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Plant disease epidemics as opportunities to reevaluate what
you know, what you should know, and what may matter

Abstract: Plant disease epidemics can have dramatic economic, environmental, and social consequences. Yet,
epidemics also provide unique opportunities for scientists and policymakers, among many stakeholder groups,
to reevaluate and challenge established paradigms. Epidemics also represent opportunities to develop and test
novel ideas and hypotheses that would not have been previously feasible due to the lack of interest, resources,
or available technologies. I will use two recent epidemics caused by the vector-borne bacterium Xyle/la fastidiosa
to illustrate how new research is leading to a reevaluation of established knowledge on the disease ecology of
this pathogen in California, and how tools not previously available (whole genome sequence data) are being
implemented to more accurately explain pathogen local, regional, and global population structure and
dispersal pathways. Finally, I will depart from biology and discuss how I believe plant pathology would benefit
from contributions from academics in the social sciences and humanities, particularly in the context of
emerging diseases.

Biography: Rodrigo Almeida grew up in Brazil and obtained a degree in
agronomy from the University of Sio Paulo. He obtained an MS in
entomology from the same institution and a PhD in environmental
sciences from UC Berkeley. After a 3-year tenure as assistant professor
at the University of Hawaii at Manoa he relocated to UC Berkeley where
he is professor in the Department of Environmental Science, Policy and
Management. Almeida's research focuses on the ecology of emerging
insect-borne plant pathogens, more recently focusing on the bacterium
Xylella fastidiosa. He uses an array of approaches to study plant-pathogen-
insect interactions and how pathogens spread in space and time; his
interdisciplinary research incorporates field surveys and experiments,
greenhouse and laboratory manipulations, and computational tools. He
believes that holistic approaches are necessary to develop sustainable
practices to manage insect-transmitted plant pathogens.
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