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General Production Information

●     Idaho harvested 14,300 acres in 1998 and ranked sixth in U.S. production.
●     Idaho produced 4 % of U.S. sweet corn, with annual revenue totaling $10,102,950.
●     Idaho production of sweet corn in husk is estimated at 128,700 tons.
●     Idaho sweet corn ranks first in the U.S. in yield per acre, with an average yield of 9.5 tons/acre.
●     Price received for sweet corn is estimated at $78.50 per ton.
●     Annual cost of sweet corn production averaged $290 per acre.

 

 

Cultural Practices

Southwestern and southcentral Idaho are the major sweet corn production regions in Idaho. Sweet corn 
is produced in the following Idaho counties: Ada, Canyon, Elmore, Gooding, Jerome, Payette, Twin 
Falls, and Washington. These regions provide a long growing season required for sweet corn production, 
and an arid climate that reduces the incidence of foliar diseases. Idaho sweet corn is produced to meet 
the market demands in cream-style, whole kernel canning and frozen-style corn. A small percentage of 
the sweet corn is produced for the fresh market. 

Sweet corn is an important export crop, and acreage fluctuates from year to year in response to variable 
export market demand and market price. In any given year, approximately 40-60% of the sweet corn is 
exported.

Commercial sweet corn processors contract with producers to grow sweet corn. The processor prescribes 
cropping practices such as planting, insect and weed control, and harvest operations. The grower in turn 
performs all operations such as planting, pesticide application for weed and insect control, and harvest of 
the crop.

Fall ground preparation includes plowing or chiseling after the harvest of the preceding crop, then roller 
harrowed. In the following spring, fertilizer and preplant herbicides are applied. The ground is disked 
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and harrowed again to incorporate the herbicides. Adequate seedbed moisture is necessary for seed 
germination, making it necessary in dry years to irrigate the field prior to planting. Soil temperature 
must be warm (60°F) for the seed to germinate. Optimum planting dates are mid-April to early June. 
Irrigation is essential for Idaho sweet corn production, and about 25 inches of water is applied during the 
growing season. Irrigation is on a weekly or bi-weekly schedule, depending on crop requirements and 
amount of spring precipitation. In an average year, about 6 applications of water are made to sweet corn 
during the growing season. Sweet corn reaches maturity in about 100 days. Following harvest, the corn 
stalks and stubble are chopped and disked into the soil in preparation for the following crop.

After sweet corn tassel emergence, plants are inspected for western bean cutworm eggs and other pests. 
As the cornfield nears anthesis, silk crews establish the date when 80% of the plants have exposed silk. 
Kernel moisture sampling begins about 16 days after 80% silk to determine the stage of kernel maturity. 
For whole kernel canning and freezing, optimum kernel moisture ranges between 70 to 76%. For cream-
style canning corn, optimum kernel moisture is about 66%. Sweet corn fields are sampled several times 
during the growing season until the right moisture content is attained. 

In order to prevent all sweet corn fields from maturing at the same time, fields are sequentially planted. 
Planting dates are usually determined by subtracting the time until harvest from the desired harvest date. 
From past experience, processors can accurately determine the number of days from planting to harvest, 
and can spread the harvest over as long a period as possible to take advantage of machinery and labor 
limitations in the processing plant. Because sweet corn is a perishable raw product, processing plants 
will operate as the corn is harvested. In some instances processing plants may shut down because not all 
sweet corn planted for that day is ready for harvest. Levels of sweet corn may exceed the capacity of the 
processing plant when slower maturing corn ripens at the same time. The surplus may cause the kernel 
moisture to surpass the optimum level, resulting in reduced quality and marketability of the raw product.

Product quality is a major issue in sweet corn production. High quality sweet corn must be superior in 
both physical condition and cosmetic appearance. These traits are of considerable importance in meeting 
the high standards set by the processing industry, and ultimately the consumer. Sweet corn damaged by 
insect pests and weed competition will be considered inferior and will command less than premium price 
and in some instances will be unmarketable.

Integrated Pest Management Practices

Several different cultural practices are integrated into sweet corn production to reduce pesticide input 
and to suppress pest populations to an economically acceptable level. Commonly used IPM practices are 
pheromone and light traps for insects and crop rotations for insects, weeds and diseases. Light traps and 
pheromone traps are used to monitor the level of corn earworm and western bean cutworm infestations 
and to guide insecticide applications. Commercial sweet corn processors have contributed to Idaho’s 
western bean cutworm light trap program by monitoring flight information and making field inspections.

Nearly all sweet corn acreage is rotated with crops such as winter wheat, sugar beets, barley or peas. 



Crop rotations break the insect cycle by acting as a nonhost crop for pests. The western corn rootworm, 
for example, is kept to a minimum by crop rotations.

 

 

Insect Pests

Two insect pests affecting sweet corn production are the corn earworm and the western bean cutworm. 
In 1998, both pests reached economically damaging levels, and all sweet corn acres were treated with an 
insecticide. Growers use either esfenvalerate (Asana XL) or lambda-cyhalothrin (Warrior) to control 
western bean cutworm and corn earworm.

Western Bean Cutworm  
Loxagrotis albicosta

The western bean cutworm (WBC) is a serious pest of sweet corn. Eggs are usually laid in masses from 
5 to over 200 on all exposed surfaces of the sweet corn plant. Newly hatched larvae feed on all parts of 
the corn plant, and eventually bore into the corn ears or shanks. They feed on the corn ear and kernels, 
and cause reduced quality and yield. Extensive hand trimming of the damaged ears may be required 
before canning sweet corn, which increases the cost of production. 

The economic threshold for WBC has been established. Insecticide treatments are required if 1 sweet 
corn plant in 20 is infested with eggs and/or young larvae, and corn is at least 95% tasseled. Control 
measures are ineffective once the larvae have invaded the ears. Damage caused by the WBC varies 
between fields and from year to year. In any given year, 25-40% of the sweet corn acres is treated for 
WBC.

CONTROL

Chemical Control

Esfenvalerate (Asana XL) -- Percent acres treated with Asana XL vary from year to year, 
dependent upon usage of the alternative insecticide lambda-cyhalothrin (Warrior). Averaged over 
several years, esfenvalerate is applied to 25-40% of sweet corn acres for WBC control. About 
10% of the acreage receive 2-3 applications. It is applied at a rate of 0.03 pound active ingredient 
per acre. PHI is 1 day. Not more than 0.5 pound active ingredient per acre can be applied per 
season.

Lambda-cyhalothrin (Warrior) -- Percent acres treated with lambda-cyhalothrin vary from year 



to year, dependent upon usage of the alternative insecticide esfenvalerate. Averaged over several 
years, esfenvalerate is applied to 25-40% of sweet corn acres. It is applied at a rate of 0.02 pound 
active ingredient per acre once per year. PHI is 1 day. About 10% of the acreage receive 2-3 
applications. 

 

 

Corn Earworm  
Helicoverpa zea

The corn earworm is one of the most destructive pests of corn in the Pacific Northwest. This pest is 
present every year in southern Idaho. This pest lives longer, reproduces faster, and has better 
overwintering success on corn than any other hosts.

The corn earworm usually produces three generations a year in Idaho. The first generation does little 
damage to corn because corn is not yet silking. However, early corn may be 100% infested by this 
generation. The second-generation caterpillars inflict the most damage, infesting corn from silking to 
maturity. As summer progresses, a third generation is produced which may be economically important, 
particularly in late planted corn fields and early seed fields. Damage occurs when larvae, soon after 
hatching, penetrate the husk near the tip and feed on kernels for a period of 2 to 4 weeks. The feeding 
activity also aids in the introduction of various types of ear molds and ear rots. For the fresh sweet corn 
market, damaged ears may be unmarketable. For processed corn, damaged part of cobs must be cut off, 
adding to processing costs and reducing quantity of harvested kernels. 

Because of variation in earworm migration patterns and climate factors, damage by this pest varies from 
year to year. Pheromone traps are used to monitor male moth activity and give an indication of female 
egg-laying activity and of subsequent caterpillar damage. The traps provide guidelines to estimate 
timing of first insecticide spray, and for subsequent applications. In general, a catch of 0-50 moths per 
day from first tassel to first silk indicates no pesticide applications are needed. Catches of 50-150 moths 
indicate a possible need for control, and catches of over 150 moths indicate a likely need for control.

CONTROL

Outbreaks of the corn earworm are usually sporadic: two years in six, insecticidal control would not be 
economic; another two of those six years, control would be economic on half the sweet corn acreage; the 
remaining two years, insecticidal control would be economic on almost all sweet corn acreage. 

Chemical Control

Esfenvalerate (Asana XL) -- Percent acres treated with esfenvalerate vary from year to 



year, and depend on whether the growers used the alternative lambda-cyhalothrin. In 
1998, about 90% of the acres were treated with esfenvalerate for corn earworm control. 
Typically applied once per year at a rate of 0.03 pound active ingredient per acre. PHI is 1 
day. An additional 10% of the acreage received a second application. 

Lambda-cyhalothrin (Warrior) -- Percent acres treated with lambda-cyhalothrin vary 
from year to year, and depend on whether the growers used esfenvalerate. In 1998, less 
than 2% of the acres were treated with lambda-cyhalothrin because most of the acreage 
was treated with esfenvalerate. Averaged over the years, about 50% of the sweet corn 
acres would be treated with lambda-cyhalothrin. About 10% of the acreage would receive 
a second application. Typically applied once per year at a rate of 0.02 pound active 
ingredient per acre. PHI is 1 day. 

Biological Control

Trichogramma wasps are beneficial insect parasites that may help suppress infestations by killing eggs 
especially if used repeatedly during periods of egg laying. Levels of control using Trichogramma wasps 
will vary and are not usually effective at lowering corn earworm populations below the economic 
threshold.

Bacillus thuringiensis is not very effective for corn earworm control because the larvae tunnel into 
untreated parts of the silk soon after hatching.

 

 

Weeds

Weeds are considered a serious pest of sweet corn. If left uncontrolled, weeds will compete with sweet 
corn for irrigation water and nutrients, and ultimately reduce the quality and yield of the crop. Some of 
the more troublesome weeds include pigweed, common lambsquarters, wild proso millet, thistles, 
barnyard grass and quackgrass. Preplant herbicides are applied to all acreage to control early season 
weeds, and typically provide 5 to 8 weeks of control. In addition, sweet corn is cultivated about two 
times during the season to culturally control weeds. In the final cultivation, soil is mounded to ‘close the 
row’ which helps to suppress small weeds. As corn increases in height, it becomes impossible to use a 
cultivator to control weeds. At the same time, the corn height prevents light from reaching weeds, and 
provides additional weed control. Some of the sweet corn acreage will receive a post-emergent herbicide 
application to control escaped or persistent weeds. 

CONTROL



Chemical Control

EPTC (Eradicane) -- EPTC is applied pre-plant incorporated to 90-100% of sweet corn 
acres. Typically applied at a rate of 5 pounds active ingredient per acre once per year. 
EPTC provides good control of broadleaf and grassy weeds.

Alachlor (Lasso) -- Alachlor use varies from year to year, but usually is applied to 2-10% 
of sweet corn acres. Applied pre-plant incorporated once per year at a rate of 3 pounds 
active ingredient per acre. Provides good control of broadleaf and grassy weeds.

Atrazine (Atrazine, Aatrex) -- Atrazine is applied to 5-10% of the sweet corn acres. 
Typically applied at a rate of 2 pounds active ingredient per acre once per year. Applied to 
the soil before, during, or after final seedbed preparation. Atrazine is applied to kill 
existing vegetation when sweet corn is planted directly into a cover crop or into previous 
crop residue. Especially useful in the windy areas where planted cover crops or previous 
crop residue are maintained to prevent topsoil erosion. 

Metolachlor (Dual) -- Applied to less than 5% of the sweet corn acres. Applied once per 
year at a rate of 2 pounds active ingredient per acre.

Post-emergent Weed Control

About 20-30% of the sweet corn acreage will receive a post-emergent herbicide application to control 
escaped or persistent broadleaf weeds. Many post-emergent herbicides and tank mixes are available for 
weed control, and are interchanged on a regular basis. 

Bentazon (Basagran) -- Averaged over several years, bentazon is applied to about 10-
15% of the sweet corn acres. Applied at a rate of 1 pound active ingredient per acre once 
per year. Provides good control of broadleaf weeds.

2,4-D (many trade names) -- Averaged over several years, 2,4-D is applied to 10-15% of 
the sweet corn acres to control broadleaf weeds. Typically applied at a rate of 0.7 pound 
active ingredient per acre once per year. 

Dimethenamid (Frontier) -- Applied to less than 5% of sweet corn acres. Applied once 
per year at a rate of 1 pound active ingredient per acre.

Glyphosate (Roundup, Honcho) -- Applied to about 10% of the sweet corn acres. 
Applied once per year at a rate of 0.5 pound active ingredient per acre. Typically applied 
as a chemical seedbed preparation after the harvest of the preceding crop. As a spot 
treatment, glyphosate is used to control thistles and other persistent weeds.



 

 

Diseases

Many diseases may infect Idaho sweet corn, thus potentially compromising the yield and quality of the 
crop. In most years, yield loss from diseases rarely exceeds 5% in most of the production regions. High 
plains disease, maize dwarf mosaic, seedling blights and corn smuts are common diseases of sweet corn 
that can cause economic loss in localized regions of Idaho. 

Many factors contribute to the development of sweet corn diseases, and include survival of pathogens in 
soil for several years, mechanical injury to plants from cultivation or wind-blown sand, infection of 
fields by wind-blown spores, over-irrigating corn fields, delayed harvest of sweet corn, and the 
introduction of the "supersweet" corn hybrids.

 

High Plains Disease

In 1994, high plains disease (HPD) was confirmed in several sweet corn fields in southwestern 
Idaho, where most of the sweet corn seed is grown. HPD is transmitted by the wheat curl mite 
(Aceria tosichella) and can cause total crop failure in individual sweet corn fields. Symptoms of the 
disease include stunting, chlorosis and a mosaic pattern on the leaves. HPD may also stunt and 
weaken plants’ root system. Many of the current sweet corn varieties planted in Idaho are 
susceptible to HPD. No specific control measures are known for HPD, however, cultural practices 
that will help reduce the spread of the disease include planting corn early, and controlling 
volunteer wheat and barley which may harbor the mite and/or the disease agent. 

Maize Dwarf Mosaic

Maize dwarf mosaic (MDV) is a viral disease of corn transmitted by aphids that has in the past, 
reduced yields and quality of the sweet corn crop in localized fields. Symptoms of MDV are small 
yellowish spots and streaks generally concentrated in the lower third of the newly formed leaves in 
the plant’s whorl. Early infected plants may be stunted, attaining one-third the normal height of 
healthy plants. Infected plants may be barren, or if they form ears, seed fill may be spotty and 
incomplete. Sweet corn varieties vary in tolerance, and some are tolerant at some sites but not 
others. More data are needed on interaction between virus strain and variety before making 
varietal recommendations.

Common Smut (Ustilago maydis)



Head Smut (Sphacelotheca reiliana)

Corn smuts such as common and head smut are found in all corn producing regions of southern 
Idaho, but yield losses rarely exceed 3%. Sweet corn is generally more susceptible to smuts than 
other corn varieties, with common smut being more prevalent than head smut. Temperatures of 
79-90°F are optimal for development of the diseases. Infection can occur wherever spores land on 
the corn plant. 

Common smut is characterized by the formation of galls, which begin to form one to several weeks 
after infection. Initially, galls are green-white in color, and finally develop into large masses (6 
inches in diameter) of dark powdery spores appearing like soot. Common smut can attack any 
part of the corn pant, but will do the most economic damage when galls form on ears or above. 
Sweet corn for the frozen market must comply with strict processing standards; if a corn ear has 
one smut gall growing on it, the entire ear will be rejected. Currently, no chemical controls exist 
for common smut.

Head smut damage to sweet corn can be kept to a minimum by planting resistant sweet corn 
varieties, planting corn in non-infested fields, and the use of seed treatment fungicides. Head smut 
is characterized by gall formations in ears and tassels. The galls are initially covered with a thin 
membrane that ruptures to expose dry, powdery masses of spores. If the tassel is infected, all the 
ears on that plant will be smutted or aborted. 

CONTROL

Carboxin (Vitavax) -- Applied as a seed treatment to less than 5% of the sweet corn seed to 
control head smut.

Seed Decay, Seedling Blight, Stunting

Seedborne and soilborne fungi are the principal causes of sweet corn seed decay, seedling blight, 
and stunting, with stand reductions reaching 50% in localized areas. The most problematic fungi 
are Fusarium, Rhizopus, Aspergillus and Penicillium. The greatest damage from these pathogens 
occurs during the pre-emergence stage, causing poor germination of seeds or poor emergence of 
corn seedlings. These disease have become more common and serious in the 1980s following the 
introduction of "supersweet" corn hybrids that incorporate the shrunken-2 (sh-2) trait.

CONTROL

Fungicide seed treatments are considered essential in controlling sweet corn diseases. Without 
fungicides, very little sweet corn could be grown in Idaho because stands would be diminished, 
yield and quality would be affected, and maturity would be variable, thus making it difficult to 



harvest efficiently. Resistant varieties are currently not available for the majority of the sweet 
corn diseases that attack Idaho’s sweet corn. 

Chemical Control

Captan (Captan 400) + thiram (Thiram 50 WP Dyed) -- Applied as a seed treatment 
to 100% of the sweet corn seed to control a broad spectrum of fungi. Captan is 
applied at a rate of 2 fluid ounces per 100 pounds of seed and thiram is applied at a 
rate of 3 fluid ounces per 100 pounds of seed.

Difenoconazole (Dividend) -- Applied as a seed treatment to about 50% of the sweet 
corn seed to control Penicillium. Nearly all use of Dividend is on shrunken-2 (sh-2) 
type seed, and is considered essential for Penicillium control.

Cultural Control

Several cultural practices help to reduce the impact of diseases to sweet corn. These include 
proper planting practices such as planting sweet corn early and applying irrigation water to 
promote vigorous seedling growth, rotating sweet corn with nonhost crops and planting uninfected 
corn seed. 
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