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TREATMENT OF SEED POTATOES FOR SCAB AND
BLACK SCURF

By J G BROWN, Plant Pathologist

Scab and black scurf are two of the commoner diseases that are
introduced into fields on seed potatoes. Both diseases are caused by
colorless microscopic plants called fungi. When these fungi once
become established in the soil, it is a difficult matter to eradicate them;
indeed eradication often appears to be impossible. Year after year
they take their toll from the profits of the crop in the form of damaged
tubers and reduced yields; and the farmer who considers the expense
of seed selection and treatment too great really pays a price far in
excess of the cost of preventive measures. Alkaline soils are very
favorable to the growth of the scab organism. At present Arizona
farms, especially those in the southern part of the State, are compara-
tively free from the scab and scurf fungi. Will you help to keep
the potato fields free from these diseases by treating your seed pota-
toes? Almost all potatoes shipped into the State for seed purposes
are infected with the black scurf organism (Rhkoctonia), and often
the scab fungus (Oospora) is also present.

THE MERCURIC CHLORIDE TREATMENT. The best method of treat-
ing seed potatoes is the mercuric chloride (corrosive sublimate)
method. To carry out the treatment, a tank or several large barrels
should be obtained if large quantities are to be disinfected, but an
ordinary barrel is large enough for treating seed for garden plots.
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Wooden tanks and barrels must be used, since metal surfaces reduce
the strength of the disinfectant.

When the container is ready, it should be sunk in the ground
far enough to make easy the task of lifting sacks into the solution and
out again, especially when large quantities of seed potatoes are to be
treated. The same result may be obtained by handling the sacks from
a wagon or truck, if the container is not too high. The water is
measured into the container, and four ounces of mercuric chloride
are added for each 30 gallons of water. A heavy mark should be
made at the level of the solution in the container to save time in
measuring when refilling is necessary. Mercuric chloride dissolves
slowly in cold water; therefore, it should be dissolved in one or two
gallons of hot water in a wooden pail and then this solution added to
the water in the large container. To summarize the operation thus
far • In case a barrel is used, 28 gallons of water have been placed in
the barrel; two gallons of water have been heated, and in this water
four ounces of mercuric chloride have been dissolved; the hot water
containing the mercuric chloride has been added to the contents of
the barrel which now contains 30 gallons of disinfectant ready for use.
The mercuric chloride should not be prepared until it is to be used,
as it deteriorates if allowed to stand.

The potatoes are put into sacks, and these immersed in the solution,
In case an ordinary barrel is used to hold the disinfectant, the potatoes
should be handled in 60-pound lots, each sack being allowed to stand
in the solution for one and one-half hours. Dirt clinging to the pota-
toes and to the sacks weakens the mercuric chloride solution, hence
these should be as clean as possible. After 600 pounds of potatoes have
been treated in 30 gallons of the solution, one-half ounce of mercuric
chloride dissolved in one or two quarts of hot water should be added;
enough water should also be poured in to bring the contents of the
container up to the 30-gallon mark. The addition of one-half ounce
of mercuric chloride must be repeated after the treatment of each 600
pounds of potatoes. When 3000 pounds of potatoes have been dis-
infected in this way, the solution should be discarded and a fresh
quantity made up.

When the first lot of potatoes has been in the 'disinfectant for one
and one-half hours, it should be removed and cutting may be started;
meanwhile the second lot may be placed in the mercuric chloride solu-
tion. The potatoes are not rinsed when removed from the solution.
Care should be taken to prevent reinfection. If the knife used in
cutting has been in contact with untreated seed, it must be washed
with disinfectant, preferably strong formaldehyde, before being used
in cutting treated seed. Sacks that have contained untreated tubers
should be boiled, or soaked in strong formaldehyde before being used
to carry treated seed. The same statement applies to pails; and even
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hyde solution, which is prepared by adding a pint of 40 per cent
formaldehyde to 30 gallons of water. Each lot of potatoes is allowed
to remain in the solution for two hours. Thirty gallons of solution
will sterilize 1200 to 1500 pounds of potatoes. Metal vessels may be
used with formaldehyde. The solution is irritable to the membranes
of the nose and throat, and care should be taken not to inhale the
fumes. Potatoes that are left over may be used for food after they
have been carefully washed. Formaldehyde sells for about $3.50 per
gallon. While this method is not always as satisfactory as the mercuric
chloride method, it may often be more convenient, especially when
wooden containers can not be procured.

Potato growers who have questions regarding the methods
described above may address the Plant Pathologist, Agricultural Ex-
periment Station, Tucson, Arizona.


