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Introduction

Northern corn leaf blight (NCLB) is a significant
foliar corn disease in Kentucky. This disease has
been damaging in the United States Corn Belt since
the early 1900s (Carson, 2016), but has increased
in severity and prevalence throughout the U.S.,
including Kentucky. This publication describes the
symptoms and signs of NCLB, conditions that favor
disease development, and management methods to
reduce impact on yield.
Figure 1. Early lesions of northern corn leaf
blight can be pale and have a water-soaked
appearance on the lesion edges.
Figure 2. Mature lesions are elliptical and run
parallel to leaf margins.
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Symptoms

Early symptoms of NCLB on a susceptible hybrid
begin as small, cream-colored to gray lesions.
Margins of these early lesions may have a watersoaked appearance (Figure 1). Approximately 1
to 2 weeks after infection, lesions become a tan or
pale gray color. Mature lesions that characterize
NCLB are elliptical (cigar-shaped), run parallel to
the leaf margins, and are not restricted by leaf veins
(Figure 2). These mature lesions can be 1 to 6 inches
or more long (Figure 3) and often have dark-gray to
greenish, dusty masses of fungal spores in the center
of the lesion, giving it a dirty appearance (Figure 4a).
These spores can be viewed in the field with the aid
of a hand lens (Figure 4b) and can help distinguish
NCLB from diseases with similar symptoms, such as
Diplodia leaf streak. In severe cases, lesions can merge
together across large areas of leaves (Figure 5).
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Figure 3.  On susceptible varieties, northern
corn leaf blight lesions can expand to over 6
inches in length.
Figure 4.  Fungal spores in the center of a
mature lesion can make the lesion appear dirty
or dark. (A) Lesion with darkened center and
(B) Spores of the fungus as viewed with a hand
lens.
Figure 5.  Severe disease can cause extensive
blighting of leaf tissue.
Figure 6.  Lesions on hybrids with race-specific
resistance are usually smaller. (A) Lesion on
a hybrid with race-specific resistance and (B)
Lesion on a susceptible hybrid.
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Symptoms of NCLB vary depending on hybrid
resistance and races (genetic type) of the fungus
that infects corn. Resistant reactions of corn hybrids
may include fewer and smaller NCLB lesions, and/
or lesions that are more yellow (chlorotic) in color
when compared to lesions on a susceptible hybrid
(Figure 6).

Cause & Disease Development

Northern corn leaf blight is caused by the fungus
Exserohilum turcicum. This fungus overwinters on
corn residue; spores are dispersed from residue by
rain and wind as temperatures increase in spring
and early summer. Favorable conditions for infection
include at least 6 hours of leaf moisture that can
come from rain or heavy dew. Infection is favored
by wet, humid environments with moderate to
high temperatures (64°to 81°F). Lesions begin to
form under these conditions as soon as 7 days after
infection. Dry weather will slow the spread and
development of disease.
Infections originating from residue typically produce
lesions first on the lower leaves before tasseling
(VT) and then further up the plant as the season
progresses, with rain and wind aiding in spore
dispersal. Wind-dispersed inoculum from other fields
can cause lesions to appear in the upper canopy after
tasseling and through senescence.
Yield loss from NCLB can be significant (as much as
30% to 50%) if lesions appear on the ear leaf 2 weeks
before or 2 weeks after tasseling and conditions
are favorable for disease development. NCLB
appearance in the upper canopy late in the season
has less impact on yield. If the disease is present in
the upper canopy during early grain fill and becomes
severe, it can reduce the photosynthetic capacity of
leaves. This reduction in photosynthetic capability
before grain fill is complete can cause the plant to
draw on stalk reserves to finish grain fill, leaving
plants prone to stalk rot and standability issues.

Disease Management

The best strategy to reduce yield loss from NCLB is
by using multiple management methods, with an
emphasis on disease management measures that
prevent disease.

Cultural Practices

One of the most effective ways to manage NCLB is to
plant hybrids that are less susceptible to the disease.
Partial resistance and hybrids with race-specific (Ht
genes) resistance are available, although what racespecific resistance would be needed to manage
NCLB in Kentucky is not well-known. Research to
characterize the race structure of E. turcicum has
not occurred recently in Kentucky. Check with seed
dealers to determine hybrid resistance ratings to
NCLB and the source of resistance in a given hybrid.
Because corn residue serves as a source of inoculum
for disease development, continuous corn and
reduced tillage practices, such as no-till, increase
the risk for disease. Crop rotation and good residue
management can help reduce in-field sources of
inoculum.

Fungicides

Fungicides are available in-furrow and in-season
for NCLB management. When deciding whether or
not to apply a fungicide, consider disease pressure,
crop growth stage, hybrid disease resistance,
environmental conditions, and economic factors.
Current fungicides available for use in corn and
their efficacy against NCLB can be found at the Crop
Protection Network publication Fungicide Efficacy
Against Corn Diseases.

Additional Resources

� Northern Corn Leaf Blight. In Compendium of
Corn Diseases (4th ed, pp. 31-33) APS Press.
https://apsjournals.apsnet.org/doi/
book/10.1094/9780890544945
� Fungicide Efficacy Against Corn Diseases (Crop
Protection Network)
https://cropprotectionnetwork.org/resources/
publications/fungicide-efficacy-for-control-of-corndiseases.

Acknowledgments
The authors thank Paul Vincelli, UK Plant Pathology Extension Specialist, for his review of this publication.
Editor: Cheryl Kaiser, Extension Plant Pathology Support
February 2021
Photos: University of Kentucky—Kiersten Wise (1-5, 6B) and Carl Bradley (6A)
Educational programs of the Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability, or national origin.

