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Wheat Flag Smut Present in the River Valley Extension District 

 

  The Kansas Department of Agriculture (KDA) conducted a targeted wheat flag smut survey 

across Kansas this past spring due to discovering it last year in several counties, mainly west of 

our extension district. The disease is a concern because some countries have import restrictions 

on grain produced in areas where flag smut is known to occur. According to Gaelle Hollandbeck, 

KDA plant pathologist, flag smut was found in a wheat field in southwest Clay County this year. 

“The goal in 2016 and into 2017 and future years is to reduce the disease incidence or even 

eradicate it with the aid of best management practices (BMP's),” says Hollandbeck. These 

BMP’s include cleaning harvest equipment thoroughly after leaving an infected field, treating 

saved seed with a fungicide seed treatment labeled for the control of flag smut (refer to the K-

State Seed Treatment Fungicides publication MF2955), and rotating with a nonhost crop such as 

soybeans, sorghum, or corn to allow fungal populations to decline between wheat crops. Fungal 

spores from this disease contaminate the soil and can be moved by wind, plant debris, and farm 

equipment. Spores incorporated into the soil can be a major source of infections. The fungus can 

survive in the soil for at least 4 years, but viability of the spore decreases rapidly during this 

time. “It is foreseeable that this disease in the long run left unchecked could become more 

prevalent with a possible outcome that importing country regulations could be negatively 

affected,” reports Hollandbeck. Therefore, these BMP’s are critical for farmers to incorporate 

into their wheat management plans, especially if flag smut is known to be present. 

  To give a little more background on the disease, infection of flag smut takes place shortly after 

planting when the spores germinate and invade the young seedlings before emergence. In 

general, the risk of infection is greatest when winter wheat is planted into warm, moist soils. 

However, the symptoms really just become apparent during the stem elongation and heading 

stages of growth. Infected plants become increasing obvious during the early stages of grain 

development. Infected plants are deformed and often noticeably shorter than healthy plants. The 

leaves of diseased plants are often twisted and have long gray or black lesions that run parallel to 

the leaf veins. As the plants mature, the lesions rupture and release large numbers of black, 

powdery spores of the fungus. This information and more can be found in the K-State Wheat 

Flag Smut publication MF3235 or by calling our extension office. 
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