
 

Plant pathologists help thwart vexing grain
disease
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Damaged by Fusarium head blight, many wheat spikelets are prematurely
bleached, while others on the same plant remain green. Credit: Gary
Bergstrom/Cornell
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(Phys.org) —To protect wheat for bread and barley for beer, Cornell
plant pathologists have been evaluating ways to battle fungal blight.
Recently the scientists found that a local fungal strain is no longer
controlled by a key fungicide. Their findings provide warning to
farmers, who can, however, surmount field problems with sound pest
management practices.

Fusarium head blight distresses wheat and barley, destroys prospering
green fields and contaminates grains with a fungal toxin known as
vomitoxin. The disease has caused exceptionally high crop loss in the
past few decades. Following a blight infestation about 14 years ago, U.S.
producers suffered a $2.7 billion loss.

Plant pathology professor Gary Bergstrom, Pierri Spolti, lead author and
a visiting plant pathologist in Bergstrom's lab, and colleagues examined
fungal sensitivity to the widely used fungicide tebuconazole. They found
the first tebuconazole-resistant field isolate of Fusarium graminearum
ever reported in North or South America.

Bergstrom explains that judiciously applying a family of fungicides
called triazoles - of which tebuconazole is a member - when the crop
flowers will continue as a successful crop management strategy.
However, he cautions that multiple applications of the same fungicide at
different crop stages and over wide geographic areas pose a risk for
eventual resistance in fungal populations.

All agriculturists involved in North American cereal production should
realize that decreased effectiveness of important head-blight control
fungicides could occur if these materials are not managed carefully to
reduce the selection pressure on Fusarium head blight fungus
populations, Bergstrom said. We hope our findings will spur more
routine screening of Fusarium populations. That way producers can put
into place resistance-management strategies that prevent failures in the
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future.

The research, Triazole Sensitivity in a Contemporary Population of
Fusarium graminearum From New York Wheat and Competitiveness of
a Tebuconazole-resistant Isolate, was co-authored by Emerson Del
Ponte, Federal University of Vicosa, Brazil; Yanghong Dong, University
of Minnesota; and Jaime Cummings, Cornell research support specialist.

  More information: Triazole Sensitivity in a Contemporary Population
of Fusarium graminearum from New York Wheat and Competitiveness
of a Tebuconazole-Resistant Isolate. Pierri Spolti, et al. Plant Disease
Journal. May 2014, Volume 98, Number 5. Pages 607-613. 
dx.doi.org/10.1094/PDIS-10-13-1051-RE
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