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WHAT’S IN THIS BULLETIN 

 

This Technical Bulletin (TB) discusses the option available to farmers of using a foliar fertiliser as Nutrition 

Therapy to reduce the plant's exposure to fungal disease. 

 

 

HOW FOLIAR FERTILISER HELPS 

 

Non-virulent pathogens and foliar sprays are known to induce disease resistance in plants. 

 

Such treatments produce lesions and signals that are transferred to the rest of the plant to induce 

Systemically Acquired Resistance (SAR). Terms such as Chemically Induced Resistance (CIR) and Foliar 

Fertiliser Therapy (FFT) are used to underline the nature of the participating chemical or process leading to 

induced disease resistance. 

 

 

NUTRITION THERAPY EXPLAINED 

 

I have here used the term Nutrition Therapy to illustrate the dual role of nutrients in disease prevention.  

 

In Nutrition Therapy we aim at optimum, or above optimum level of some nutrients to firstly increase plant 

resistance to disease, and secondly suppress pathogen activity. The well know effect of elements such as 

phosphorus, potassium, calcium, zinc, manganese, copper, boron and silicon in increasing disease 

resistance of plants, are due to different effects of these nutrients and their interactions on the structure 

and physiology of plants. For example, copper is involved in forming a stronger physical barrier (e.g. 

lignifications); calcium protects cell membrane integrity and cell leakage while it is required to strengthen 

the cell wall; potassium maintains leaf turgidity, photosynthesis and phloem mobility; and finally zinc, 

manganese, iron and copper have, apart from other roles, a unified effect on photosynthesis preventing 

chlorophyll oxidation and cell degeneration.  

 

It is also well known that bacteria and fungi, due to their high surface to volume ratio and simple body 

structure, are more susceptible than crops to foliar spray having concentrated trace elements. So by 

increasing the trace element concentrations in a foliar fertiliser, one could selectively and directly suppress 

fungal and bacterial activity (reduce disease pressure) whilst improving plant resistance by various 

mechanisms as described earlier.  
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In a recent inspection of some barley paddocks near Cleve, I was witness to a classical effect of nutrition on 

improved disease resistance. A healthy green crop of Maritime barley was in sharp contrast with yellow and 

severely infected crop with net blotch where the soil was lighter. This was a clear demonstration that fertile 

soils supplied more potassium, phosphorus and other essential nutrients thereby preventing the spread of 

the disease. More confirmation on the role of nutrients in disease control was apparent in another paddock 

where net blotch of Maritime barley was unable to progress where the previous season crop was not 

harvested and soil fertility was better due to green manuring.  

 

In the current wet and cold season, the spread of fungal disease is rapid, and the yield damage is likely to 

be severe even though fungicide use is repeated. The grower should keep in mind that both prevention and 

suppression of disease is also related to the nutritional status of the crop. When spraying fungicide, one 

could tank-mix foliar fertilisers with high level of trace elements (similar to the effect of copper fungicides) 

to check the pathogen activity whilst at the same time increasing the plant tolerance to disease. 

 

 

 

BENEFICIAL RLF PRODUCTS 

 

Use of RLF Crop Specific Foliar fertilisers, with high level of trace elements and phosphorus are highly 

beneficial in preventing the spread of the disease when applied on its own or tank mixed with fungicides. 

The dual role of foliar fertiliser in disease control (Nutrition Therapy) should not be missed in any 

opportunity that compatible fungicide sprays are applied (e.g. Mancozeb). If potassium is expected to be 

suboptimal, addition of potassium sources to Plasma Power or Plasma Fusion tank mix is highly beneficial. 
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