
Maize (Zea mays L.) is a critically impor-
tant cereal crop within the world’s food su-
pply, ranking third in harvested tonnage af-
ter wheat and rice. Each year, an average of 
380 million tons are produced worldwide wi-
thin 53 countries. Corn is cultivated abun-
dantly in nearly all countries of the tropical 
regions. In tropical and subtropical areas of 
the Americas, maize is often affected by a 
serious disease caused by an insect-vec-
tored bacteria from the genus ‘Candidatus 
Phytoplasma’ spp.

Maize bushy stunt (MBS) was detected 
for the first time in 1955 in Mexico. Its asso-
ciation with a phytoplasma was determined 
20 years later. MBS phytoplasma (MBSP) 
has since been detected throughout Cen-
tral and South America, and more recently 
in Mexico in association with native corn 
varieties. MBSP is known to be transmitted 
by leafhoppers of the genus Dalbulus, sug-
gesting the possibility of host specialization 
and an evolutionary relationship among the plant, vector, and bacterium. MBS symp-
toms, which have been previously reported to affect both commercial varieties and nati-
ve corn, include reddening, yellowing of leaves, stunted growth, and bushy morphologi-
cal characteristics. 

According to the Phytoplasma ta-
xonomy group, new taxa within ‘Ca. 
Phytoplasma’ can be described —be-
sides other criteria— if the strain clear-
ly represents a population that is eco-
logically separated from the species to 
which it is related.

The genus Dalbulus along with the 
phytoplasma strain causing maize 
bushy stunt disease are limited to the 
Americas, from South USA to Argenti-
na and Chile. Based on this vector dis-
tribution, and the unique host-pathogen 
interaction represented by Dalbulus 
spp.-maize, MBS phytoplasma seems 
to represent an ecologically separate 
population, in which case, it would be 
recognized as a novel taxon.

If the acceptance of MBS phytoplas-
ma as a novel taxon happens some 
day in the near future, remember we 
suggested it first in this blog.
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Is maize bushy stunt phytoplasma
a new phytoplasma species restricted to the Americas?
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