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The onset of warmer conditions throughout South Australia means growers will need to keep a watchful eye on those cereal varieties susceptible to rusts.

Dr Hugh Wallwork, senior plant pathologist at the SA Research and Development Institute, says unseasonably cool weather in recent weeks has kept the level of wheat leaf rust down and possibly also suppressed stripe rust to some degree. However, he says the rise in temperatures will have increased the rate of multiplication of these rusts so susceptible varieties should be closely monitored.
Dr Wallwork, whose research into cereal diseases is supported by growers and the Australian Government through the Grains Research and Development Corporation (GRDC), reports heavy infection of stem rust in a crop of Kite wheat at Baroota, north of Port Germein and close to the Spencer Gulf.
“The crop was sown in early April and is now close to maturity,” he says. “Stem rust have also been reported from nearby crops of Kite and Blade wheat but not in nearby Gladius, Mace, Clearfield JNZ or Axe. This region has long been known to be a high risk area for stem rust due to its warmer climate with coastal influences.”
Dr Wallwork says growers in the region have kept using the old varieties Kite and Blade because of their combination of effective resistance to stem rust and ability to yield well under early hot and dry conditions. “Both varieties have the Sr26 resistance gene that would appear to be no longer effective.”

To verify this change in rust virulence a sample of the rust has been sent to the University of Sydney. None of the other varieties grown in SA have the Sr26 resistance gene so other varieties rated as resistant (R) or moderately resistant (MR) should be safe, according to Dr Wallwork.
Following release of this information through the SARDI Crop Watch Factsheet on October 5, careful monitoring of crops by agronomists in SA have subsequently revealed further infections of stem rust in Pugsley and Halberd in crops at Terowie to the west and Wilmington to the north west of Baroota, suggesting that the rust is more widespread than earlier suspected. At this stage it looks likely that the infection started in the early sown crop at Baroota and has subsequently spread from that source.
“It had not been expected that stem rust would pose a risk to wheat crops due to the low level of rust observed, useful resistance in most varieties, cool weather and the late stage of the season. However these new findings indicate that later sown crops of susceptible varieties in the mid-north region will need careful monitoring and may require a fungicide spray.” 
Dr Wallwork reports that inspection of GRDC-funded barley National Variety Trials on the Yorke and Lower Eyre Peninsulas in the past week has shown that barley leaf rust is widespread but that only the most susceptible barleys have been seriously infected. 
Varieties rated MS and S are only showing very low levels of infection whilst the barleys Keel (very susceptible), WI4262 (VS), and to a lesser extent Schooner (S-VS) are showing high levels of infection.
“The previous cool conditions have kept the rust under good control where there is a modicum of resistance but the highly susceptible barleys are vulnerable to infection across a wider range of temperatures.” 
Dr Wallwork says the current warmer conditions are expected to boost the levels of both barley net blotches. “Inspections of barley NVT trials are showing high levels of infection of net form net blotch (NFNB) in Maritime and to a lesser extent Barque but that all other varieties are showing only low levels or no infection,” he says.
“With warmer conditions Commander and Keel are expected to show increased infection. There is no evidence so far that virulence in Fleet observed at Ungarra last year has spread widely.”
Dr Wallwork says plentiful rain this winter and early spring has greatly increased the level of scald in barley crops. Because this fungus is spread by rainsplash up the canopy from lower leaves, it will not be obvious in crops viewed from a distance where only the upper leaves are visible. 
Dr Wallwork therefore advises growers to check early sown and thick crops in particular and be prepared to apply a fungicide as crop losses can be severe.
“A run of dry seasons had previously greatly reduced the threat of this disease. Following a wetter season in 2009 early sown crops this year are showing increased infection and with frequent rainfall this year the amount of inoculum carrying over to 2011 will be significantly higher again.” 

For more information or to report infected plants, contact Dr Hugh Wallwork on (08) 8303 9382. Information on cereal diseases is available from the GRDC online service at www.grdc.com.au/diseaselinks. 
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