Considerations for Successful Production of Confection Sunflowers 2011 

Part I – Hybrid Selection and Stand Establishment
The outlook for confection sunflower prices and acres looks to be favorable for 2011.  Contracts and crop insurance details should be known soon which may provide additional incentive for producers to grow confection sunflowers.  Regardless, confection sunflowers are a high value crop that requires precise management to ensure optimum production and profitability.  Therefore, access to the latest hybrid improvements, technology, new products and practices is essential to optimize the quality of a confection sunflower crop.  

Hybrid Selection

Finding an adapted hybrid that has the characteristics that fit a producer’s contract is the primary factor for determining success when producing confection sunflowers.  Essential characteristics for any sunflower hybrid are yield potential, maturity, test weight, head diameter, stalk strength and tolerance to pests and herbicides.  Confection sunflowers have specific characteristics that warrant consideration when selecting a hybrid.  Confection sunflowers are separated by size, which determines which market the seed may be used in.  Largest seed qualifies for the premium in-shell market, with medium sizes going to the dehull market and the smallest sized seed fitting the bird food segment.  Seed size is mainly a function of plant genetics but plant density, spacing and weather can have an impact.  Seed length has become a valued characteristic in conjunction with seed size.  Processing companies are buying based on seed length which can result in a premium for the producer.  

The newest, elite confection hybrids have the longer, larger seeds that are in demand.  In addition, select seed companies have the Clearfield® herbicide tolerance in confection hybrids to help manage cocklebur as well as a broad range of grass and broadleaf weeds.  New DMR hybrids which have genetic resistance to multiple races of downy mildew have been recently introduced for the in-shell and dehull markets (more information is available at www.seeds2000.net and www.sunflowernsa.com).

Hybrid decision-making should be based on multiple sources of data to ensure that a producer has information on the consistency of performance of candidate hybrids across locations, soils, and environmental and geographic conditions.  Data from many sites and climactic conditions should be supplemented with on-farm testing comparing new and proven hybrids to ensure selection of a high performance package of hybrids for the farm operation.  Knowledge of specific yield-limiting characteristics and productivity of each field is essential for selecting the right hybrid mix for a farm enterprise.  Yield mapping with the use of GPS/GIS and remote imagery & sensing, coupled with soil testing and visual analysis, can document many of the yield-limiting variables in a field and facilitate site specific management to maximize the yield potential of corn hybrids across a farming operation.  The key to making management decisions with yield maps is understanding the spatial distribution of yield in each field while collecting the visual and quantitative information to explain the yield variation and converting that information into a productive management practice.  

Plant Uniformity and Distribution

Next to hybrid selection, establishing a uniformly spaced crop at the right plant population is critical to producing high quality confection sunflowers.   A seed drop of around 18,000 (16-20,000 range) seeds per acre is recognized as a good target in areas with adequate moisture.  A well spaced stand not only favors uniform head and seed size and drydown but makes efficient use of moisture, nutrients and sunlight while suppressing weeds and decreasing disease severity.  Confection sunflower breeders have responded to markets demanding larger, longer seed and developed hybrids that processors and export markets prefer.  However, planting longer and larger seeds can be challenging.  Confection sunflower seed is irregular in shape.  It’s flatter, longer and lighter than corn or soybean seed, which most   planters have been designed for.

Planter setup and calibration will have a dramatic influence on reaching a successful stand.  Getting the right information to setup a planter to avoid inconsistent stands is a big problem for confection growers.  John Smith, an agricultural engineer with the University of Nebraska, has conducted research to optimize seed placement and spacing (www.sunflowernsa.com/growers/video-clips).  Seeds 2000 has produced specific planter instructions in a planting guide for new, large seeded confection varieties (www.seeds2000.net).  Planter monitors can be a valuable investment to compliment frequent planter calibration, particularly if they provide real-time information on population, singulation and skips or doubles.  Planters should be calibrated with changes in varieties, seed lots and soil conditions.  Getting seed planted to moisture but keeping it around 1.5-2 inches is critical, particularly in high residue situations.

Air-seeders present the most difficult challenge to precision planting confection sunflowers.  Air-seeders are attractive because many growers already own one and they can cover a lot of acres but air-seeders aren’t designed to plant the low seeding rates to deliver uniform stands needed for confection sunflowers.  

Stand uniformity can benefit from a seed treatment that provides disease and insect protection.  The CruiserMaxx® Sunflower seed treatment offers protection against early-season soil, foliar-feeding insects and seedling diseases.  CruiserMaxx Sunflower provides suppression of downy mildew with Dynasty® with Maxim® and Apron XL® to manage other diseases as well as the insect protection of Cruiser.  The Idol™ Sunflower System is a comprehensive seed treatment with Idol, Allegiance® and Vortex® fungicides for downy mildew and seedling disease protection and Gaucho® insecticide for early season protection against wireworms. 

New hybrids and technology will enable confection sunflower producers to have an edge in optimizing the quality of the crop.  The next article in this series will address pest and crop management in confection sunflowers.

References 
1. NSA Sunflower Planting Supplement – January 2008 Sunflower Magazine

2. 20/20 SeedSense - Precision Planting, Inc. (www.precisionplanting.com)

3. Improve Plant Spacing.  NSA.  https://www.sunflowernsa.com/growers/video-clips/
4. CruiserMaxx Sunflower - www.syngentacropprotection.com
5. Idol Sunflower System -  www.bayercropscience.us/products/seed-treatments/idol-sunflower/
