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Onion downy mildew trial - Pukekohe
full season preventative programme at 7 - 10 day 

intervals
disease severity follow ing 6 applications
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Active Ingredient  Trade name  Leaf Blight Effectiveness (2-5)  

Fluazinam Shirlan® 2.9 

Dimethomorph + mancozeb Acrobat® 3 

Fenamidone + mancozeb Sereno® 2.6 

Mandipropamid REVUS 4 
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Reported by Dean McMiken  
PGSL Agronomist 



Adapted from The Vegetable Farmer—March 2008 
 
Vegetables hungry for nutrients 
Because many vegetable crops are in the ground for only a 
short time the root system has limited opportunity to develop 
and so the required quantity of  nutrients must come from a 
smaller volume of soil.  This is the principle reason why the tar-
get index for P, K and Mg in vegetable crops is higher than 
those for arable crops (see table) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                RB209 (2000) 
 
Vegetable species are also generally hungry for nutrients: the 
edible portions are often the seeds, the seedpods or flowers 
and these enlarged organs require much energy to produce.  
The many flavour compounds and vitamins found in vegetables 
also increase the need for an adequate supply of nutrients. 
 
Fertiliser spend in perspective 
The increased fertiliser price relative to the increased value of 
the major combinable crops has actually been approximately in 
proportion and fertiliser cost as a % of crop value for wheat has 
changed from approximately 4.1% to 4.7% in the last year.  
Growers of potatoes and particularly sugar beet do not fare 
quite as well and for vegetable producers, although the fertiliser 
spend is more likely to be less than 1% of crop value, this will 
have increased significantly more than vegetable prices.  There 
are many different ways to improve fertiliser usage including 
getting the form of the nutrient right and ensuring a balance of 
nutrients in the soil, to simple exercises such as calibrating the 
spreader regularly.  Here we review the cost effectiveness of 
fertilisers for vegetable production and discuss ways in which 
the impact of these price hikes can be mitigated. 
 
Nitrogen—key for outright yield 
N has the largest impact on sheer yield of any crop.  N in-
creases both the number and the size of cells and is required  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
for synthesis of proteins. Timing of N is crucial and because of 
the leachable nature of N, it is generally applied just prior to the 
onset of the main growth phase and in many cases dressings 
are split to improve use efficiency.  This efficiency by which a 

plant takes up and uses N is an area which is attracting a great 
deal more interest, not only because of environment 
restrictions on the quantity of N permitted, but also due to the 
rising costs of N.  Growers should now be more focussed on 
ensuring the % uptake and usage from every dressing is maxi-
mised. 
 
Important factors for N use efficiency: 
A/ Ensure other nutrients are not limiting. K, Mg and S have 
a particularly strong relationship with N 
B/ Use quality N products and the right form.  Urea applica-
tions can suffer volatilisation (loss of N to the atmosphere) un-
der specific conditions (warmth, high pH, drying soils).  Poor 
quality products will spread inconsistently and give crop vari-
ability. 
C/ Consider slow release N controlled release fertilisers for 
high value vegetable crops where application timings can be 
reduced and use efficiency and supply to the crop can be in-
creased.   
Make the most of manure N and calculate carefully the realistic 
contribution of this N to the season’s requirements. 
 
Phosphorus—for a good headstart 
Of all nutrients, the value of P has increased the most over the 
last 18 months and therefore potentially the biggest savings 
can be made.  For vegetables, P fertiliser should be water solu-
ble and available immediately as crops are typically in the 
ground for a short time only and need nutrient delivered quickly 
at the point of need.  Placement of P is still an underused tech-
nique, particularly when in a mixed rotation where arable crops 
(target P index 2) follow vegetables.  There is a wealth of com-
mercial devices on planters and other machinery which can 
place a dose of fertiliser close to the plants but remember that 
chloride based fertiliser should be avoided for this purpose.  If 
available, animal manures are an excellent way of boosting 
background P reserves although the release of P from such 
materials is inconsistent and variable and therefore it would be 
unwise to rely on manure P alone in most situations. 
 
Potassium—essential for N efficiency and crop quali ty 
Potash is not only key for N efficiency but typically more K is 
taken up than any other nutrient.  For vegetable crops where 
quality is as important if not more important than quantity, ade-
quate K availability is absolutely crucial.  K is required for water 
management within plants and crops well fertilised with K are 
better able to withstand stresses such as temporary drought, 
fluctuations in temperature, resistance to pests and diseases 
and frosts.  This is of paramount importance for overwintered 
crops where heavy frosts on K deficient crops such as cauli-
flower, leeks and spring cabbage can cause quality problems 
and therefore costly rejections.  On very light soils consider 
applying a % of the K as a foliar spray which can improve up-
take of this nutrient at times of peak demand.  Remember that 
sulphate of potash is recommended for many vegetable crops 
and evidence suggests that quality improvements in terms of 
tastes, storage qualities and vitamin content can be achieved 
by using the sulphate form. 
Certainly any dressings close to planting or close to the seed/
plants should be in sulphate form to avoid risk of scorch to the 
young plants. 
More information on SOP can be found at www.sopid.com. 
The largest K applications in a rotation should be made prior to 
the most responsive crops which would almost always be vege-
tables and on all but the lightest sandy soils, a high proportion 
of the K will be effectively held in the soil for the ……. 
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Arable crops 2 2- 

Vegetables 3 2+ 
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Continued from previous page... 
following crop/s.  If there are cereals in the rotation, consider 
the value of the nutrients in the straw which if baled, will re-
move around � 40/ha worth of P, K and Mg.  The same is true 
of other crops wastes which if returned to the soil can recycle 
a reasonable quantity of K. 
 
Magnesium and Sulphur 
 
Mg and S are particularly important for vegetable crops.  Mg is 
of course an essential constituent of chlorophyll so Mg defi-
ciency means limp looking yellowed leaves.  There are numer-
ous unnecessary dressings of N applied to fields in desperate 
attempts to “green up” crops when lack of Mg and/or S is so 
often the problem.   
This unwanted N just leads to forced weak growth and high 
nitrate content in leaves which is a problem for storage.  The  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Horticultural Development Council has very good baseline 
figures for recommended levels of nutrients in fresh tissue 
samples and these can be used to highlight the cause of an 
acute problem.   
Sulphur can be supplied with a nitrogen product or increas-
ingly with other nutrients when N is not required (eg. Patentkali 
K+Mg+S or Kieserite Mg + S).  Reliance upon elemental S 
which must be broken down first to sulphate form is a particu-
larly risky exercise for high value crops therefore S should be 
applied in sulphate form (the form plants take S up in).  Simi-
larly choice of Mg fertiliser is critical and growers are urged to 
find out what source the Mg is from in a blend or compound 
product.  If it is insoluble carbonate, oxide or hydroxide then 
Mg is only released over a very long period and only on acid 
soils.  Activated Magnesium or magnesium in the sulphate 
form (Kieserite) is however water-soluble and crop available. 

 
General tips 
on increas-
ing effi-
ciency 
Soil analysis 
It is estimated 
that around 
70% of arable 
producers are 
still not prac-
tising soil 
analysis but 
the % for 
v e g e t a b l e 
producers is 

more difficult to predict.  It would be tempting to say that due 
to the value of a hectare of vegetables, nobody would be fool-
ish enough not to base a fertiliser policy on regular soil analy-
sis data but if you haven’t analysed your soil in the last 2-3 
years, then this could be the single biggest cost saving exer-
cise that you carry out this year. 
 

Calibration of spreaders 
Similarly it was recently reported that around 25% of spread-
ers are either never tested or tested less than annually.  Most  
spreader manufacturers have detailed spreader settings for 
individual fertiliser products and these should be used. 
 
Avoid  poor quality products.  At such time it is tempting to use 
cheap products but the risk is not worth running for high value 
crops.  Anything other than SP5 rated N will reduce spreading 
accuracy and therefore variability in the field.  Fortunately, 
blended products have improved vastly over the years and 
now careful size matching of the components can give very 
high quality products.  
 
The difference between a reasonably accurate system with a 
Co-efficient of Variation (CoV) value of 10% and a poorly set-
up system with a CoV of 30% is worth over � 40/ha of margin 
in wheat, so the cost in a field of valuable vegetables is likely 
to be many times greater. 
Use of precision application technology using variable rate 
spreading and straight P, K and Mg fertilisers appears to be 
underutilised in the vegetable sector.  Data from the British 
Survey of Fertiliser Practice (2006), show that the % of vege-
table crops receiving straight P or K was just 10-15%, and 
none of the brassica crops in the study received any P or K in 
the form of straights. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Summary 
· Fertiliser use for vegetable production is still highly 

worthwhile although the spend relative to the crop value 
has increased.  

· Timing, type and quantity of N applied should be given 
careful thought. 

· Allowing base nutrients to run-down to below recom-
mended indices is a false economy. 

· Form of nutrients for sulphur and magnesium is critical, 
for vegetables in particular, only water soluble nutrients 
should be used. 

· Maximise use of organic manures if available which can 
help to raise background nutrient levels. 

· Consider placement of fertiliser, particularly P. 

· Pay attention to soil structure for larger stronger root 
structures. 

· Consider precision fertiliser applications. The potential 
savings made have increased with the increased cost of 
nutrients and uniformity in crops can be improved. 

· And lastly, to quote my very wise late Grandfather, “buy 
cheap, buy twice”.  Poor quality product represents a 
false economy. 
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Magnesium deficiency in potatoes 

Potassium deficiency in savoy 
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It’s important everyone in the export onion supply chain takes a no surprises approach for 2012. 
 
This about keeping up communication post the seasonal cross-over planting point: communications such as the 
recent executive meetings, an article in the August NZ Grower Magazine and the more informal Coffee Club mar-
keting gatherings co-ordinated by Onions New Zealand (ONZ). 
 
While we may bury ourselves in establishing this season’s crop, it’s im-
portant to look up, take a couple of breaths and take note of what’s ac-
tually evolving on a broader scale.  There is more often than not very 
little correlation in the outcome of one season and the following season. 
 
We must successfully manage risk on an individual and industry basis.  
Some of the common factors that involve risks and affect net grower 
returns include, but are not restricted to: 
 
Foreign exchange: 
 
A well known complexity of the onion export business.  The recent er-
ratic nature of exchange fluctuations and the mystifying—to primary 
producers—strength of the NZ dollar pose risks over which we have 
little control.  We can say, however, that current exchange rates applied 
to “average” prices under “normal” marketing conditions, would result in 
lower net returns per MT for 2012 than 2011. 
 
Markets: 
 
Wider economic conditions in the UK, Europe and North America are 
also well known.  While onions as a base vegetable have a certain re-
sistance to reduced consumer spending habits, the New Zealand trade 
is reliant on achieving significantly higher prices than local crops.  Also 
and somewhat more importantly, the NZ trade is reliant on very few real 
hands; major supermarket buyers who are under severe sector wide 
competition.  In other words it is not a question of what a consumer 
might pay, it is more what the retailer is able to negotiate and offer. 
 
Global production: 
 
Overall: Key production areas in the Northern Hemisphere appear to 
have good crops.  Harvesting conditions over the previous two and next 
four to six weeks will be critical in determining crop quality and storage 
potential.  Storability is fundamental to the NZ industry’s interest. 
 
Shipping:  With the withdrawal of Starvents by Maersk (estimated to be around FEU 1,400 units) there are two 
main consequences. 
 
1/ Potentially higher risks associated with either door off and/or shipper fantainers. 
 
2/ Impact of higher reefer rates. 
 
ONZ facilitates discussion on shipping matters but ultimately those arrangements are individual or group/club deci-
sions.  Net grower returns are obviously affected by these judgements and associated risks. 
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Don’t forget we are now open Saturday’s here in Puk ekohe 
8am—12pm 



 

 

 

Pukekohe Ph   09 2370430 
Fax    09 2384226 
Free Ph   0800 100 
747 
 
Waharoa Store   07 8887342 
Fax    07 8809142 

Mike Gordon   021 962 462 
Gary Graham   021 992 829 
Dean McMiken   021 717 934 
Jerome Benefield (Waharoa) 021 778 073 
Warren Hickford  021 286 4634 
Stuart Wood (Store)  021 717 924 
Mark Abernathy (Store) 021 581101 
Mike Helyer (Waharoa)  021 790 181 
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ONZ role 
 
ONZ has focussed on meeting the needs of members by organising better communications in the past season.  
The informal nature of the Coffee Club has been successful as a forum for exchange and is very well supported 
by key industry decision makers.  These will be continued and enhanced. 
 
There has been much discussion around the accuracy of export statistics, and while an excellent contribution has 
been made under the voluntary system, ONZ is trialling a more accurate and faster means of delivery of NZ Cus-
toms based statistics ready for next season. 
 
If you have any questions or additional information for 2012, please contact the executive secretary of ONZ on 04 
4705866 or email secretary@onionsnz.com. 
 
Michael Ahern is independent chairman of Onions New Zealand. 
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