
Orange rust is caused by a 

fungus (Puccinia kuehnii). 

During the early stages 

of infection, the disease is charac-

terised by small, elongated yellow 

spots which become surrounded by 

a pale green halo as they increase 

in size. Mature spots or lesions are 

orange to orange-brown in colour 

and tend to occur in clusters near 

the base of the leaf. While brown 

rust (Puccinia melanocephala), which 

is currently widespread in our 

industry, tends to infect young 

cane, orange rust is reported to 

be more common in cane older than  

six months.

Orange rust can cause substantial 

yield losses when severe as the dis-

ease reduces stalk mass and stalk 

number. Orange rust was consid-

ered to be of  minor importance in 

the Australian sugar industry until 

Q124, a previously resistant variety 

became severely infected in 2000. 

Economic losses were estimated to 

be AU$200 million. As the spores of  

the fungus are light and hardy and 

are spread mainly by the wind, the 

disease can move considerable dis-

tances over a relatively short period 

of  time causing outbreaks which  

can be difficult to manage. Until 

recently, orange rust had only been 

observed in the Asian-Australian-

Pacific region but was reported in 

Florida and a number of  countries 

in Central America in 2007. The 

disease was observed in Brazil in 

2009. In the event of  orange rust 

entering South Africa, it could cause 

serious losses in our industry, par-

ticularly in the north where one 

variety dominates and the condi-

tions are conducive to its spread. 

Of the widely-grown South African 

varieties tested for their suscep-

tibility to orange rust in the United 

States and Australia, N14, N23, N25, 

N29, N31, N37, N39 and N41 were 

reported to have acceptable resis-

tance. N32 developed mild orange 

rust symptoms in Florida. Varieties 

N12, N19 and NCo376 have been sent 

to Australia for testing. SASRI is cur-

rently developing an incursion plan to 

manage this disease.

Growers are advised to con-

tact their Extension Specialist or 

LPD&VCC Officer for further infor-

mation. 
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The first reports of orange rust in Africa were recently 
confirmed in Cameroon and the Ivory Coast. Currently, 
no information is available regarding the effect of the 
disease on cane yield in these two countries. Orange rust 
has not as yet been reported in other African countries 
including South Africa.
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