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Wheat rust outlook and considerations  

  After our perfect storm for wheat diseases last year, many farmers are nervous for what to 

expect for this year. And the reports haven’t been encouraging so far either. Due to our mild 

winter, leaf rust has been found to have over wintered in the state. Generally the freezing and 

thawing and desiccation of wheat leaf tissue over the winter causes leaf rust to run out of viable 

plant tissue to reproduce on. That was not the case this year. Although this is concerning, there 

are still many conditions that have to be met for this disease to take off. The spores first have to 

move off the older growth to the newly emerging leaf growth. And the rust needs moisture on the 

leaf surface for infections. The spores themselves are still sensitive to dehydration and cold 

temperatures.  

  The second type of wheat rust that caused the larger issue for us last year is stripe rust. 

Although stripe rust did not over winter in Kansas, it is alarming how quickly it has started its 

spread from Texas and Oklahoma into Kansas already this spring. There are a few reports in the 

southern part of our state of stripe rust already being found.   

  How do you tell the difference between leaf rust and stripe rust? Symptoms of leaf rust include 

small, reddishbrown lesions. These blister-like lesions are most common on leaves, but also may 

occur on the leaf sheath. Lesions are scattered on infected plant parts but infections of heads and 

stems are rare. For stripe rust, the fungal disease causes yellow, blister-like lesions that are 

arranged in stripes. The disease is most common on leaves, but heads also can be infected when 

the disease is severe. Infections of the leaf sheaths and stems are rare. 

  It is important to keep up to date on the developments of the rust disease in Kansas. There is a 

whole state of ag agents tracking its progress as well as state extension plant pathology specialist, 

Erick DeWolf. However, it is critical to be timely and efficient if fungicide application becomes 

economically necessary. Applying a fungicide this early in the season will have little, if any, 

impact on yield. Even later on yield response is highly variable, being influenced by many 

factors, including a variety’s genetic resistance to disease, the amount of disease present in a 

field, yield potential of the crop, and weather conditions. 

  The upper leaves present during the early stages of grain development provide most of the 

energy the plants use to produce grain. Diseases that damage plants at these early stages often 

reduce the grain yield significantly. Fungicides can best protect these critical growth stages from 

disease when applied between full emergence of the flag leaf and flowering. Fungicide 

applications made before flag leaf emergence generally result in less disease control on the upper 

leaves during grain development and smaller yield responses. Check and follow product label 

recommendations to ensure full compliance with growth-stage limitations and pre-harvest 

intervals.  

  The residual life of the fungicide application is influenced by the product used, rate of 

application, and disease targeted for control. In general, products belonging to the triazole and 



strobilurin classes of fungicide will provide 14 to 21 days of disease control. Small differences in 

residual life among products typically do not result in large differences in grain yield. Plant 

tissues readily absorb most products belonging to the triazole and strobilurin classes of 

fungicides; however, the chemicals do not move far within the plant. In general, the fungicides 

stay near the site of application or move toward the leaf tip. The fungicides only protect leaves, 

stems, and heads present at the time of application.  

  More information about product options and efficacy against diseases can be found in the K-

State Research and Extension publication Foliar Fungicide Efficacy Ratings for Wheat Disease 

Management, EP130 
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