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Sweet Corn Complications 

   Two of the main complications that seem to be an every year occurrence are Sweet Corn 

Earworm and raccoons. If you plant sweet corn in your garden, you have probably had one if not 

both of these problems. 

   Corn earworm tends to be a problem every year in Kansas. The earworm moth lays eggs on 

developing silks at night. When the egg hatches, the larva crawls down the silk and into the ear. 

The larva starts feeding at the tip of the ear and works down. Several earworms may hatch and 

attack a single ear, but only one is usually present at harvest due to the cannibalistic nature of the 

insect.  

   Control is challenging as silks continue to grow over a period of time. This means that even if 

silks are treated, new silk will appear that hasn’t been protected. Applications every 2 to 3 days 

are needed for insecticides to be effective, when peak flight of these moths usually appear. From 

the time silking starts until the time you harvest is usually a three-week period, but there is only a 

two-week period from when the silks appear to when they begin to dry. Since moths prefer juicy 

silks, insecticides are only needed the first two weeks of silking. Chemicals with the active 

ingredient cyfluthrin or spinosad, which is an organic product. However, more time consuming, 

mineral oil or other light horticultural oils may also be used as an organic control.  

   As for raccoons, they seem to be the official sweet corn inspector. They always seem to get to 

the corn right before you pick it! Protecting your corn from them is the hardest.  

   The most effective control measure is to fence off your corn plot. You can either use electric or 

kennel fencing. With electric fence, you should use two or more wires. Place the first about 5 

inches above the ground and the second wire 4 inches above the first (or 9 inches above the 

ground). You want to make sure the raccoons can’t crawl under, go between, or go over the 

wires. If you want to use kennel fencing instead, you want to make sure the corners of the panels 

are tied tightly together so the raccoons can’t squeeze through the corners.  

   If you chose to put a fence around your corn, you should try to have it up before the corn 

begins to ripe. Once raccoons get a taste of the corn, they are going to be difficult to discourage 

even with a fence. 

   If you have been having problems with sweet corn earworms or raccoons effecting the amount 

of sweet corn you get, try these tips so you can enjoy your sweet corn. If you have any questions 

please contact Kelsey Hatesohl at the Washington Office at 785-325-2121 or at 

khatesohl@ksu.edu.  
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