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Corn harvest will soon begin in the upper 
Mississippi delta region, and I want to warn farmers to 
take precautions to minimize aflatoxin contamination 
of their grain.  Farmers in this region have not had 
serious problems with aflatoxin since 1998; there have 
been a few isolated problems but not region wide.  
Unfortunately, problems with aflatoxin contaminated 
corn may develop this year because drought and 
earworm injury were greater this year that in recent 
years, and damage to corn by drought and earworm can 
enhance the development of the mold on corn kernels 
that produces aflatoxin.  All corn farmers even those that 
irrigated their crop and sprayed for earworm or planted 
varieties with resistance to earworm should take some 
precautions to avoid problems with aflatoxin.   

Here is the situation.  The problem occurs when 
a mold named Aspergillus flavus feeds on the starch 
inside corn kernels and produces aflatoxin.  This mold 
gains access to the starch through openings in the kernel 
hull due to drought caused stress cracks and injury due 
to ear worm feeding.  I don’t know the reason this mold 
produces aflatoxin as it feeds, but it does.  Aflatoxin will 
be produced as long as the mold feeds and more will be 
produced when the mold grows rapidly.   

Aflatoxin is a poison to humans and animals.  Since 
it is so toxic to humans and animals, the Food and Drug 
Administration designed methods to protect us and 
animals from contaminated corn and corn products.  
One of the methods designed by FDA to protect 
us is to prevent grain merchants from buying corn 
containing 20 parts per billion or more aflatoxin.  This 
is good because it minimizes availability of aflatoxin 
contaminated products that we eat such as corn meal 
and minimizes the availability of contaminated corn 
beef, and poultry farmers purchase.    

This mold can grow on corn kernels in the field and 
on corn kernels stored in a truck or grain tank. The 
mold prefers to grow on 18-20% moisture corn kernels 
at around 85° F.  It grows slowly on 15% moisture 
corn and will not grow or grows very slowly on 13% 
moisture corn.  To reduce growth of this mold and 
aflatoxin production on stored corn, farmers should 

dry freshly harvested corn to 15% moisture within 
24 hours of harvest.  Farmers should dry corn to 13% 
for long term storage to stop growth of the mold and 
aflatoxin production.  

What should farmers do this year?  I suggest they first 
harvest some dryland corn and have the grain tested for 
aflatoxin.  If it is not contaminated with aflatoxin, then 
the irrigated corn will probably not be contaminated.  If 
the dryland corn is contaminated, farmers should then 
harvest some irrigated corn and test it for aflatoxin.  If 
the irrigated corn has no aflatoxin, farmers should first 
harvest and sell the healthy corn or store it in separate 
bins and then harvest the contaminated corn and 
store it separate from the healthy corn.  Don’t blend 
contaminated and toxin free corn in a truck or grain bin 
because this may result in contamination of the entire 
truck load or bin of corn.     

Corn Growers — Don’t Let Aflatoxin Ruin  
Your 2010 Corn Harvest
By Allen Wrather
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Field Crop Disease Update - August 3, 2010
By Laura Sweets
Corn

The corn foliage disease situation hasn’t changed much 
since July 19.  Descriptions of the corn foliage diseases were 
given in the June 21, 2010 issue of the Integrated Pest & Crop 
Management Newsletter. Although much of the state has been 
unusually wet this spring and summer, the development of corn 
foliage diseases has been sporadic. There have been a few reports 
of moderate levels of gray leaf spot and common rust but in 
most cases the severity has not increased dramatically over the 
last two weeks. There are also fields in which it is difficult to find 
either disease. There have been some reports and confirmations 
of southern rust in the southwest and western parts of the state.  
Anthracnose leaf blight was prevalent and in some fields severe 
early in the season. At that time it was very evident on the first 
3-5 leaves on the young corn plants. Most of the leaves have been 
sloughed off and anthracnose leaf blight may be difficult to find 
at this point in the season in many fields. Very little Stewart’s 
bacterial wilt has shown up so far this year. If making a decision 
on whether or not to apply a foliar fungicide for disease control 
this year, it would certainly be prudent to scout fields for presence 
and severity of diseases first.

Reports of Diplodia ear rot are coming in from the southwest 
and west central regions of the state. See accompanying article 
on Diplodia ear rot. 

Soybean
Descriptions of the soybean foliage diseases were given in 

the June 21, 2010 issue of the Integrated Pest & Crop Management 
Newsletter. Thus far there have been few reports of problems 
with soybean foliage diseases. Septoria brown spot may be 
evident on lowest leaves in the canopy but doesn’t seem to be 
moving up in the canopy. With the heavy rains and wind driven 
rains, bacterial blight could be showing up. Generally symptoms 
of bacterial blight are evident 3-5 days after wind-driven rains, 
hail storms, etc. 

Fields which received significant rain during the several weeks 
after planting may be more prone to Phytophthora root rot and 
to sudden death syndrome (SDS). Phytophthora root rot could 
have been evident as a seedling blight but may also show up later 
in the season as plants move into reproductive stages of growth.  
Individual plants may turn off-color, yellow and die prematurely.  
Foliage symptoms of SDS tend to show up in August but in 
some years could appear by mid-July. Initial symptoms would 
be the development of yellow blotches between the veins of the 
leaves. Yellowing of the interveinal tissue with the yellow tissue 
turning brown follows. There are no rescue treatments for these 
diseases. 

There have also been calls about “yellow” soybeans. There 
are numerous causes for yellowing of soybean plants.  Yellowing 
may refer to entire plants turning yellow or to various patterns of 
yellowing on individual leaflets of plants. When checking fields 
with yellow soybean plants it is important to carefully dig plants 
and to examine their root systems. With the cool, wet conditions 
this spring and the continued wet conditions through the season 
in many parts of the state, soybean plants may have very poor 
root systems. The root mass or volume may be poor, the root 
system very shallow with lateral roots close to the soil surface 
and running almost parallel to the soil surface and tap roots may 
be very small to virtually non-existent. Plants with such poor 
root systems may be unable to take up available nutrients so 
might be exhibiting nutrient deficiency symptoms. With high 
temperatures and drying winds, plants with poor root systems 
may scorch out very quickly. In some cases Rhizoctonia may be 
evident as a reddish brown discoloration of the lower stem or 
upper tap root. Cooler temperatures with adequate moisture 
would help this situation. 
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What should farmers do in the future to avoid aflatoxin 
problems?  I suggest they plant corn in fields that can be 
irrigated and treat growing corn for earworm if necessary.  
They may also consider planting varieties resistant to earworm 
such as SmartStax, YieldGard VT Triple PRO, or YieldGard 
VT PRO.   

Again, corn farmers should beware of this problem and 
always dry corn to 15% moisture within 24 hours of harvest.  

Following these suggested procedures will give corn farmers a 
better chance of producing aflatoxin-free corn during 2010.  For 
more information, you may call me at 573-379-5431 or visit the 
web at http://aes.missouri.edu/delta/croppest/aflacorn.stm.  
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