
1 

Howard Boyte, CEO of Walking Point Farms in Tigard, has donated 
a thermo-gradient table to the Oregon State University Seed Lab. 
The table enables the lab to determine seed germinate rates at 
different temperatures.

The information can be used to help seed companies inform 
customers where and when to plant seed and for determining 
markets for different species.

Adriel Garay, seed lab manager, said thermo-gradient tables have 
been around for some time, but typically have not been used in an 
application that can benefit growers.

“We are one of the first to use it in this application,” he said. “We 
heard concerns (from growers) and we are trying to address them.

“Oregon has a global industry,” Garay said. “We ship seed all over 
the world. This is needed to better understand how that seed will 
perform in different climates.”

In some of its initial testing, the lab has analyzed germination 
rates for seed used in Midwest cover crops.

“A lot of crops are being planted in the fall, and a lot of people don’t 
know how they will perform,” Garay said. “Every company should 
be able to tell the costumers under what conditions to plant their 
seed.”

“This technology at the very least provides preliminary screening,” 
said Sabry Elias, seed lab viability supervisor.

The OSU lab typically uses a standard industry formula to conduct 
germination tests, involving testing seed for 16 hours under 15 
degree Celsius, and for eight hours under 25 degrees Celsius.

The test essentially is designed to show how well seed germinates 
at optimum conditions, Garay said.

“But if you send seed to Iowa and they are going to plant it in 
November, you don’t know how well it will do,” Garay said.

“Our seed growers can benefit here, and it can benefit the guy in 
the Midwest who is planting our seed,” he said.

The 4-foot by 5.5-foot table can test six varieties at one time at 
eight segments of five degree Celsius intervals.

The biggest surprise to date, Elias said, is how well annual ryegrass 
germinates in hot temperatures.

“It was surprising to me that annual ryegrass, which is a cool 
season grass, can germinate at 35 degrees Celsius (or 95 degrees 
Fahrenheit) if you keep it moist,” Elias said.
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Oregon State University Seed Lab officials Adriel Garay, left, and Sabry 
Elias, discuss the potential benefits for growers offered by a new 
thermo-gradient table test now available from the lab.
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New Billbug Trap Unveiled

At the Hermiston Agricultural Research and Extension Center’s 
grass seed field day in May, Oregon State University Union County 
Extension Agent Darrin Walenta unveiled a new trap for the 
billbug.

Walenta said he modified a linear pitfall-trap system originally 
developed by a colleague at Utah State University to develop the 
new trap.

He described the trap as a big improvement over methods 
historically used to determine billbug levels in grass seed fields.

“Historically, we have gone out, punched small holes in the ground 
and put Solo Cups in there,” he said. “Those are hard to manage, 
you get rainfall and overhead irrigation flooding, and you can lose 
what you catch.”

To build the trap, drop a six-inch irrigation junction box into soil 
and put a section of one-and-a-half inch PVC pipe into a small 
trench. The trap is designed to funnel billbugs into the junction 
box.

“If you really want to get complicated, you can put four arcs out 
around the trap,” Walenta said.

The trap can be used to capture adult billbug activity in spring 
months when billbugs typically will move around under crop 
canopy.

“The adults are mating and looking for stems to lay eggs on. When 
those eggs hatch out, they bore into the base of the tiller. They will 
feed until they get too large, then they burrow into the ground and 
start feeding on the roots and the crown,” Walenta said.

Often, he said, growers won’t realize they have large scale damage 
until the following spring during green up. “That’s when you’ll see 
massive patches that are dead and you have to go out and reseed,” 
he said.

The bad news about trapping for the pest in the spring is that 
no good control options are available for the pest in the spring, 
Walenta said.

“That is one of the discussions we are going to have with the 
industry is to look at some of those turf products that might help 
us out in the spring,” he said.

Still, knowing billbug levels in the spring can help growers 
determine whether to treat for the pest in the fall, Walenta said.

OSU Seed Lab Expands Testing Options (continued)

Elias said the lab plans to keep the fee “reasonable” for utilizing 
the thermo-tolerance germination test.

“We’ll make it reasonable because our objective is to help the seed 
company take advantage of their opportunities,” he said.

Elias said the main applications of the table are to:

•	 Determine the ability of seeds to germinate over temperatures 
ranging from 5 to 45 degrees Celsius;

•	 Screen species and varieties within each species for low- and 
high-temperature tolerance;

•	 Determine the range of temperatures under which a species 
with unknown germination-temperature requirements (such 
as some natives) can germinate and grow;

•	 Distinguish the quality of different seed lots based on their 
ability to germinate under a wide range of temperatures.

Oregon State University Union County Extension Agent Darrin 
Walenta shows participants in the Hermiston Agricultural Research 
and Extension Center’s Grass Seed Field Day, held May 19, the 
workings of a new billbug trap.
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Oregon State University wheat breeder Bob Zemetra let growers in 
on what the College of Agricultural Sciences is looking for in new 
wheat lines during a presentation May 27 at Hyslop Farms Field 
Day.

Zemetra said the focus of the program is diversity, calling it, “One 
of the lifelines of a breeding program.”

Among others facets, the program is looking for diversity in genes, 
traits and the ability to address climate change.

“We have to have the breeding program ready to address (climate 
change),” he said.

The program is looking at awned and awnless wheat, disease 
resistance, varying plant heights and is segregating its work by the 
market classes: soft white winter wheat; Clearfield; hard white; 
and hard red.

Zemetra praised the facility at Hyslop Farms, noting, “This is a 
perfect area to get dependable screening for disease.”

Instead of using just technology to advance research, he said, “We 
are using a combination of nature and technology. By using nature, 
we can move things quickly and eliminate the breeding lines that 
aren’t doing well. Technology is then used to identify lines carrying 
desired genes that can’t be identified easily in the field.

“What you are seeing in the field is exactly what you will see in the 
variety,” he said.

Among the program’s new efforts is screening for sharp eyespot 
resistance. One new line at Hyslop was lying flat from sharp eyespot 
infection, while an adjacent line, also infected, was standing tall.

Sharp eyespot has been around at low levels in the Willamette 
Valley for years, but last year, for the first time in memory, it was 
widespread up and down the Valley. It reappeared this year, also 
at high levels.

On the east side of the state, the program is looking at soil-borne 
mosaic-virus resistance and fusarium head blight resistance. 
Head blight, which has caused significant yield losses elsewhere 
in the country, is just starting to become a problem in Oregon, 
Zemetra said. The program hopes to have material ready for 
Oregon growers if and when it erupts here.

Diversity Focus of Wheat Breeding Program

Disease Resistance Waning in Wheat

Oregon State University plant pathologist Chris Mundt said 
he is seeing an excessive amount of disease in wheat this year, 
in some cases in varieties previously resistant to the Valley’s 
common wheat diseases.

For example, stripe rust was found on Rosalyn for the first 
time this year.

“We’re going to have a lot of variety turnover in the near 
future,” he said. “The question is how long the varieties will 
withstand rust.”

Mundt said he is working with wheat breeder Bob Zemetra 
on short-term and long-term strategies for wheat variety 
development. For the short-term, they are trying to find new 
varieties that yield well and are resistant to rust. For the long-
term, they are looking to isolate genes that show good disease 
resistance, preferably to multiple diseases, in the hopes of 
moving resistant genes into multiple lines.

“It is starting to appear that some genes may give resistance to 
multiple diseases,” Mundt said. “We are doing genetic studies 
to determine which genes are providing resistance and how 
to combine those genes.”

Oregon State University wheat breeder Bob Zemetra talks about the 
focus of the university’s wheat breeding program during Hyslop Farms 
Field Day May 27 in Corvallis.

Sharp eyespot, seen here, reportedly is widespread in Willamette 
Valley wheat fields for the second year in a row this year.
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Marion and Clackamas counties could have a field crops extension 
agent by the end of this year.

Oregon State University’s College of Agricultural Science 
administrators have identified the two counties’ need for a field 
crops agent as one of its “high priority one” positions, according 
to Derek Godwin, regional extension administrator.

Now that Marion County voters have approved the service district, 
college administrators are more likely to fill the position, Godwin 
said.

By a margin of 72 percent to 28 percent, Marion County voters 
in May approved the formation of the service district. Voters 
approved a property tax increase of 5 cents per $1,000 assessed 
value to fund the district. Based on current property values in 
Marion County, the tax is expected to generate between $950,000 
and $975,000 annually.

Godwin said he anticipates the tax to generate $850,000 in its first 
year, given that not all property owners pay taxes on time.

Other programs and positions with high priorities for Marion 
County Extension are its 4-H program and its small farms program.

“In early conversations with the City of Salem, county 
commissioners and clientele, creating a small farms position was 
identified as a priority,” Godwin said. The focus of that position 
would be on direct marketing, Godwin said, and not necessarily 
limited to small farms.

As for 4-H, Godwin said the county hopes to grow its existing 
program.

“A lot of people voted for the service district because of 4-H, so we 
want to make sure we stay true to that,” he said.

The county could have a new field crops extension agent in place 
by this fall, Godwin said, filling a void that has been in place since 
former Marion County agent Tom Silberstein left for Klamath Falls 
in 2013.

New Field Crops Agent Could be in the Offing

Leaf Rust Found in Wheat

Oregon State University research and extension personnel sent 
out a notice earlier this month that leaf rust has been found in 
Willamette Valley wheat.

The advisory, sent June 1, said the disease has been found in 
research plots and grower fields in both the southern and northern 
regions of the Valley.

The advisory was sent by Extension Cereals Specialist Mike Flower, 
extension agents Nicole Anderson and Clare Sullivan, and OSU 
plant pathologist Chris Mundt. They noted that because most 
wheat is past flowering, it is unlikely that spraying fungicides on 
infected fields will be economical.

They noted the disease has been absent from the Valley for ten 
to fifteen years and attributed its absence in part to the fact that 
susceptible varieties, such as Stephens, are no longer grown in 
the Valley. “In addition,” the notice stated, “we suspect the recent 
unusually warm and relatively moist weather has allowed this 
fungal pathogen to infect earlier.”

The notice added that leaf rust prefers warmer temperatures “and 
will likely continue to infect and expand in fields of susceptible 
varieties.”

Currently the disease has been found on the varieties Bobtail and 
Cara. The researchers speculated that other commonly grown 
varieties “may or may not be susceptible since we have seen little 
leaf rust in recent years.”

Leaf rust has dark orange pustules that appear in a random 
pattern across leaves. Its dark appearance and random patterns 
distinguish it from the stripes and bright orange pustules of stripe 
rust.

In Oregon, leaf rust typically is less damaging that stripe rust 
because it requires higher temperatures and begins to infect 
plants much later in the season.

Leaf rust in wheat.
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Oregon, New Zealand Forge “Mutually Beneficial” Relationship

What started as a student studying abroad has blossomed into 
an enviable international relationship among scientists, students 
and grass seed growers in Oregon and New Zealand.

The relationship reinforced over the years by regular visits between 
the two countries’ researchers  started in the late 1970s when Phil 
Rolston of AgResearch Ltd. in New Zealand was studying for his 
doctorate in weed science at Oregon State University.

After Rolston obtained his Ph.D., he stayed connected with OSU 
seed researchers and began arranging for OSU scientists to visit 
New Zealand.

The relationship expanded over the years until today visits 
between the two countries’ researchers are commonplace.

Tom Chastain, OSU seed crop physiologist, described the 
relationship between the two countries as “mutually beneficial.”

“We rely on their research and they rely on ours,” he said.

John Hart, a retired soil scientist, agreed: “Where else can you find 
someone working on nutrients in perennial ryegrass?” Hart said.

“They are willing to share,” he added. “It’s not a secret. If you ask a 
question, they’ll share that information.

“You’ve got someone who understands that crop and a similar 
production system that you can go back and forth with,” Hart 
said. “Maybe they have tried something and it doesn’t work, so you 
don’t have to try it.”

“Usually you do things in your own environment to check them 
out,” said Murray Kelly, a private industry researcher from the 
Canterbury Plains of New Zealand, who recently spent several 
weeks in Oregon on sabbatical from his position at PGG Wrightson 
Seed.

But, he said, he often uses Oregon research results to screen out 
research ideas. “We are too small to reinvent the wheel,” he said.

The fact that researchers in different environments arrive at 
similar results also emboldens researchers, Kelly said.

“We’re dealing in New Zealand with forage grasses, but there are 
these commonalities,” he said. “And because of these interactions, 

we can get ideas from each other and test things in different 
environments and feel confident in our recommendations to 
farmers.”

As part of the research connection between Oregon and New 
Zealand, the Foundation for Arable Research, an applied research 
and information transfer organization from New Zealand, sent a 
student group to Oregon in June. From there, the group will be 
going on to a biennial meeting of the International Herbage Group 
meeting in Lanzhou, China.

Also participating in the International Herbage Group meeting 
will be Kelly, Chastain and Oregon State University field crop 
extension agents Nicole Anderson and Clare Sullivan.

Chastain is the president-elect of the international organization. 
Rolston is the current president.

Chastain said they are proposing the group hold its 2019 meeting 
in Corvallis.

“Of course that will be up to a vote of the membership,” he said.

THE E-NEWSLETTER
The goal of this e-newsletter is to provide timely updates to Oregon 
seed producers and field reps. It includes a snapshot of what’s happening 
currently with respect to weather, pest and disease outbreaks, harvest, 
label updates, and other management activities. Growers or field reps can 
provide input anytime at mitchlies@comcast.net.
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Murray Kelly of PGG Wrightson Seed in New Zealand, talks with 
retired Oregon State University soil scientist John Hart at Hyslop 
Farms Field Day May 27. Grass seed researchers in New Zealand and 
Oregon have forged a “mutually beneficial” relationship, according to 
scientists.
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