
commercial release variety
Hindmarsh is proving extremely
successful.”

Tony, along with fellow plant
breeders Gil Hollamby, Andy Barr
and David Sparrow, also received
the Premier’s Science Award for
excellence in research in 2005.

Tony grew up on a family farm
which primarily ran sheep with a
cropping sideline, in the Adelaide
Hills at Birdwood. He studied at
Birdwood High went on to
Adelaide High and then the
University of Adelaide.

“I studied agricultural science
at university and as Agricultural
Council scholarships were
available in those days, I
received one for my
undergraduate course,” he said.

“I was always leaning towards
science and with my family
farming background, agricultural
science was the obvious choice.

“At that stage, agricultural
science was regarded as an elite
course at the university. It was
more intense than the science
course, with more contact
hours.”

He specialised in plant
breeding and genetics in his final
year at the university. 

He received the Barr Smith
Travelling Scholarship to study
at Cambridge University, and
spent three years in England,
where he did his PhD on the
evolutionary history of French
beans.

Dr Rathjen returned to a
breeders’ job at Waite in 1965.

He considers his first major
bread-wheat release as Warigal,
released in the late 1970s. 

“In terms of its impact on
cropping in SA, it was one of the
first really successful semi-dwarf
varieties,” he said.

“It had fairly widespread
adoption, mostly in SA.”

In the 1980s he worked on soft
wheats. 

“At the end of the 80s we
released Molineaux, the first
widely adopted cereal cyst
nematode-resistant wheat,” he
said.

“I’d been working on the CCN
issue since 1966.”

Significant gains were made
with the release of Frame wheat.

“Frame was released in the
early 90s and Yitpi in the late
90s,” he said.

“That sort of wheat went
through the Mallee like wildfire.”

Yitpi is still widely grown in SA
and is starting to rival Halberd

By PAULA THOMPSON

UNIVERSITY of Adelaide
researcher and lecturer Tony
Rathjen has been

instrumental in establishing a
strong durum industry in South
Australia and released more than
20 wheat varieties in his career.

And the numerous students he
has lectured over the years never
fail to talk about him in glowing
terms.

He led the way for sustainable
farming in the Mallee with the
development of high-yielding,
disease-resistant bread wheats.
He was named the 2009 recipient
of the BCG Harm van Rees Award
for significant contribution to
agriculture in the Mallee. 

Victoria’s Birchip Cropping
Group chief executive Alexandra
Gartmann said Tony’s
development of the Frame and
Yitpi varieties had an enormous
impact on the industry and the
Mallee, paving the way for
successful new farming systems
and technology adoption over
the past decade. 

BCG chairman Ian McClelland
said Tony ’s contribution was
enormous.

“Tony has not isolated himself
in an ivory tower,” he said. “He
has close links with the farming
community, seeking feedback
from the direct users of his
innovations. He has always been
ready to engage in robust debate
for the benefit of agriculture. 

“Not only has Dr Rathjen been
a high-impact breeder and
communicator – he has been
influential in educating some of
the industry’s best-known
scientists and leaders such as
David Moody, whose last
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■ Name: Dr Tony Rathjen
■ Location: Adelaide
■ Occupation: Plant breeder
■ Achievements: Development of

important wheat varieties Frame and
Yitpi, helped develop the durum
wheat industry in South Australia,
recipient of the BCG Harm van Rees
Award for significant contribution to
agriculture in the Wimmera-Mallee. 

■ Secret to success: Support from
your wife and family, particularly
when you travel a lot and have long
hours. It’s important to be surrounded
by an understanding environment.
Colleagues and farmers who are
willing to share and discuss ideas are
important as well.

Keypoints ...

High-impact wheat breeder 

sets more goals

AT WORK: Tony Rathjen harvesting durum wheat from this year's plots at Kapunda.

NEW VARIETY: Launching the new variety – Tjilkuri – at a Durum Growers of SA field walk
in September is association chairman John Green (left). He is with Tony Rathjen.

■ How will your industry change in the next 10 or 20 years?
The rate of change in agriculture has been enormous, particularly if you consider
advances like GPS and fertiliser placement. GPS and yield monitors give farmers the
opportunity to do interesting trials on their own properties. I feel the next big
revolution is in precision agriculture.

■ What has been the biggest learning curve in your career?
When I started out in plant breeding, I went out with Prof Watson, who was a rust
expert to a trial plot at Monarto. Within 10 minutes he had spotted many different
diseases and just by walking around the plot was able to pick out various issues
quickly. He impressed on me the importance of observation skills.

■ What is the most important business advice you have received?
Always keep in the back of your mind that no variety is going to be perfect. You
shouldn’t expect a pot of gold.

In their words ...

wheat, which was developed by
Rex Krause, for its length of time
in the field.

“Halberd got hammered with
rust in 70s, but it held on for a
long time,” Dr Rathjen said.
“Yitpi is getting into the same
class of longevity.”

Both varieties offered boron
tolerance and were clearly
superior in more marginal areas.

“By the late 90s we had the
combination of quality, boron
tolerance and CCN resistance
and with Yitpi it all came
together,” Tony said.

He started looking at durum
breeding in the 1990s, after a trip
to Italy.

The original reason for the trip
was to investigate the cause of
disease which led to pale yellow
stripes in wheat leaves, which
researchers still are yet to find
an answer to.

“Durum was almost never
grown in SA at that time,” Tony
said.

“But, San Remo were very
interested, because they had a
need for an increased supply of
durum wheat.

“On that trip to Italy I did a
tour of southern Italy and Sicily
and got a feel for the
countryside. I felt the durum
growing areas had a lot of
similarities with our climate and
soils.”

Tamaroi was the first durum
released from the Waite Institute
breeding program using selected
materials from a New South
Wales breeding program.

“When we initially started
growing durums you could stand
in a paddock of plants and pick
out Tamaroi types from 100
metres away,” Tony said.

“That was just a reflection of
how tolerant it is to invasion by
root-lesion nematode.”

The release of Kalka in 2003
added higher boron tolerance to
the mix.

The area put to durum was
limited to begin with, restricted
mostly to the Adelaide Plains,
but it has now been significantly
extended through the Mid North
and Yorke Peninsula.

Tony wants to see that
adoption extended even further.

“We run 12 sites around SA as
part of the breeding program,
including sites at marginal areas
such as Buckleboo and

Claypans,” he said.
In September, Tony launched

the latest durum variety Tjilkuri
which offers superior yields to
Tamaroi and Kalka and improved
semolina extraction rates.

“Tjilkuri has tolerance to boron
and to high pH, making it a good
foundation variety for the
subsequent program,” he said.

Another key aspect of Tjilkuri
is its crown rot resistance, a key
problem when growing durum.

Tony has been a lecturer since
he started as a plant breeder
with the university and in recent
years has been instrumental in
arranging primary production
tours both in SA and Queensland
for first and third-year
agricultural science students.

“An understanding of the
industry and the environment is
very important,” he said.

“I’m probably lecturing more
now than I ever did. I have many
contacts around the State and
can use that for first and third-
year students to get them out in
the field.”

Tony will retire from the
university in mid-2012 but has a
number of goals he wants to
achieve before leaving.

“A short-term objective is to
use some of the royalties from
Yitpi to fund overseas study
tours for students,” he said.

“I think a wider perspective of
agriculture on an international
level is very important.”

Tony is also keen to transform
the Crop Science Society
website. He has been the editor
of the society’s newsletter for a
number of years and is eager to
get all the older newsletters on
the site.

He says that while science is a
fantastic career, he is concerned
about its future.

“Continuity and reliability of
employment is so important. At
the moment it’s hard for people
to do things like getting a home
loan because they’re working on
three-year grants,” he said.

Dr Rathjen says it has been
incredible to be in a job where
you are learning something new
all the time and witnessing the
huge changes in agriculture first-
hand.

“Provided you’re not too
worried about making a million
dollars, working in agriculture is
very rewarding,” he said.


