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Shiga toxins and stx phages: highly diverse entities
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Concluding remarks

In addition to Shiga toxin diversity, there is heterogeneity
amongst the phages that carry stx genes and regulate their
expression. Studies report differences in structure, genomic
organization, response to different inducing agents and
insertion site specificity. As a result, phage variability may
affect the virulence of STEC strains.

In addition to its role in STEC pathogenicity, the diversity
of stx phages could influence the dissemination of stx genes
and the emergence of new STEC strains — events that at the
same time can be promoted by other factors, such as
certain environmental conditions.

There is still much to learn about the virulence of STEC
strains and the characteristics and behaviour of stx phages,
particularly those from non-O157 strains. We consider that
studies on STEC virulence and epidemiology need to take
into account the diversity of Shiga toxins and stx phages,
not only to choose methodological approaches but also to
draw conclusions. Moreover, the variability in phage
induction and Shiga toxin production should be consid-
ered when evaluating treatments for STEC infections.
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