
Figure 1: Components of Integrated Pest Management based on prevention (bottom up).

Background
Healthy plants constitute the foundation of food 
security and are key to sustaining life on earth. For 
this reason, the United Nations General Assembly 
declared 2020 as the International Year of Plant 
Health (IYPH) and invited the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) to facilitate 
the implementation of the IYPH in collaboration 
with all relevant stakeholders. The IYPH aims to 
heighten public awareness of the economic, social 
and environmental importance of plant health for 
improving global food security and the contribution 
of plant health towards reducing hunger and 
poverty. Currently, up to 40 percent of global crops 
are lost to pests, primarily insects, diseases and 
weeds. Pesticides are widely used to control pests. 
However, application of broad-spectrum pesticides 
negatively affect beneficial organisms that are 
fundamental to ecosystem services and nature-based 
pest management. Therefore, FAO promotes the 
Integrated Pest Management (IPM) approach, which 
is focused on prevention. In this regard, phytosanitary 
measures are an important part of prevention. 

What is Integrated Pest Management (IPM)?
Integrated Pest Management (IPM) refers to 
the careful consideration of all available pest 
control techniques and subsequent integration of 
appropriate measures that discourage development 
of pest populations and keep pesticides and other 
interventions to levels that are economically justified 
and reduce or minimize risks to human and animal 
health as well as to the environment. IPM emphasizes 
the growth of a healthy crop with the least possible 
disruption to agroecosystems, and encourages 
natural pest control mechanisms (see Figure 1).

Sustainable approaches for plant health

Key facts
Plant health is the cornerstone of food security
Quality seeds of crop varieties resistant to pests and diseases are key for plant health 
Plant health relies on healthy soils
Plant health builds on sustainable water, nutrient and pest management  
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Quality seeds of adapted varieties are the 
foundation of healthy plants
Seeds can carry many plant pathogens (e.g. viruses, 
bacteria, etc.). In appropriate environmental 
conditions, they can cause diseases in plants or even 
in developing seedlings. Therefore, having good 
seed systems that are able to deliver high quality 
seeds is fundamental for healthy agroecosystems. 
To guarantee the health status of crops and the 
entire agroecosystem, it is essential to deploy seeds 
and propagation material of species and varieties of 
crops with resistance to predominant and emerging 
pests and adapted to changing, harsher conditions.

Healthy soils are essential for plant health
Soils are living systems that supply nutrients, 
water, and plant root support for food production. 
The diverse population of soil organisms can also 
support plant health through the interaction of pests 
with their natural enemies. Although agricultural 
production increased significantly over past decades 
due to genetic improvement of crops, this also implied 
increased use of external inputs. Some of those 
intensive agricultural approaches have led to the 
degradation of soil biodiversity, thus compromising 
the soil’s ability to suppress pests. Agroecological 
approaches help to keep soils covered, diversify crop 
patterns, reduce soil disturbance and, thus, help to 
improve soil health. Healthy soils greatly contribute 
to growing healthy plants.

Agricultural biodiversity is crucial for healthy 
plants
Many plant pest and disease problems are caused, or 
exacerbated, by biodiverse-poor cropping systems. 
Multiple cropping systems, such as agroforestry, 
intercropping, or legume-based agricultural systems, 
have a higher species diversity than monocrop 
systems. This increased species diversity could lead 
not only to a more efficient use of resources – namely, 
soil, water, nutrients and light – but could also help 
to curb and control pests and diseases. Ecological 
complexity from multiple cropping systems supports 
the provision of the ecosystem services needed to 
support plant health.
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