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By Christopher Schwartz ADAMS COUNTY — The

discovery of genes from a common fungus that once
helped spread the potato blight across North

America has brought researchers closer to finding
ways to control it. With the genomic sequence of the
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pathogen at their fingertips, scientists now can look
at the fungus more closely than ever before and

examine the genes the fungus uses to make living
spores that can be carried by wind and/or water.
Potatoes were the staple food of the First Nations

who lived in the Great Lakes region and began
growing them in southern Ontario in the 1600s. Just
about 150 years ago, the same fungus that caused

the potato famine in Ireland began to attack the
potato crop. It spread as a “virus” from the newly
formed potato-growing regions in Great Britain,
Ireland, and North America to the northern tip of
South America, where it infected the potato crop.
Although the fungus was a problem in all regions,

Britain suffered the most damage to its harvest due
to potato blight. The potato is one of the most
important crops in the world, making about 75

percent of the calories consumed by people living in
developed nations. Though a cure might seem near,

the fungus is notoriously hard to cure. “If this
pathogen can be cured, it will essentially be the first
antibiotic that can be used to control a disease that

has devastated potatoes globally for 200 years,”
said Stephen Farr, an agricultural scientist with
Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada who recently

published research on the detection of genes from
the fungus. Farr has been studying potato blight and

found that genes from the pathogen’s family are
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present in plants in almost all the fields affected by
the pathogen. “Even if you take an area right up
against one where the pathogen is still causing

widespread disease, you will find the
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