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By dan Stein 

One of the goals of pesticide re-
form is to reduce and eliminate pesticide 
use. There are a lot of different ideas 
on how best to accomplish this. Many 
activists have supported an Integrated 
Pest Management (IPM) framework that 
gives multiple opportunities to find ways 
to reduce pesticide use.

What is IPM?

While IPM has many definitions, the 
well-respected University of California 
IPM program defines it as follows:1

“Integrated pest management (IPM) 
is an ecosystem-based strategy that 
focuses on long-term prevention [italics 
added] of pests or their damage through 
a combination of techniques such as 
biological control, habitat manipulation, 
modification of cultural practices, and 
use of resistant varieties. Pesticides are 
used only after monitoring indicates 
they are needed according to estab-
lished guidelines, and treatments are 
made with the goal of removing only 
the target organism. Pest control materi-
als are selected and applied in a manner 
that minimizes risks to human health, 
beneficial and non-target organisms, and 
the environment.”

Note the emphasis on prevention. 
Once there is an out-of-control pest 
problem, the situation may require dif-
ficult decisions that could have been 
avoided with better foresight. In pest 
control, like in many other areas, “an 
ounce of prevention is worth a pound 
of cure.”

IPM—A Functional Definition

IPM also has a functional definition 
that can be used as the basis of making 
pest management decisions. The process 
below was developed by the Bio-Integral 
Resource Center in Berkeley, California.2 
According to this definition, there are 
five strategic steps involved in all pest 
management decision-making. Each step 
provides an opportunity to thoroughly 
think through the pest control process 

Five stePs oF iPm helP reduce Pesticide use
and to reduce pesticide use. 

Here are the 5 Steps, one by one…

step 1: Identify the Pest 

This often-overlooked step is im-
portant. Most species of living things 
are NOT pests, but are contributing 
members of the broader ecosystem. 
By taking the time to ensure that a 
suspected pest is an actual pest, you 
can eliminate a lot of unnecessary pest 
control efforts.

step 2: Monitor Pest Activity 

By monitoring pest populations over 
time, you can determine if there are 
sufficient numbers of pests present to 
be concerned about potential damage. 
Pest populations are dynamic and go 
up and down in response to many fac-
tors. Sometimes a stray pest shows up 
and passes through, doing no harm. 
Pest populations may decline due to 
natural forces. Nature is complicated. 
You don’t really know what is hap-
pening unless you look. Monitoring 
ensures that unnecessary treatments 
are avoided.

step 3: Determine Action 
Thresholds 

An action threshold is the point at 
which further damage is considered 
intolerable and some kind of pest con-
trol action needs to take place. Action 
thresholds can be determined accord-
ing to different criteria—economical, 
legislative, medical, even psychologi-
cal. Many sophisticated models exist 
that can help determine the point at 
which economic damage becomes 
unacceptable. 

In an office or at home, individu-
als may have personal ideas on when 
“enough is enough.” It is important to 
keep in mind that many people are af-
fected when one person decides pest 
control action is needed. This is the 
time for some discussion and for cooler 
heads to prevail. Setting the action 
threshold high delays the point at which 
pest control treatments take place, lead-
ing to fewer treatments.

step �: Explore Treatment 
Options and Make Treatments

There are many treatment options be-
sides pesticides, and prevention should 
always be considered the first. Commit-
ting to use Best Management Practices 
(BMPs) is another treatment option. 
Crops are less likely to get pests in the 
first place if they are pest-resistant va-
rieties and are grown under conditions 
that optimize fertility and plant health.

In urban environments, exclusion is 
key. Using screens and caulking goes a 
long way to keeping pests out. Increas-
ing levels of sanitation often plays a big 
role in preventing pests.

If pesticides are necessary, priority 
should be given to treatments that are 
highly targeted to the pest organism, and 
to pesticides that create the least havoc 
to human health and the environment. 

step �: Evaluate results 

A commitment to evaluating results 
loops the process back to the beginning. 
Pest management is a dynamic, ongoing 
process. Monitoring after treatments is 
how you know how effective the treat-
ment was, and if pest populations are 
now at acceptable levels. No further treat-
ments are made unless monitoring shows 
that pests are again at action thresholds. 

Five Opportunities to Quit

The five step approach of a pest 
management plan gives more opportu-
nities to reduce and eliminate pesticide 
use. IPM can be very useful as a frame-
work to help look at the big picture. 
The goal is not just to focus on the use 
of pesticides. Rather, the goal is to look 
at the ecosystem and how it is managed 
in order to figure out how to prevent 
pests in the first place. If treatments 
are necessary, IPM can help determine 
which treatments will be most effective 
and have the least negative impact.   
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