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Andropogon virginicus is a common early successional grass that is susceptible to infection by the smut fungus Sporisorium ellisii.  This relationship is interesting from an evolutionary perspective because the fungus replaces an infected culm’s seed, producing spikelets with fungal sori, effectively sterilizing the infected culm and reducing plant fitness.  Previous work also shows that the severity of infection correlates with differences in plant morphology, with systemically infected and uninfected plants having fewer tillers on average than partially infected plants.  The fungus is fed upon by a mycophagous beetle that lays its eggs in the sori.  This beetle may serve as a fungal spore vector thus adding a new dynamic to the plant-pathogen relationship.  This study examined fungal infection in relation to plant characteristics and beetle presence. Study of a field site showed a 15% infection rate, with 70% of infected plants harboring the beetle. A second examination of the site a year later showed a 13% infection rate, with 76% of infected plants harboring the beetle.  Beetle larvae from infected stalks were collected, raised to adulthood and identified as belonging in the family Anthribidae. Based on these results, a field experiment was designed to exclude the beetle from uninfected plants, with cages and insecticide, in order to determine if beetle presence influenced infection rate. However, only one plant became infected, indicating that the time period of the experiment, June-October, is probably not when initial infections establish in this plant-pathogen system. 

