New information about blackleg
The fungal disease blackleg continues to be the most important disease facing canola growers having the potential to reduce crop yields by up to 80 per cent in a severe epidemic.

Resistant varieties and a range of management measures are used by growers to minimise the impact of blackleg but it is also the subject of research as scientists try to better understand the nature of the disease and its infection mechanisms.
One of these scientists was Mark Sosnowski of the SA Research and Development Institute who, with the assistance of the SA Grain Industry Trust, successfully completed his PhD studies and will be awarded his doctorate in August.

During his studies Mr Sosnowski showed that blackleg can infect the roots of canola via disease development on the stem of the plant or can enter the roots directly from the soil. The latter was the first official recording of blackleg on canola roots in Australia and has implications for future management of the disease.

Mr Sosnowski  also showed that the main mechanism of resistance in the canola variety, Hyola 60, is most likely due to the presence of anti-fungal compounds in the plant’s leaves and that the fungus can only survive on canola stubble. not directly in the soil. He says that reduction of canola stubble in a field can therefore, reduce the potential for blackleg inoculum to infect newly-germinating canola seedlings.
“In the research blackleg persisted in organic matter up to two years after canola was grown and hence a rotation of three years is sufficient to avoid infection from previous crops in the same paddock,” he says.

“However, it is most important that crops are not sown close to the previous year’s canola stubble as the fungus can be carried by wind from one paddock to another.”

Another important aspect of Mr Sosnowski’s work was to study the effects of environment and cultivars on development of blackleg. In  summary, this work  revealed that a temperature of 23 deg.C for at least 48 hours of leaf wetness, when large numbers of blackleg spores are present, are the optimal conditions for stem infection by blackleg – young plants being the most vulnerable to infection.
This aspect of the research has the potential to lead to a forecasting system to predict the likelihood of a blackleg epidemic under specific situations. Mr Sosnowski has provided research data to WA Department of Agriculture scientists who are modelling the timing and levelling of airborne spore discharge.
With the assistance of SAGIT Mr Sosnowski will present his blackleg research at the 11th International Rapeseed Congress to be held in Copenhagen in July. He will also visit France to discuss disease modelling work, specifically concerning blackspot in peas, as during his studies he worked with the Pulse and Oilseed Pathology group at SARDI. Information obtained will be given to Ms Jenny Davidson at SARDI for use in her program.
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