


Sweet potato DiagNotes
A CD and internet resource for sweet potato 
crop management

ACIAR has recently released a new software product for sweet potato farmers, 
extensionists and researchers. 

Sweet Potato DiagNotes contains an interactive diagnostic key allowing more than 
80 problem-causing agents (diseases, insect pests, nematodes, nutritional disorders 
and environmental factors) to be identified from the symptoms and signs observed on 
the crop. For each problem, there is a detailed fact sheet providing photographs and 
information on identification, importance and management of the problem. 

There are also fact sheets on other aspects of sweet potato production and soil 
fertility management. 

This is the most comprehensive publication yet produced on sweet potato 
management and will provide a valuable reference tool for those working with this crop.

Sweet Potato DiagNotes is the product of a collaboration between the University of 
Queensland, the International Potato Center (CIP) and the Philippine Root Crop Research 
and Training Center (Philrootcrops), funded by ACIAR. The product has taken more 
than four years to develop and brought together the expertise of crop pathologists, 
entomologists, nutritionists and nematologists from around the world.

The interactive key utilises Lucid™ software, a University of Queensland product that 
has been extensively used for taxonomic keys. Its application in diagnostic keys (expert 
systems) is a more recent development and Sweet Potato DiagNotes breaks new ground 
in its scale and user-friendly features.

The product can be accessed free at www.lucidcentral.org/keys/sweetpotato or a CD 
can be ordered from ACIAR by 
emailing comms@aciar.gov.au. 
No charge will be made for Papua 
New Guinea users. 

This is a new type of product for 
ACIAR and feedback from users is 
welcome. Please email feedback to 
both comms@aciar.gov.au  
and Dr Jane O’Sullivan at 
j.osullivan@uq.edu.au.

the morning in the same areas where children play and dogs roam. As 
a result, many pigs become infected with human or dog tapeworms, 
acquired from eating faeces, and children can acquire pig infections 
by playing in the dirt where the animals have defecated.

In collaboration with villagers, the scientists have suggested that 
pigs be let out into a specialised dunging area first. These areas would 
have stony ground on which the animals would defecate. The stony 
ground prevents pigs from eating earthworms, which are second-
ary hosts for some of the parasites. Periodically, these dunging areas 
would be cleaned out, the dung composted and later put on the fields 
for use in crop growth – however not where pigs would roam.

After their morning dunging, the pigs would be moved into fenced 
paddocks sown with high-protein plants and trees. Each pasture area 
would be used until about 50 per cent of the foliage had been eaten. 
Then the villagers would send the pigs to another area, allowing the 
initial pasture to recover. This rotational idea fits well with the tradi-
tional systems of agriculture familiar to villagers.  Interestingly, villag-
ers had previously used a similar system decades before, but Dutch 
missionaries encouraged them to let the pigs roam free in an attempt 
to save on the amount of food used to feed the animals.

Of course, the pigs still need supplementary feed and scientists 
are studying what should be included in this diet. Sweet potatoes are 
included, but they contain compounds known as trypsin inhibitors 
that inhibit the action of protein-digesting enzymes in the gut. These 
compounds can be inactivated by heat treatment. However, as cook-
ing uses fuel, an alternative method is fermenting. Fermented silage 
containing a mixture of different, locally available food sources is the 
ideal. 

With a good diet the pigs grow faster, and with treatment to 
remove parasites the situation is even better. The scientists demon-
strated this to farmers. Untreated pigs in the village grew on average 
30 grams per day. With treatment, parasite-free pigs fed on the usual 
village diet grew at 60gm a day. However, parasite-free pigs on an 
optimum diet (with good levels of high-quality protein) grew at the 
rate of 130 to 230gm per day. Achieving the best diet may require 
the addition of animal protein, as plant proteins can be deficient in 
certain amino acids. Scientists used available fish offal.

The work has stimulated great interest among the village farmers, 
who now discuss the issues amongst themselves as well as with the 
local scientists. An important part of the project has been to encour-
age participation, and it was the diet trials that caused excitement 
among the farmers.

Pig productivity will never equal that found in the developed 
world, due partly to the type of pig. Native pigs can only grow to a 
maximum weight of 80 or 100 kilograms. The types of pig commonly 
used in farming in Australia usually reach a weight of about 200kg, 
and frequently grow by about 600gm to 700gm a day. 

But these figures are not what the team is aiming for at the 
moment. Instead, the scientists and the villagers are more than happy 
to improve their existing system and get the most out of what is 
already available.
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'�With a good diet the 
pigs grow faster, and 
with treatment to 
remove parasites the 
situation is even better'Local veterinarian and project officer Liem Mahalaya prepares to tag pigs.


