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 There is currently a lot of discussion on the effect of inorganic fertilisers on soil health, in particular, soil biology. Soil 
health is associated with three main factors: Chemical properties, physical properties and biological properties. Each factor interacts to 
create a healthy soil. The Biological proportion of the soil is made up of macro fauna, Mesofauna, micro flora and fauna (biota) and 
plant roots. Soil biota is predominantly found in the top 10 cm of the soil and is responsible for nutrient transfer, pollutant breakdown, 
the turnover of organic matter and the transmission and prevention of disease. 
 The plant provides energy and nutrients to the soil biota by producing organic matter (OM). OM is then broken down by macro 
fauna (arthropods and earthworms) this increases the surface area of the OM so it can be broken down faster by smaller biota. Macro 
fauna also help with soil structure by creating soil pores. 
 Mesofauna (collembola and mites) also break down organic matter as well as eating microflora and fauna. This helps to regu-
late microbial populations and nutrient turnover. Microfauna (Protozoa and nematodes) regulate populations of bacteria and fungi by 
predication. They also have an important role in mineralisation of soil nutrients. Microflora (bacteria and fungi) conduct 80-90% of the 
biological activity that occurs in the soil. They are the driving force for the cycling of nutrients and are active in both building up and 
decomposing OM. They also help improve soil structure by forming stable soil aggregates (Better Soils, 2008). 
 Research done by Doctor Kathy King in 1996 on  Toorawandi” Ulamambri measured the microbial carbon in the soil of a fertil-
ised plot versus unfertilised. The fertilised plot had 84% more micro-
bial Carbon than unfertilised. It is also interesting to note that organic 
carbon was increased by 100%, water infiltration was increased by 
707% and plant cover was increased by 66%. (Freebairn et al, 1997) 
 The diagram  shows how the soil food web breaks down plant 
residue. It is easy to see that plant dry matter (which is the basis for 
OM) feeds the rest of the food chain. Therefore the more dry matter 
produced the more biological activity. The best way to increase dry 
matter is to increase soil fertility. This will increase plant growth, 
which increases organic matter. The increase of OM will increase 
soil biological action, which leads to better soil chemical and struc-
tural health. This all leads to an increase in production. Therefore it 
is reasonable to say that fertilisers can actually improve soil biologi-
cal action.  
 For more information on soil health please contact your local 
Pursehouse Rural Agronomist. 
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As many of  you know, agriculture is an ever changing business that involves farmers keeping on top of the latest developments. Due to the 
interest in the latest technologies, Pursehouse Rural’s research and development team has expanded. By now you would have met Melissa 
Quinn, R&D Agronomist in our Quirindi office. hopefully soon, if you haven’t already, you’ll be meeting R&D Manager David Hall. David will be 
located on the Darling Downs in Queensland and will be driving the R&D program with Melissa Quinn across all Pursehouse Rural sites.  David 
is a well respected agronomist who has an extensive background in nutrition and cotton.  
 

The wheat and barley variety demonstration sites are coming along nicely after good September rains. We are also looking at application tim-
ing of Nitrogen to increase grain protein in durum. This summer, we are having variety demo sites for sorghum, soybeans 
and maize. We are also looking at alternate options to glyphosate in summer fallows, including residual herbicides like 
Flame from Cropcare. 
 

Many growers have expressed interest in liquid fertilisers and how they fit in their farming systems. The R&D team will 
aim to address the application options and choices that are faced on farm in the months to come.  
 

Pursehouse Rural are bringing back the crop tour. It has been a number of years since it has been run but we feel it is an 
important tool for growers to see what is happening on the other side of the fence. We are also reviving the Fred Purse-
house memorial shield, which historically is given to a grower with an exceptional crop.  
 

David and Melissa are working to implement a range of trials that are of interest to growers and welcome any input from 
farmers on ideas that could make the R&D program better. David (pictured right) can be contacted on 0428 491 091 and 
Melissa on 0428 668 341. 



Aphids in canola 
 
Aphids in canola will begin infestation from winter through to early spring and be-
come more prevalent from flowering through to pod-fill. Temperatures during au-
tumn and spring are optimal for aphid survival and reproduction. During these 
times, the aphid populations may undergo several generations. Populations peak 
in late winter and early spring; development rates are particularly favoured when 
daily maximum temperatures reach 20-25°C. 
Adults and nymphs form dense colonies that appear bluish-grey and are covered 
with a fine, whitish powder. Adults are 3 mm long and may have wings. Nymphs 
are greenish and adults are a dull or greyish-green. Adults and nymphs suck on 
sap and high numbers can result in reduced pod set, pod fill and grain quality. 
Monitor crops regularly from late winter to early spring particularly from flowering 
to pod-fill.  
Thresholds:  More than 50% of plants have clusters 25mm long on stems or 4-5 
stems per m2 with clusters 50mm long on stems. If control is warranted careful 
selection of an insecticide is essential to ensure that damage is not done to 
nearby beehives. Seek advice before spraying.  
 

Stripe Rust in  Wheat 
 
Stripe rust in wheat can develop on triticale, barley, barley grass, brome grass and some 
other grasses but wheat is the main host. Wind spreads spores of strip rust from pustules 
that develop on infected leaves. The spores are produced in huge numbers in pustules on 
the upper surface of leaves.   
At 12 to 20oc, the fungal pathogen grows for about 14 days before the pustules are visible 
on the leaf surface, this time decreases with some of the more highly susceptible culti-
vars. The time between infection and appearance of symptoms is called the latent period.  
The management of strip rust should aim to protect the flag leaf and flag leaf-1 as these 2 
leaves have the biggest contribution to yield. Although recent weather conditions have not 
been ideal for rust infections to develop, we should stay vigilant and monitor crops regu-
larly, particularly more susceptible varieties.  
Treatment with a systemic fungicide should be conducted as a preventative spray in more 
susceptible varieties or applied as soon as pustules are identified to prevent infection 
higher in the canopy on the more important leaves. Once the more important leaves are 
out in resistant varieties Adult Plant Resistance should be taking over and it can often 
prove uneconomical to treat once the crop has reached this stage. 

 
Ascochyta Blight in Chickpeas 
 
Ascochyta Blight is a serious disease of chickpea crops. In 2008 conditions favoured a wide spread infection of the disease 
resulting in numerous in-crop fungicide applications to pre-
vent the disease from taking over.  
 
What to look for? 
The initial symptoms will be wilting of individual or small 
groups of seedlings. Lesions on the leaf surface will usu-
ally begin as a pale green discolouration and develop 
into round spots with dark brown margins and pale grey 
to tan sunken centers. Toward the center of the lesion, 
fruiting bodies called pycnidia develop appearing as 
black specks. These fruiting bodies produce spores that 
can spread on wind-borne stubble and rain splash to 
infect other plants. 
Lesions on stems will begin with brown centers and a 
darker margin. The stem will weaken at point of infection 
and eventually break off. Crops need to be monitored 
regularly particularly if conditions are favourable. Current 
fungicides are for the prevention of ascochyta blight with 
no curative activity so the earlier the application the bet-
ter. You also need to be vigilant about farm hygiene and 
ensure that all machinery, particularly if using contrac-
tors, is washed before entering a chickpea paddock. 

 
For further information or to organize on site agro nomic advice, please contact your local Pursehouse Rural Agronomist.  

 

 

 


