Observations during 2010 SGASA audit.  Kobus Serfontein.
General  

The KZN, Limpopo and Mpumalanga audits were done a bit later this year.  The rains started much later than the previous season; hence the disease pressure in general was lower.     Most of the participating nurseries took the audit to heart and addressed previously low scoring points resulting in an improvement of nursery standards this time.  

One of the most encouraging developments is the collection and processing of old polystyrene trays by a supplier.  This will hopefully address the most negative environmental aspect of the seedling industry.  The following are observations by me and inputs by nurserymen during the audit.

“To measure is to know”

One nurseryman measures the EC and pH of the run-off water from the nursery on a regular basis.  He found that the pH is normally above 7.  After a rain storm, he found it to be about pH 5.00 and started to investigate.  The pH of the rain water from that storm was pH 3.6.  I started measuring our rainwater in Letsitele since the beginning of December and found it to differ every time it rains (measured after 6 rainfalls) ranging between 4.2 and 5.6.  Letsitele is further from the Highveld power stations than the mentioned nursery and natural phenomena like lightning also lowers pH of rain.  Our rainwater is not as pure and neutral as we always anticipated it to be.  Acid rain is a reality it may have an influence on seedling quality in the nursery setup where the growth medium is not as buffered as in the soil.   It may also enhance phytotoxicity of chemicals like copper.  It is worthwhile to Google “acid rain plants” and read some of the publications.

Steam sterilization of seed trays is the most effective sterilization method we have, especially for polystyrene trays.  The only effective method to determine whether the seed trays reach the required temperature and exposure time to the effective temperature in the steam room is to insert temperature probes between the trays.  One nurseryman started to measure the temperature and found that it barely reaches 60 oC. 

These are only but two examples that highlight the value of measuring as many applicable parameters as possible in a nursery.

Liverwort   

This weed is a menace in some nurseries situated in high rainfall areas.  The weed is difficult to control with the available herbicides, especially with FSC restrictions.  Flick weed is the most wide spread weed in nurseries and it’s very fast regeneration time complicates control. 

Phytophthora capsici 

With the later than usual onset of the rainy season and better awareness, no problems were picked up in any nursery this season yet.  With the heavy rains that have fallen in some areas, however, nurserymen should be on the lookout for the disease.  The frequency of seedling testing during this high rainfall and humid periods should increase.  Some seedling nurseries are still a bit reluctant to adhere to the protocols as stipulated in Section 20 of the Certification Scheme and it should again be highlighted.

Bacterial speck and spot of tomato 

Fewer nurseries had tomatoes with visual symptoms of the diseases and the incidence within nurseries where the diseases were present, were in general lower than the previous season.  One seedling nursery that is situated in an area where the weather is conducive for the development of the diseases and is plagued every year had no visual disease during this audit.  The nursery abandoned the planting of cultivars on which they had problems in the past.  This was also the case in another nursery where they stopped planting a specific cultivar with the same effect.  This clearly demonstrates the importance of seed quality and status.  Bion is also used more regularly. According to nurserymen it is effective against the pathogen. There are other SAR chemicals that may have the same effect that needs investigation.   Late rains may change the situation and the disease incidence in nurseries may increase during the latter part of the season.  

Pine Fusarium
The disease remains a problem in some Pinus patula growing nurseries.  After a nurseryman told me about his theory that proper copper dipping of polystyrene trays is very important in preventing root infections and therefore lower disease incidence, I audited a nursery where the theory was strengthened.  The nursery always produced high quality seedlings with limited incidence of Fusarium.  They had management problems and one of the results was a relative high incidence of pine Fusarium so far as to some batches had to be destroyed.   A very relevant observation was made by the nursery manager, namely that the steaming of the trays was not done properly and that the copper dipping mixture was sub-standard.   FABI showed the importance of steam to eliminate the pathogen from old trays.  The importance of proper copper dipping, not only as a root pruning and tray protectant against root penetration, but also as a protectant against Fusarium infection justifies further investigation.  A trial to compare the disease incidence (or susceptibility of seedlings to pine Fusarium) in new copper dipped trays to that of new non-dipped trays and plastic trays should be done.  

