
 
 

Glossary for Plant Pathology 
 
Abiotic – Nonliving, or caused by a nonliving agent; e.g., abiotic disease 
 
Active defense – Defenses induced in the plant after attack by a pathogen. 
 
Alternate host – One of two kinds of plants on which a parasitic fungus (e.g., rust) must develop 
to complete its life cycle. 
 
Asexual reproduction – Any type of reproduction not involving the union of gametes or 
meiosis. 
 
Avirulence – The inability of a pathogen to infect a certain plant variety that carries genetic 
resistance. 
 
Biological control – Total or partial inhibition or destruction of pathogenic populations by other 
organisms. 
 
Biotic – Living; associating with or caused by a living organism. 
 
Biotroph – An organism that can live and multiply only on another living organism. 
 
Blight – A disease characterized by general and rapid killing of leaves, flowers and stems. 
 
Blotch – A disease characterized by large, irregularly shaped, spots or blots on leaves, shoots 
and stems. 
 
Canker – A necrotic, often sunken, lesion on a stem, branch or twig of a plant. 
 
Chlorosis – Yellowing of normally green tissue due to chlorophyll destruction or failure of 
chlorophyll formation. 
 
Chronic symptoms – Symptoms that appear over a long period of time. 
 
Conidiophore – A specialized hypha on which one or more conidia are produced. 
 
Conidium – An asexual fungus spore formed from the end of a conidiophore. 
 
Cross protection – The phenomenon in which plant tissues infected with one strain of a virus 
are protected from infection by other, more severe, strains of the same virus. 
 
Culture – To artificially grow microorganisms or plant tissue on a prepared food material; a 
colony of microorganisms or plant cells artificially maintained on such food material. 
 



Damping-off – Destruction of seedlings near the soil line, resulting in the seedlings falling over 
on the ground. 
 
Dieback – Progressive death of shoots, branches and roots, generally starting at the tip. 
 
Disease – Any malfunctioning of host cells and tissues that results from continuous irritation by 
a pathogenic agent or environmental factor and leads to development of symptoms. 
 
Disease cycle – The chain of events involved in disease development, including the stages of 
development of the pathogen and the effect of the disease on the host. 
 
Downy mildew – A plant disease in which the sporangiophores and spores of a fungus appear as 
a downy growth on the lower surface of leaves and stems, fruit, etc., caused by fungi in the 
family Peronosporaceae. 
 
Ectoparasite – A parasite feeding on a host from the exterior. 
 
Endoparasite – A parasite that enters a host and feeds from within. 
 
Epidemic – A disease increase in a population; usually a widespread and severe outbreak of a 
disease. 
 
Eradicant – A chemical substance that destroys a pathogen at its source. 
 
Eradication – Control of plant disease by eliminating the pathogen after it is established or by 
eliminating the plants that carry the pathogen. 
 
Etiology of disease – The determination and study of the cause of a disease. 
 
Facultative parasite – Having the ability to be a parasite. 
 
Flagellum – A whip-like structure projecting from a bacterium or zoospore and functioning as 
an organ of locomotion; also called a cilium. 
 
Free-living – Of a microorganism that lives freely, unattached, or a pathogen living in the soil, 
outside its host. 
 
Fructification – Production of spores by fungi; also, a fruiting body. 
 
Fumigant – A toxic gas or volatile substance that is used to disinfest soil or certain areas from 
various pests. 
 
Fungicide – A compound toxic to fungi. 
 
Fungistatic – A compound that prevents fungus growth without killing the fungus. 
 



Gall – A swelling or overgrowth produced on a plant as a result of infection by certain 
pathogens.  
 
Host – A plant that is invaded by a parasite and from which the parasite obtains its nutrients. 
 
Host range – The various kinds of host plants that may be attacked by a parasite. 
 
Hyperparasite – A parasite parasitic on another parasite. 
 
Hypersensitivity – Excessive sensitivity of plant tissues to certain pathogens. Affected cells are 
killed quickly, blocking the advance of obligate parasites. 
 
Hypha – A single branch of a mycelium. 
 
Immune – Cannot be infected by a given pathogen. 
 
Imperfect fungus – A fungus that is not known to produce sexual spores, also known as a 
deuteromycete fungus. 
 
Imperfect stage – The part of the life cycle of a fungus in which no sexual spores are produced; 
the anamorph stage. 
 
Incubation period – The period of time between penetration of a host by a pathogen and the 
first appearance of symptoms on the host. 
 
Infection – The establishment of a parasite within a host plant. 
 
Infectious disease – A disease that is carried by a pathogen that can spread from a diseased to a 
healthy plant. 
 
Infested – Containing great numbers of insects, mites, nematodes, etc. as applied to an area or 
field. Also applied to a plant surface, soil, container, or tool contaminated with bacteria, fungi, 
etc. 
 
Inoculate – To bring a pathogen into contact with a host plant or plant organ. 
 
Inoculation – The arrival or transfer of a pathogen onto a host. 
 
Inoculum – The pathogen or its parts that can cause infection; that portion of individual 
pathogens that are brought into contact with the host. 
 
Integrated control – An approach that attempts to use all available methods of control of a 
disease or of all the diseases and pests of a crop plant for best control results but with the least 
cost and the least damage to the environment. 
 



Integrated pest management – The attempt to prevent pathogens, insects, and weeds from 
causing economic crop losses by using a variety of management methods that are cost effective 
and cause the least damage to the environment. 
 
Invasion – The spread of a pathogen into the host. 
 
Latent infection – The state in which a host is infected with a pathogen but does not show any 
symptoms. 
 
Leaf spot – A self-limiting lesion on a leaf. 
 
Life cycle – The stage or successive stages in the growth and development of an organism that 
occur between the appearance and reappearance of the same stage (e.g., spore) of the organism. 
 
Mildew – A fungal disease of plants in which the mycelium and spores of the fungus are seen as 
a whitish growth on the host surface. 
 
Mold – Any profuse or wooly fungus growth on damp or decaying matter or on surfaces of plant 
tissue. 
 
Monocyclic – Having one cycle per season. 
 
Mosaic – Symptom of certain virus diseases of plants characterized by intermingled patches of 
normal and light green or yellowish color. 
 
Mottle – An irregular pattern of indistinct light and dark areas. 
 
Mycelium – The hypha or mass of hyphae that make up the body of a fungus. 
 
Mycoplasma-like organisms – Microorganisms found in the phloem and phloem parenchyma 
of diseased plants and assumed to be the cause of the disease; they resemble mycoplasmas in all 
respects except that they cannot yet be grown on artificial nutrient media. Now called 
phytoplasmas or spiroplasmas. 
 
Mycoplasmas – Pleomorphic prokaryotic microorganisms that lack a cell wall. 
 
Mycorrhiza – A symbiotic association of a fungus with the roots of a plant. 
 
Necrotic – Dead and discolored. 
 
Nectrotroph – A microorganism feeding only on dead organic tissues. 
 
Nematicide – A chemical compound or physical agent that kills or inhibits nematodes. 
 
Nematode – Generally microscopic, worm-like animals that live saprophytically in water or soil, 
or as parasites of plants and animals. 



 
Nonhost resistance – Inability of a pathogen to infect a plant because the plant is not a host of 
the pathogen due to lack of something in the plant that the pathogen needs or to the presence of 
substances incompatible with the pathogen. 
 
Noninfectious disease – A disease that is caused by an abiotic agent, i.e., by an environmental 
factor, not by a pathogen. 
 
Obligate parasite – A parasite that in nature can grow and multiply only on or in living 
organisms. 
 
Ozone – A highly reactive form of oxygen that may injure plants in relatively high 
concentration. 
 
Parasite – An organism living on or in another living organism (host) and obtaining its food 
from the latter. 
 
Pathogen – An entity that can incite disease. 
 
Pathogenicity – The capability of a pathogen to cause disease. 
 
Penetration – The initial invasion of a host by a pathogen. 
 
Perfect stage – The sexual stage in the life cycle of a fungus; the teleomorph. 
 
Phytoplasmas – Mollicutes that infect plants and cannot yet be grown in culture, as contrasted to 
spiroplasmas, which can be cultured. 
 
Polycyclic – Completes many (life or disease) cycles in one year. 
 
Primary infection – The first infection of a plant by the overwintering or oversummering 
pathogen. 
 
Primary inoculum – The overwintering or oversummering pathogen, or its spores that cause 
primary infection. 
 
Propagule – The part of an organism, such as a spore or a bacterium, that may be disseminated 
and reproduce the organism.  
 
Protectant – A substance that protects an organism against infection by a pathogen. 
 
Resistance – The ability of an organism to exclude or overcome, completely or in some degree, 
the effect of a pathogen or other damaging factor. 
 
Resistant – Possessing qualities that hinder the development of a given pathogen; infected little 
or not at all. 



 
Ring spot – A circular area of chlorosis with a green center; a symptom of many virus diseases. 
 
Rosette – Short, bunchy habit of plant growth. 
 
Rot – The softening, discoloration, and often disintegration of a succulent plant tissue as a result 
of fungal or bacterial infection. 
 
Russet – Brownish roughened areas on skin of fruit as a result of cork infection. 
 
Rust – A disease giving a “rusty” appearance to a plant and caused by one of the Uredinales 
(rust fungi). 
 
Sanitation – The removal and burning of infected plant parts, decontamination of tools, 
equipment, hands, etc. 
 
Saprophyte – An organism that uses dead organic material for food. 
 
Scab – A roughened, crust-like diseased area on the surface of a plant organ; a disease in which 
such areas form. 
 
Scorch – “Burning” of leaf margins as a result of infection or unfavorable environmental 
conditions. 
 
Secondary infection – Any infection caused by inoculum produced as a result of a primary or a 
subsequent infection; an infection caused by secondary inoculum. 
 
Secondary inoculum – Inoculum produced by infections that take place during the same 
growing season. 
 
Septate – Having cross walls. 
 
Septum – A cross wall (in a hypha or spore). 
 
Sexual – Participating in or produced as a result of a union of nuclei in which meiosis takes 
place. 
 
Shock symptoms – The severe, often necrotic symptoms produced on the first new growth 
following infection with some viruses; also called acute symptoms. 
 
Shot hole – A symptom in which small diseased fragments of leaves fall off and leave small 
holes in their place. 
 
Sign – The pathogen or its parts or products seen on a host plant. 
 



Smut – A disease caused by smut fungi (Ustilaginales) characterized by masses of dark, 
powdery and sometimes odorous spores. 
 
Soft rot – A rot of a fleshy fruit, vegetable, or ornamental in which the tissue becomes 
macerated by the enzymes of the pathogen. 
 
Sooty mold – A sooty coating on foliage and fruit formed by dark hyphae of fungi that live in 
the honeydew secreted by insects such as aphids, mealybugs, scales, and whiteflies. 
 
Spiroplasmas – Pleomorphic, wall-less microorganisms present in the phloem of diseased 
plants; often helical in culture and thought to be a kind of mycoplasma. 
 
Spore – The reproductive unit of fungi consisting of one or more cells; in function, it is 
analogous to the seed of green plants. 
 
Sporulate – To produce spores. 
 
Stem pitting – A symptom of some viral diseases characterized by depressions on the stem of 
the plant. 
 
Suscept – Any plant that can be attacked by a given pathogen; a host plant. 
 
Susceptibility – The inability of a plant to resist the effect of a pathogen or other damaging 
factor. 
 
Susceptible – Lacking the inherent ability to resist disease or attack by a given pathogen; 
nonimmune. 
 
Symbiosis – A mutually beneficial association of two or more different kinds of organisms.  
 
Symptom – The external and internal reactions or alterations of a plant as a result of a disease. 
 
Synergism – The concurrent parasitism of a host by two pathogens in which the symptoms or 
other effects produced are of greater magnitude than the sum of the effects of each pathogen 
acting alone. 
 
Systemic – Spreading internally throughout the plant body; said of a pathogen or chemical. 
 
Tolerance – The ability of a plant to sustain the effects of a disease without dying or suffering 
serious injury or crop loss; also the amount of toxic residue allowable in or on edible plant parts 
under the law. 
 
Vector – An animal able to transmit a pathogen.  
 
Viroids – Small, low molecular weight RNA that can infect plant cells, replicate themselves, and 
cause disease. 



 
Virulence – The degree of pathogenicity of a given pathogen. 
 
Virulent – Capable of causing a severe disease; strongly pathogenic. 
 
Virus – A submicroscopic obligate parasite consisting of nucleic acid and protein. 
 
Wilt – Loss of rigidity of drooping of plant parts, generally caused by insufficient water in the 
plant. 
 
Witches’ broom Broom-like growth or massed proliferation caused by the dense clustering of 
branches of woody plants. 
 
Yellows – A plant disease characterized by yellowing and stunting of the host plant. 
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