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INVESTIGATIONS ON THE CAUSAL ORGANISMS AND
DEVELOPMENT OF FRUIT ROT OF OIL PALM
(ELAEIS GUINEENSIS)

Loh Da-jing, Cheng Jin-ping, Hung Xiang-qian
(South China Institute of Tropical Crops)

Fruit rot or bunch rot of oil palm in Hainan Island causes a considerable loss. Investiga-
tions show that this disease occurs almost all the year round. In dry seasons it appears as
a dry rot and during rainy seasons it turns into a soft rot.

Symptoms of dry rot always appear as a bunch of yellow, sometimes brown, colored fruit
which are at first moribund, then rot off during the ensuing rain, while those of soft rot are
quite inconspicuous at their early stages of development. The only way to detect its presence
is to hold each fruit between the finger ‘and thumb and shake it gently. Sound fruit always
remain rigid on the bunch and diseased ones can be easily taken out of their enfolding brackets.
In a more advanced stage, the detached ends turn brown or brownish black, often carrying a
light growth of fungus mycelium. In severe cases the brown ends turn into a water scaked
appearance, emitting a fouly odor. Rot usually commences at the top fruit of a bunch, extend-
ing downward and inward, finally engulfing the whole bunch.

During our three years of systematic investigation we have noticed that

1. Plants which were well fertilized and fruit bunches hand pollinated yield only half
as much rotted fruit as those of unconcerned ones.

2. Fruit rot on well managed level land is decidedly less than on slopes.

3. Plants growing on soils with a fairly high underground water level (about 1% to 2
meters from ground level) do not yield as much rotted fruit as those on high land,

4. This disease neither spreads from bunch to bunch nor attacks the trunk or the leaf
base of the plant.

5. A green rind variety suffers less fruit rot than the purple rind variety.

Isolations from  points of detached ends of fruit frequently yield species of Fusarium.
Gloeosporium and various kinds of bacteria, and inoculaticns by various methods to healthy
fruit have never induced rot of any kind. During the process of isolation, with the help of
free hand secticning of severed ends under the microscope, we noticed the fact that some de-
tachable fruit during their early stages do not harbour any organisms at all.

. In order to clarify the case, we carefully removed the fruit with their peduncles attached
from bunches showing early signs of shedding. These were cut longitudinally along their
medulla into sizes good enough for both paraffin embedding and free hand sectioning. Cut
sections reveal the fact that some inmature fruits produce abscission layers much earlier than
healthy mature fruit. This would indicate that fruit bunches of oil palms under certain adverse
conditions tend to shed their fruit. Since each small fruit is held within three spiny brackets,
the upward growing fruit can not easily drop cut of the socket; hence, it has to rot in situ.
Relating all the observations mentioned above, we believe that this disease is of a physio-

logical nature.
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