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Important Foliar Diseases of Sweet Corn - ANZ Edition
»» Foliar diseases of sweet corn diseases can cause economic losses by reducing yield potential and quality of marketable
corn cobs.
»» Northern corn leaf blight and common rust are two important foliar diseases on sweet corn.
»» The most effective control strategy for these diseases is the use of resistant sweet corn varieties.

Northern Corn Leaf Blight (NCLB)

This disease is caused by the fungus Exserohilum turcicum.
NCLB development is favoured by moderate temperatures
between 18 and 27°C, high relative humidity, and heavy dew
events. Epidemics starting early in the season, prior to silking,
can result in yield reductions of up to 50%. The pathogen
overwinters in infested corn debris, and the disease is spread
by windblown and water-splashed spores.1,2
Symptoms: NCLB attacks the foliage and can occasionally
attack husk leaves covering sweet corn cobs. Lesions appear
on the lower leaves first and progress upward to the newly
emerged leaves at the top of the sweet corn plant. Lesions
are 3 to 15 cm long and generally elliptical (cigar-shaped)
(Figure 1).1,3 Lesions are initially silver-grey in colour and have
a water-soaked appearance. They become tan and necrotic as
they mature, often with darkened areas where the fungus is
sporulating. A band of lesions across the leaf can form when
infection takes place in the whorl (Figure 2). The shape and
appearance of lesions can vary depending on the resistance
genes present in the host.

Figure 2. A band of NCLB lesions resulting from
infection of section of leaf tissue when it was
still in the whorl.

Management options:1,2,3,4
•• Reduce inoculum levels by rotating to non-host crops and
through tillage of infested crop debris into the soil after
harvest.
•• Select resistant sweet corn varieties. Both single gene, race
specific and polygenic, race non-specific type of resistance
are available, and they can be combined in the same
variety.
•• Fungicides can provide effective control if applications start
when or before the first lesions begin to appear.
Figure 1. A typical cigar-shaped lesion
associated with northern corn leaf blight.
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Common Rust

This disease is caused by the fungus Puccinia sorghi. Disease
development is favoured by moderate to cool temperatures
(16 to 25°C) and high relative humidity (above 95%).
Approximately six hours of moisture are required for infection
to take place. The pathogen can overwinter on Oxalis spp. in
some areas of the world, but the disease is typically spread
by wind-blown spores produced on other corn (maize) plants.
These spores can travel for many miles on wind currents.1
Symptoms: Common rust is most severe when plants are
infected at early vegetative growth stages when leaves forming
plant whorls become infected. Cinnamon coloured, elongated,
blister-like rust pustules form on both sides of sweet corn
leaves (Figure 3). When the disease is severe, large areas
of leaves may become chlorotic and then necrotic (dead).
Symptoms can vary among sweet corn varieties with different
resistance genes. In some cases, necrotic areas develop
around the pustules (Figure 4).1,3

Figure 4. Necrotic tissues surrounding common rust
pustules.
•• Applying fungicides can provide effective control, if applied
prior to when a substantial amount of the leaf area is
symptomatic.
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Figure 3. Pustules of common rust containing cinnamonbrown spores on a corn leaf.
Management options:1,2,3,4
•• Use resistant/tolerant sweet corn varieties. Many sweet
corn varieties have resistance to Puccinia (Rp) gene that
provides nearly complete control - chlorotic fleck reactions
– across several prevalent races of common rust.
•• Many different races of the rust fungus exist, and the
effectiveness of rust resistance genes depend on the races
of rust present in a geographic area.
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For additional agronomic information, please contact your local seed
representative.
Performance may vary from location to location and from year to year, as local growing, soil
and weather conditions may vary. Growers should evaluate data from multiple locations and
years whenever possible and should consider the impacts of these conditions on the grower’s
fields. The recommendations in this article are based upon information obtained from the cited
sources and should be used as a quick reference for information about sweet corn diseases.
The content of this article should not be substituted for the professional opinion of a producer,
grower, agronomist, pathologist and similar professional dealing with this specific crop.
BAYER GROUP DOES NOT WARRANT THE ACCURACY OF ANY INFORMATION OR
TECHNICAL ADVICE PROVIDED HEREIN AND DISCLAIMS ALL LIABILITY FOR ANY CLAIM
INVOLVING SUCH INFORMATION OR ADVICE.
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