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What’s Causing Black Dusty Corn?

While it may be very concerning to see a cloud of black dust following the combine when picking corn this
year, this dust is not something that normally impacts the grain or grain quality. The black cloud is the caused
by fungal spores that have formed on the dying leaves and husks. The main types of fungi causing this
phenomenon are common smut (Figure 1) and several saprophytic, weak, parasitic fungi, such as Alternaria,
Cladosporium, and Aureobasidium.

Plants affected by these fungi have a sooty
appearance, which usually occurs when the crop
is mature and wet, such as when humid weather
occurs. Stressed plants may be more prone to
infection by these sooty molds.

Occasionally, the sooty molds may infect the kernels,
giving them a black appearance. If kernel infection

is extensive, the grain should be thoroughly cleaned
to remove light, damaged, and moldy kernels. Store
the grain at 15% moisture content with proper air
movement through the bin. Checking the grain on a
regular basis is recommended.

Figure 1. Common smut on corn. Figure 2. Saprophytic fungi on mature
corn leaves.
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What'’s Causing Black Dusty Corn?

Black dust caused by saprophytic fungi primarily
annoys farmers harvesting corn and contributes

to beautiful red sunsets while causing little impact

on grain quality or yield. Combines may become
covered with the sooty black dust, which may require
additional maintenance checks.

Figure 3. Dust surrounding the combine head
because of saprophytic fungi on corn.

Legal Statements

Combine operators should ensure that the engine
filters are clean to prevent further issues such as
overheating. While harvesting, it is recommended for
anyone prone to respiratory issues to wear a dust
mask as a precaution.

Figure 4. Dust produced from harvesting corn
with saprophytic fungi.

ALWAYS READ AND FOLLOW PESTICIDE LABEL DIRECTIONS. Performance may vary, from location to location and from year to year, as local growing, soil and environmental conditions may vary.
Growers should evaluate data from multiple locations and years whenever possible and should consider the impacts of these conditions on their growing environment.

The recommendations in this material are based upon trial observations and feedback received from a limited number of growers and growing environments. These recommendations should be consid-
ered as one reference point and should not be substituted for the professional opinion of agronomists, entomologists or other relevant experts evaluating specific conditions.
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