.  Select agents with potential to control target

4.  Release safe and approved agents

5.  Ensure only the intended agent is released

6.  Use appropriate protocols for release and docu-
mentation

7. Monitor impact on target

8. Stop releases of ineffective agents, or when control 
is achieved

9. Monitor impacts on potential non-targets

10. Encourage assessment of changes in plant and ani-
mal communities

11.  Monitor interaction among agents

12.  Communicate results to the public

Table 2. Resolution (ratified 9 July 1999, by the dele-
gates to the X International Symposium on
Biological Control of Weeds, Bozeman,
Montana).

Delegates and participants to the X International Sym-
posium for Biological Control of Weeds, recognizing 
the need for professional standards in the subdiscipline 
of classical biological control of weeds, urge practi-
tioners of the subdiscipline to voluntarily adopt the 
CODE OF BEST PRACTICES FOR BIOLOGICAL 
CONTROL OF WEEDS, as published in the proceed-
ings of the Symposium, and adhere to the principles 
outlined in the code.

Code available at <http://wric.ucdavis.edu/exotic/tech-
tran/Code_of_Best_Practices.htm>.
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Were you aware of the Code of Best Practices before 
the Canberra symposium?

The Code has made your job ...

You have referenced the Code in ...

Figure 1. Responses to the three questions in the ques-
tionnaire on the Code of Best Practices by
participants at the XI International Symposium
on Biological Control of Weeds.
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It is evident that the Code’s importance and rele-
vance is appreciated and being publicized by some
participants at this symposium in Canberra. At least
five have cited the Code in book chapters, and three
have cited the Code in refereed journals, indicating that
interest and acceptance is increasing and that the Code
is beginning to have a positive impact. Several of the
speakers during this Canberra Symposium have favour-
ably mentioned the Code, and one (Del Fosse) even
urged that all those involved in biological control of
weeds keep a copy of the Code posted on their office
(laboratory) doors.

Conclusions
After four years, many practitioners in our subdisci-
pline are still unaware of the existence of the Code, and
most do not feel that the “International Code of Best
Practices for Classical Biological Control of Weeds”
has had an impact on their research and projects.
However, a small number of individuals (including
academics and state practitioners) continue to cite the
Code, and to popularize its existence and utility, indi-
cating a small but positive impact. It is hoped that, with
additional time, the number of practitioners who recog-
nize the value of having a Code will increase. Adher-
ence to the Code should help in discriminating “good”
biocontrol projects from those that are risky, poorly
conceived, or lacking appropriate thoroughness and
safeguards. A widely observed “Code of Best Prac-
tices” may help forestall the international trend towards
increasing legal and regulatory restraints on classical
biological control of weeds.
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