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Vegetable Crops/Plant Pathology
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Alfalfa mosaic virus is a common plant virus with a wide host range but is usually of little economic importance.  This year however, it seems to be more prevalent in vegetable crops than in past years in Kern County.  

Tomatoes seem to be especially affected by the increase of alfalfa mosaic virus.  It can be easily confused with curly top if not carefully examined.  The plants will show some bright yellow mottling but eventually the entire plant will become bronzed.  If it produces fruit, the fruit will have large dark rings and spots.  Eventually the plant will die.  But the key to identifying alfalfa mosaic on tomatoes is to cut into the bark at the soil line.  The phloem with be brown if it is infected with alfalfa mosaic virus.  The phloem is the layer just under the bark and not the woody tissue in the center (xylem).  

On most other vegetable crops it appears as bright yellow leaves or what is called calico.  Potatoes will especially become bright yellow and can be easily spotted from a distance.  It is more subtle in peppers but still distinctive.  Peppers will have a yellow mottling pattern on the leaves that may be bright yellow.  Beans infected with alfalfa mosaic virus can be bright yellow to small yellow spots or even necrotic brown spots.  The symptoms on beans vary according to the strain of alfalfa mosaic and the variety of beans.  

The reason for the increase in alfalfa mosaic virus may be do to the increased acreage of alfalfa.  With dairies moving north into the San Joaquin Valley and the above average price of alfalfa hay, there has been an increase of alfalfa acreage.  In 2007 there were 165,000 acres of alfalfa in Kern County compared to 150,000 in 2003 and 95,000 in 1997.  Kern County has seen a 74 percent increase in alfalfa acreage in just 10 years.  

Alfalfa is the major source of alfalfa mosaic virus even though alfalfa itself does not show any symptoms or is adversely affected by it.  Aphids feeding on alfalfa and then moving to near by vegetables will carry and vector the virus to the new host.  Alfalfa mosaic is a non-persistent virus meaning that the aphid can only vector the virus for only an hour or two after picking up the virus.  Therefore infected fields are usually next to or near an alfalfa field.  The edge of the infected field nearest to the alfalfa field is usually the side of the field with the most infected plants.  

Susceptible crops should not be planted next to alfalfa fields and if possible at least a mile away.  Because alfalfa mosaic virus is usually of minor economic importance no genetic resistance plants are available.  Silver reflective plastic mulches have been shown to repel aphids which can reduce infection of any aphid vectored virus including alfalfa mosaic.  
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