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“India bu1ld1ng defences

against wheat epidemic

By Chandrika Mago/THN

MNew Delhi: As the warning
on a global stem rust epi-
demic in wheat resounds

around the world, India is

India has been alert to the
new thr
Alrica since . Over the
ree years, tests have
confirmed that PBW 343, In-
dia's leading wheat variety
grown in Punjab, Haryana,
western UP, even Bihar and
Rajasthan, is vulnerable if
[Ig99, the new strain of stem
rust disease, attacks South
Asia, PBW 343 has a hold on
zix million hectares of In-
dia’s 26 million hectares un-
der wheat. Millions of

hectares of wheat fields in
Pakistan and Bangladesh
are as vulnerable.

Scientists have yet to test
whether wheat wvarieties
popular in south or central
India are also susceptible to
Ugad, which was first re-
ported in Uganda in 1999
and has spread to Kenyva and
Ethiopia. They now plan to
do this,

Indian Council of Agri-
cultural _H h__chie

! angala Rgi savs thev bave
2N working since .
aLner n test these here

and risk the disease coming
in, they sent 22 released
lines and some registerad
genetic stock for testing to
Kenya — thzthl:_:' oneof the
{irst countries to do so.

New protective genes in-
iroduced in three worked -
one of these is PBW 343, All

of the PBW 343 which
presently grows in fields is
susceptible, says M Prashar,
the Indian wheat scientist
who returned on Monday
from a two-day internation-
al conference on a global
rust initiative in Kenva. In-

troduced in 1996, this viTT
EIEEE aEuut five tonnes g

ectare, against the usual
AVE!] our

Stem rust, which shows
up as deep brown spots on
the plant, uses up the food
supply meant for the seed
and reduces the yvield drasti-
cally. Spores of this fungus
are carried by the wind.
Even a 10% drop in vield,
fear scientists, could see In-
dia's production of about 74
million tonnes plummet

close to “a begging bowl’
situation. //
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