EARLY-PLANTED CORN MORE PRONE

TO SEEDLING BLIGHT DISEASES
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Producers increase the risk of seedling blight diseases by planting corn too early, especially when no-tilled into cool, poorly drained soils.  These diseases can lower crop yields by reducing stands or severely stunting plants.
Planting into cold, wet soils slows down seed germination and seedling emergence, giving soil-borne, infectious microorganisms more time to attack developing seedlings. Cold soil conditions also reduce the activity of natural defense mechanisms that enable seed to resist infections.

It is critical to use corn seed treated with a protective fungicide to lower disease susceptibility.  With untreated seed, it is common to have losses of 10 to 15 bushels per acre, sometimes as high as 50 to 70 bushels.
However, there’s a limit to the disease protection from fungicide-treated seed. Typically, treated seed provide only about 10 to 14 days of protection. Thus, corn may succumb to yield-reducing infections when planted too early into a wet soil with an extended period of cool temperatures.
To reduce disease risks, do not plant seed until soil temperatures reach or exceed 50 degrees Fahrenheit. Take a soil temperature measurement at a two-inch depth about mid-day.

Always sow high-quality, injury-free seed to decrease the risk of stand loss from seed and seedling delays.

Research shows that corn planted no-till early into poorly-drained soils typically has a greater risk of seedling blight than conventionally planted corn. The optimum no-till planting date for poorly-drained fields is about two weeks after the optimum seeding date for conventionally planted corn.

Waiting to plant corn no-till is an effective way to establish a good stand in poorly draining soils. The delay lets the soil warm up enough to allow rapid germination and seedling emergence, despite abundant water and presence of infectious microorganisms in the soil.

Producers who decide to plant corn early should scout fields once a week to monitor seedling emergence and stand establishment because a less-than-optimum stand will have lower yields. Keeping a close eye on early-planted corn gives producers enough time to replant if there is a problem getting a good stand.

When scouting fields, look for off-colored plants that turn pale green to yellow to brown.  An off color does not always mean a seedling blight problem. Remember, several non-infectious factors can cause stand loss, including wireworms, seed corn maggots, soil crusting, sidewall compaction, applying fertilizer too close to seed, herbicide misapplication, and bird feeding on seed.

For more information, contact the (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service.
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