
SRA is changing the way we analyse 
samples for ratoon stunting disease 

(RSD) for the Australian sugarcane 
industry.

This change has seen SRA shift from an 
old method called ELISA (which stands for 
enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay) to 
a method called qPCR (which stands for 
quantitative polymerase chain reaction). 

This is a technological step forward 
for the SRA RSD laboratory and for the 
industry, allowing us to be more precise in 
diagnosing RSD and consequently leading 
to better outcomes in managing RSD.

The ELISA test has been reliable and 
served the industry well, but it is 
less sensitive than molecular based 
methods such as qPCR. Greater precision 
of information will be valuable for 
extension providers and growers in 
managing RSD.

Leading up to this change, which was 
recently approved by the SRA Board, we 
have been working with productivity 
services organisations (PSOs) on ensuring 
the qPCR test is practical in the field 
and in the laboratory. We have seen 
the potential for this technology for the 
Australian sugarcane industry for many 
years, but it has been important to take a 
methodical approach and ensure that this 
change is workable and efficient.

A major part of assessing the new method 
had SRA analyse all samples in parallel in 
2018, using both the ELISA and the qPCR.

From this, we learnt that the ELISA was 
not diagnosing all cases of RSD.

These parallel tests showed that the 
number of positive test results more than 
doubled from 157 to 336 for the season 
with qPCR. These additional positive 
tests included a number of “spiked” 

samples provided by PSOs to assess 
the accuracy of the SRA testing service. 
These detections increased industry 
confidence in the service significantly.

While the new qPCR is more precise, it is 
also more expensive than the old ELISA 
test, and as such the SRA Board will 
manage the increased cost of the new 
service to encourage its early adoption.

The cost for industry of the qPCR test 
will be $10.50 per field, with this number 
based on the current throughput of the 
RSD laboratory.

RSD is one of our major sugarcane 
diseases and because it is so difficult 
to visually identify, and because it is so 
easily spread, the testing service is vital 
for our industry. SRA recognises this and 
therefore continues to place a very high 
priority on this service. 

NEW APPROACH TO 
IMPROVE RSD DIAGNOSIS 

AND MANAGEMENT 
BY DR ANDREW WARD, EXECUTIVE MANAGER,  

BIOSECURITY AND PRODUCTION 

RSD has been estimated to impact fewer 
than 5 percent of fields in the industry, 
but its yield losses can vary from 5 
percent to 60 percent. 

Once you have RSD in your paddocks,  
it is very hard to eradicate and it is  
easily spread around your farm or 
between farms.

This all means that the SRA RSD 
laboratory is a vital part of the process 
for helping to keep the industry on top 
of RSD.

Our new service will allow industry 
to improve our understanding of RSD 
prevalence and risk, and to better 
manage it.

The majority of samples through the SRA 
laboratory come from PSOs across the 
industry, although a proportion come 
through growers.

SRA has been working with PSOs on 
the sample collection method for 
RSD for the qPCR method and we also 
have explanatory fact sheets on the 
SRA website, as well as the form for 
submitting samples. Growers should 
contact their local PSO as their first port 
of call for more information on RSD.

We continue to encourage regular testing 
for RSD, especially in blocks of planting 
material.

The SRA website also has a range of 
resources around farm hygiene and 
ensuring you are using clean planting 
material. 

The best attitude to have is to keep 
the disease off your farm. This can be 
achieved by simply having a clean seed 
and hygiene strategy/system in place for 
your farm and equipment.  

For more information contact  
SRA Senior Technician  
Amanda Johnson  
E  ajohsnon@sugarresearch.com.au  
T  07 3331 3372

(Above) Sampling in the field for ratoon stunting 
disease (RSD).  (Over page) An example of the difference 
between infected cane (left) and healthy cane, with all 
other conditions exactly the same. 
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TOPPING:  
NOT JUST FOR ICE-CREAM

NEW STAFF TO BOOST  
SRA ADOPTION CAPACITY 

WITH THE SEASON UNDERWAY FOR ANOTHER YEAR, GROWERS AND 
CONTRACTORS ARE BEING REMINDED OF THE IMPORTANCE OF TOPPING CANE, 
BOTH FOR ACHIEVING CLEAN CANE SUPPLY AND FOR MAXIMISING CCS.

There are plenty of times when the 
topper on the harvester can’t be 

used. When crops are lodged due to  
size or weather – or both – there is just 
no way of removing the tops from  
the cane.

However, there are other times when 
there is an opportunity to be grabbed by 
improving the use of toppers across the 
industry. 

So what is in those tops, and what does it 
mean for the cane ending up in the bins?

The short answer is that topping cane 
has a significant positive impact on 
profitability. The issue with not topping is 
that tops increase extraneous matter (EM), 
decrease CCS and reduce sugar quality 
through increased colour, ash and starch.

Topping can also mean “losing a bit to 
gain a bit more”.

Australian industry trials from 2002 
indicated that although topping reduced 
total yield by 6 tonnes per hectare (t/ha), 
it resulted in an improvement in CCS of 
0.6 units and growers’ incomes increased 
by $110 per hectare ($/ha). In that trial, 
trash reduced by one percent and tops 
reduced by five percent. 

SRA has welcomed new members to its 
Adoption Team as part of the delivery 

of the industry-led Adoption Strategy for 
Australian cane growers and millers.

The new staff are Mr Tim Liebelt (Tully/
South Johnstone), Ms Clare Gersch 
(Mackay), Mr Will Higham (Meringa) and 
Ms Molly O’Dea (Proserpine). 

As part of the Adoption team, they 
will work closely with SRA research 
staff, growers, millers and other service 
providers to help the Australian 
sugarcane industry improve productivity, 
profitability and sustainability. They will 
work on a range of activities and projects 
specific to their respective regions, 
including Cane to Creek 2.0 and Pathways 
to Water Quality Improvement in the Myrtle 
Creek Sub-catchment. 

Grower returns increased by greater than 
$1 per tonne, although harvester returns 
reduced.

Another trial from 2012 also looked at 
the economics of topping versus not 
topping. The result (see table) was an 
improvement of $165/ha for the grower. 

SRA Adoption Officer for Harvesting, Phil 
Patane, said topping was just one part of 
the puzzle with finding the sweet spot 
to achieve optimum harvest outcomes. 
He added that it required a collaborative 
relationship between the contractor 
and the grower to make the most of the 
opportunity and to ensure harvester 
operators were also being rewarded for 
implementing best practice.

According to the SRA Harvesting 
Best Practice Manual (available via 
sugarresearch.com.au), cane should be 
topped at the growing point, as tops 
generally represent 40-45 percent of 
total extraneous matter. Phil said that 
removing tops also helps reduce the 
load on the extractors, which allows for 
improved cleaning, reduced cane loss 
and less wear and tear on the machine. 

Herbert region harvesting contractor, 
Greg Chiesa, said it was important for 

In addition, Ms Hannah Russell joins 
SRA as part of the QFF-led agricultural 
extension work placement program, 
funded by the Queensland Department 
of Environment and Science. 

Based in Bundaberg, Hannah will have 
the opportunity to receive professional 
workplace development and on-ground 
extension experience with growers, 
millers, harvester contractors and a range 
of service providers in the region. 

SRA Executive Manager, Regional 
Delivery, Mr Ian McBean, said the new 
staff were eager to work with industry 
in their respective regions to deliver 
outcomes for the industry. 

“SRA’s Adoption Team provides a vital 
conduit between research and growers 
and millers, assisting industry to adopt 

contractors to talk to growers about what 
they wanted. 

“Obviously if the cane is laying down, 
there’s no point running the topper, but if 
the cane is standing then we are running 
the topper and following the growers’ 
instructions,” he said. “There’s no point 
sending tops through for no reason only 
to be trying to pull them out with the 
extractors.”

Generally, only crops that are relatively 
even and erect can be topped effectively, 
with typical topping efficiency in a good 
erect crop being 75–85 percent. 

While there have been attempts to 
automatically control topper height, they 
have not yet been successful. The operator 
must therefore manually control topper 
height, and make appropriate adjustments 
when the basecutting height is adjusted.  

practices and technology that improve 
their bottom line,” Mr McBean said. “These 
appointments provide vital capacity to 
assist with the ongoing delivery of the 
industry-led adoption strategy.”  

To receive a hard copy of the SRA 
Harvesting Best Practice Manual 
contact Samantha Ryalls on  
E  sryalls@sugarresearch.com.au  
T  07 3331 3308.

Treatment Yield (T/ha) Trash % Tops % CCS Grower $/ha

Topped 119.6 3% 0.7% 13.39 $4108

Not topped 125.1 4.2% 5.4% 12.77 $3943

$165/ha difference

(Far left) Herbert 
harvesting contractor  
Greg Chiesa.  
(Left) Effective topping 
helps reduce extraneous 
matter, and improves  
CCS and sugar quality.

(Below) Ms Hannah Russell has recently joined Sugar 
Research Australia in the Southern Region, based at 
Bundaberg, as part of a work placement program for 
recent agricultural graduates.
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