
Potato handling equipment and 
storage facilities are exposed to many 
pests and microorganisms, including 

fungi, bacteria, insects, nematodes 
and weed seeds. 

For example, silver scurf 

(Helminthosporium solani) can 
survive on foam insulation and soil 
floors from one season to the next.

Bacterial ring rot (Clavibacter 
michiganensis ssp. sepedonicus) 
could survive between three and 
seven years, depending on the 
surface in the storage facilities,  
and it can be an extremely serious 
problem for seed potato growers. 

Nematodes are easily transferred 
from one field to another in soil 
debris adhering to equipment that is 
not properly cleaned. If nematodes 
or other soil pests are known to be 
present in a field, cleaning soil and 
debris from equipment before leaving 
the field helps stop the spread.

To minimize spread or recurrence 
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of a pest, it is good sanitary practice 
to thoroughly clean and disinfect all 
equipment and storage facilities prior 
to operational use. 

Proper sanitization includes cleaning, 
washing and disinfecting. Cleaning 
is the physical removal of soil and 
debris. Most problem pests can be 
effectively eliminated in this step. 

Cleaning, washing and disinfecting 
steps:

•  Remove plant debris and foreign 
materials. Clean up trash such as 
old tubers, duct tape, wood, metal 
and insulation inside the storage.

•  Before loading the new crops, 
thoroughly clean storage facilities 
that had tuber breakdown due to 
“hot spots” in the previous storage 
season. 

•  Discard soil, clay particles and 
organic matter that can react with 
the disinfectants to reduce their 
efficacy. 

•  It is equally important to clean 
trash and debris that might have 
accumulated in the area directly in 
front of the storage doors. 

•  Clean dust and dirt and sprout 
inhibitors from fan blades. 

Effective sanitizing requires a 
thorough cleaning of all surfaces with 
water or steam before a disinfectant 
is applied. Here is how to sanitize the 
area:

•  Wash the storage bins, walls and 
machinery floor with steam or hot 
soapy water using a high-pressure 
washer followed by rinsing with 
water.

•  Soap-based detergents are often 
effective at dissolving dried potato 
sap or other residues that might 
be adhering to floors, walls and 
equipment. 

•  Steam washers can also be 
extremely effective because the 

high temperature of steam makes it 
ideal for dissolving dried materials. 

•  Steam exposure time should be at 
least five seconds for fresh, wet 
bacterial material, and at least 20 
seconds for dried bacteria.

•  Duct pipes must be thoroughly 
cleaned as well. Exposing them to 
sunlight is a good final step after 

they have been thoroughly washed 
and disinfected.

After cleaning, a disinfectant solution 
should be applied to all surfaces and 
kept wet for at least 10 minutes. 

Ensure that the disinfectants used are 
labeled and registered in your state. 
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Read and follow directions before 
applying (Table 1). Some products  
are sold as concentrates and need  
to be diluted at the correct ratio  
to be effective.

Where chemical disinfection is 
practiced, it is important to ensure 
that the rate of application is correct 
for the method employed.  

In addition, the following points 
should also be considered:

•  The efficacy of disinfection may 
vary according to the surface type.

•  The efficacy of some disinfectants 
may be reduced by low 
temperatures and hard water.  
Best results are achieved at  

Left: Rick, a seasonal employee at 
Guenthner Potato Company, Antigo, 
Wisconsin, washes and disinfects the seed 
cutting equipment between seed lots.

Right: Cleaning is the physical removal of 
soil and debris. Most problem pests can 
be effectively eliminated in this step. Here, 
from left to right, Calvin Seis, Ed Stevens 
and Dana Seis separate soil and debris from 
potatoes at Sterling Farms, LLC, in Grand 
Marsh, Wisconsin. 

Table 1 lists common chemical disinfectants for potato equipment and storage facilities. 

Material Inactivation Corrosiveness  
to Metal Safety Recommended 

Exposure Time

Quaternary  
Ammonium  
compounds 

Some No Slight Use caution 10 minutes (min.) 

Hypochlorites 
5.25% bleach Yes No  

(except Iron) Yes Irritant & Caustic 10 min. 

Chlorine Dioxide No No No Non-toxic 10 min. 

Iodine Com-
pounds Some No  

(except Iron) Yes Caution 10 min. 

Phenolics Some No No Poison 10 min. 

Formaldehyde No Yes No Unsafe vapors 30 min. 

Copper Sulfate No Yes Yes Caution 30-60 min. 

ORGANIC MATTER HARD WATER
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a temperature of 59–68 degrees 
Fahrenheit.

•  Some disinfectants will require a 
longer contact period than others.

•  Fumigants or fogs might be 
appropriate in some cases, and 
such treatments should be carried 
out according to the manufacturer’s 
instructions. 

This range of chemistries is used 
in different manufactured brands, 
and there are many variables such 
as percent of active ingredient, 
allowable application rates and 
whether the product is labeled 
for potato storages and handling 
equipment. 

Here are some key points to follow:

•  Spray areas using a high-pressure 
jet of up to 4,250 kPa (kilopascals) 
to penetrate cracks in floors. 

•  Calcium and sodium hypochlorites 
can be corrosive to metal surfaces.

•  Hypochlorites and hydrogen 
peroxide products are often readily 
inactivated by organic matter and 
therefore not as effective on soil 
and wood. 

•  Wood surfaces can be treated 
with a wood preservative such as 
copper-8-quinolinolate, which kills 
bacterial ring rot.

•  If using chlorine-based compounds, 
buffer the solution to a pH of 6-to-
7.5 for maximum effectiveness. 
Avoid mixing chlorine compounds 
with hot water or other products 

unless it is allowed on the label. 

•  Keep surfaces wet via the 
disinfectant solution for a minimum 
of 10 to 15 minutes. 

•  Once this step is complete, close 
the storage for two weeks and 
open the doors to dry the storage 
surfaces. If two weeks is not an 
option, try to allow enough time  
for surfaces to dry prior to loading.

•  Professional personnel, such as 
storage service providers, can 
perform all or some of these 
important steps.  21-01 Badger Common'Tater (7x5).v1.pdf   1   2020-12-11   7:41 AM

“Silver scurf can survive on foam  
insulation and soil floors from  

one season to the next.” 
  – Yi Wang and Andy Robinson
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