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Instead of wheat for bread, why aren’t we also looking at wheat for Asian noodles? That is a question being investigated in SAGIT funded work by Associate Professor Daryl Mares of University of Adelaide.
Traditionally, around 80% of SA premium AH and APW wheat has been exported to North Africa and the Middle-East for bread. Unfortunately this market is coming under substantial pressure from competitors who have a significant freight advantage and market share is projected to decrease. To counter this possibility, more effort could be made to increase exports into the growing markets of SE Asia. 

SA wheat varieties, as a general rule, have not been associated with high quality Asian noodles however this is probably a reflection of past breeding history and market targets. By contrast, wheat varieties developed for north-eastern Australia enable growers to tap into both bread and noodle markets and fundamentally there is no reason why SA growers should not benefit from the same flexibility.

Improving quality, in particular colour, for Asian noodles which account for approximately one third of Australia’s wheat exports whilst maintaining quality for bread would increase flexibility in marketing SA wheat and open new opportunities for SA farmers. 

Research being conducted at the University of Adelaide is providing improved germplasm and selection tools required to develop new wheat varieties that exceed current quality benchmarks for this market. For several years, GRDC has supported basic research at the University of Adelaide that aims to identify the genetic and chemical factors in wheat that determine colour of products such as Asian noodles. More recently, the South Australian Grains Industry Trust has funded additional work that seeks to capture the results of this research for SA growers in germplasm that has good adaptation to South Australian conditions and that will push quality benchmarks to new levels.
Colour as it relates to Asian noodles can be separated into two components: initial colour (brightness and creaminess/yellowness at the time of production) and colour stability (minimal loss of colour between production and consumption). These characteristics of Asian noodles are key quality attributes that contribute to consumer appeal. 

Each of these components represents the sum of effects from compounds and enzymes that occur naturally in wheat grain and flour. Identification of these factors and the interactions between them has been an important first step in understanding the basics of colour that has been followed up by a search through germplasm resources for natural genetic variation in the levels of these factors. 

One specific example relates to the presence in wheat grain of an enzyme that causes noodles to darken with time and become very unattractive. The new resources allow this enzyme to be eliminated leading to a significant leap in colour stability.

Another example is the initial yellowness of alkaline noodles. Customers prefer a bright yellow colour in this product and manufacturers commonly resort to adding colour additives to achieve the desired colour. By increasing the level of natural yellow pigments in wheat grain the desired colour can now be achieved without any additives and as an added bonus, the natural yellow pigment contributes to better eye health. A prototype of this new wheat was displayed at a recent food expo in Singapore and received promising comment. 
The outcomes of this work include a collection of novel, naturally occurring genetic variation that individually, or in combination, has the potential to substantially improve quality for Asian noodles and maintain a highly competitive position in the Asian market.

