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Seeding is underway in Manitoba, which means herbicide timing is not far behind. 
An important management decision farmers face is whether a fungicide application 
for early control of cereal pathogens is required, or not. Farmers should be aware 
of two types of pathogens that could affect their crop early in the season, seed-
borne and residue-born. 

Seed-borne 

• The bacterial leaf streak (BLS) pathogen survives primarily on the seed coat of 
wheat kernels. 

o Factors that influence BLS survival and pathogenicity include storage conditions, 
length of storage, quantity of bacteria on the seed, and susceptibility of the host.  

• The loose smut pathogen survives in the kernel and is easily seen when heads 
emerge, and black dusty spores have replaced kernels. 

• Fusarium-infected seed, caused by various species of Fusarium causes 
shriveled kernels, seedling blight, and lower germination rates 

o Farmers should remove as many infected kernels as possible, and consider a 
fungicide seed treatment 

Residue-borne 

• The leaf spot complex (Tan spot, Stagonspora nodorum blotch, Septoria tritici 
blotch), thrives on wheat residue. 

• Fusarium graminearum, the primary causal pathogen of Fusarium head blight 
(FHB), survives on cereal residue, with its preferred host being corn. 

o Farmers should consider the higher FHB risk if considering planting wheat into 
corn stubble. 

Additional information about plant diseases in Manitoba can be found 
at: www.gov.mb.ca/agriculture/crops/plant-diseases/index.html 
  

So, should you be considering an early fungicide pass? A one-pass system that 
controls stubborn, residue-born leaf diseases and weeds may seem like a 
convenient option.  However, research led by Dr. Kelly Turkington on barley across 
Western Canada has shown no significant improvement in yield or disease 
control when a fungicide was applied at herbicide timing. In fact, delaying herbicide 
application from the two-three leaf stage until the five to six leaf stage resulted in 
decreased yield and increased weed pressure. 
Ultimately, Dr. Turkington suggests that when considering a fungicide application 
for control against cereal leaf diseases, protection of the upper canopy should be 
the primary goal. Application of fungicides early in the season had much less ef fect 

https://www.gov.mb.ca/agriculture/crops/plant-diseases/index.html


on disease, yield and kernel quality than when a fungicide was applied to the upper 
canopy. 
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On the other hand, studies conducted at North Dakota State University have shown 
slight yield increases from an early season fungicide application when used in 
a wheat on wheat rotation. Factors to consider then thinking about control of 
cereal leaf diseases include: 

• Use of disease-free seed will significantly mitigate the risk of seed-borne 
diseases becoming an issue. A study out of Kansas State University found that 
using seed free from FHB infection resulted in increased stand establishment and 
increased yield; 

• Scouting is key. Take note of any signs of disease early in the season when out 
scouting for weeds, and determine if the disease is fungal, bacterial or viral. If 
signs of fungal disease are present early on, a fungicide application may be 
warranted later in the season; 

• A diverse crop rotation that includes broadleaf species will help reduce the 
amount on inoculum build up in the soil; 

• Higher amounts of cereal residue will be present in reduced tillage systems, 
ultimately providing a favorable environment for disease inoculum to overwinter;  

• Cool and moist spring weather conditions are often a driving factor in 
development of cereal leaf diseases; 



• Resistance to leaf diseases varies among varieties. Ratings are available in 
Seed Manitoba: www.seedmb.ca/ 

• There are many fungicides registered for control of leaf diseases. For products 
and their efficacy ratings, consult the Manitoba Guide to Crop 
Protection: www.gov.mb.ca/agriculture/crops/guides-and-publications/#fcpg 

• Disease resistance management should also be considered. When an active 
ingredient is used multiple times, risk of pathogens developing resistance 
becomes higher. Rotation between active ingredients is recommended. 
 
 

Article written by Mallorie Lewarne, MWBGA Agronomy Extension Specialist. 
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