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Curly Top Virus Under

Investigation

The tomato industry is puzzled by a
severe outbreak of curly top virus that
struck crops in the San Joaquin Valley in
2001. The virus is vectored by the beet
leathopper and attacks peppers, beans,
melons and sugar beets. Outbreaks of the
disease may vary in strength, but typically
do not inflict major losses.

Last year, however, curly top caused
widespread damage in tomato crops over a
broad area on the west side of the Valley.
Fresno County was hit the hardest, but
Kern, Stanislaus and Monterey Counties
affected.  Many fields
experienced six to eight percent losses;
but, in a few cases in Fresno County, yields
were as low as 14 tons, rather than the
typical 40 tons per acre. The worst damage
occurred in processing tomatoes, but
some fresh market tomatoes also were
damaged.

A large population of leathoppers, which
overwinter in the foothills, caused the
problem, says Bob Peterson, an
entomologist ~ with  the  California
Department of Food and Agriculture
(CDFA). A buildup of weeds and an
abnormally dry, warm winter led to a high
number of insects. However, other aspects
of the outbreak have piqued the interest of
researchers. Why were tomatoes affected
more than other crops? Why did the
outbreak persist throughout the season,
rather than peaking at a particular time as
it normally does?

One possibility is that there was a genetic
change in the virus that caused a change in
behavior. There are at least three strains of

were  also

The damaging effects of curly lop virus on lomaloes.
OO ‘ -

curly top virus,.each distinguished by the
plants it prefers. Bob Gilbertson, a UC-
Davis plant pathologist, is studying virus
DNA from samples of infected plants to
determine whether a known strain or a
new strain is responsible.

In the long term, the curly top virus DNA
could be useful in an early warning system
to predict where outbreaks might occur.
Using a molecular technique, the
polymerase chain reaction (PCR), the viral
DNA can be detected inside leafhoppers.
By identifying virus-carrying leafhoppers,
growers could alter planting schemes
and/or spray programs to target potential
hot spots, says Gilbertson.

Cultural practices also may have played

cont'd on page 4
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