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Cassava does not occur in the wild and there is general agreement that it originated in 
South/Central America.  The crop was introduced by the Portugeese to West/Central Africa in 
the 16th century and to East Africa in the 19th century. It seems to have been of limited 
importance in Africa until the 20th century and there is little information on the early history of 
cassava pests and diseases.  The situation then changed dramatically and the history of 
cassava in the 20th century and more recently has been one of periodic crises in production due 
to the devastating effects of pathogens and arthropod pests.  The initial problems were caused 
by indigenous pests and pathogens which included the viruses causing cassava mosaic and 
brown streak diseases (first reported in 1894 and 1935, respectively).  Later problems have 
been caused by inadvertent introductions, including cassava green mite (1971), bacterial blight 
(1972), mealybug (1973) and the spiralling whitefly (1992).  Their effects on production have 
been so drastic as to have had a profound effect on farmers, researchers, extensionists and 
policy makers.  Substantial funds have been allocated for crop protection research that could 
otherwise have been available for crop improvement on cassava or other crops.  Moreover, 
farmers have responded by switching from cassava to other crops, at least until such time as 
the problem had abated, and also by discarding the most vulnerable varieties of cassava in 
favour of those with at least dome degree of resistance.  From the experience gained during 
past crises it seems certain that the current problems due to mosaic and brown streak disease 
will eventually be overcome.  However, there are no grounds for assuming that this will ensure 
long-term stability in crop production and it is inevitable that other problems will arise as a 
consequence of further introduction from outside the region, changes in the overall environment 
or by a resurgence of previous problems. 


