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	 One	of	the	most	potential-
ly	damaging	problems	facing	
sweet	corn	producers	is	con-
trolling	 insects	 that	 feed	 on	
the	ear.	During	 the	summer	
months,	 if	 you	 grow	 sweet	
corn,	you	need	to	watch	 for	
corn	earworm.
	 According	 to	 UK	 Exten-
sion	 entomologist	 Ric	 Bes-
sin,	 earworms	 are	 moder-
ately	 hairy	 larvae	 that	 vary	
in	color	from	yellow	to	green	

to	red	to	brownish-black,	but	
they	 all	 have	 a	 brown	 head	
without	 markings	 and	 nu-
merous	 microscopic	 spines	
covering	their	body.	You	may	
find them feeding in the ear 
tips	 following	 silking.	 The	
larvae	are	cannibalistic,	rare-
ly	is	there	more	than	one	per	
ear	or	whorl.
	 Corn	 earworm	 is	 poten-
tially	 the	 greatest	 threat	 to	
sweet	 corn	 production	 in	
our	 state.	 Because	 it	 feeds	
directly on the ear, is difficult 
to	control	and	is	common	in	
high	 numbers	 at	 the	 end	 of	
the	season,	most	insecticides	
used	 on	 sweet	 corn	 target	
this	pest.	Once	earworm	be-
comes	 established	 within	
the	 ear,	 controlling	 it	 is	 im-
possible.	 Earworms	 spend	
a	 relatively	 short	 period	 of	
their	life	feeding	in	a	site	that	
can	 receive	 an	 adequate	 in-
secticide	 application.	 An	 ef-

fective	 program,	 especially	
for	corn	planted	later	in	the	
season,	 is	 necessary	 to	 en-
sure	 a	 minimal	 amount	 of	
damaged	ears.
	 Currently,	the	primary	in-
secticides	used	for	corn	ear-
worm	control	in	sweet	corn	
belong	 to	 the	 pyrethroid	
class.	 Some	 brands	 include	
Ortho	 Max	 Lawn	 &	 Garden	
Insect	 Killer,	 Bonide	 Eight,	
and	Ace	Flower	&	Vegetable	
Insect	 Spray.	 There	 is	 con-
cern	 that	 corn	 earworm	 in	
some	regions	of	the	Midwest	
has	 developed	 resistance	
to	 this	 class	 of	 insecticides.	
Some field failures have been 
reported.	 Other	 control	 op-
tions	are	Captain	Jack’s	Dead	
Bug	Brew	or	Sevin.	The	men-
tion	of	brand	names	is	not	an	
endorsement.		
	 You	 can	 start	 a	 preven-
tive	 program	 against	 corn	
earworms	when	10	percent	

of	the	ears	are	silked.	Repeat	
sprays at three-to-five-day 
intervals	until	90	percent	of	
the	 silks	 have	 wilted.	 This	
strategy	 should	 give	 a	 high	
percentage	 of	 worm-free	
ears	 during	 early	 and	 mid-
season.	 Control	 is	 more	 dif-
ficult late in the season. Even 
shortening	 spray	 intervals	
may	 produce	 only	 90	 per-
cent	clean	ears.
	 For	 more	 information	 on	
sweet	corn	pest	control,	con-
tact	 the	 Estill	 County	 Coop-
erative	 Extension	 Service	 at	
723-4557.
	 Educational	 programs	 of	 the	 Co-
operative	 Extension	 Service	 serve	 all	
people	regardless	of	economic	or	social	
status	 and	 will	 not	 discriminate	 on	 the	
basis	of	race,	color,	ethnic	origin,	nation-
al	origin,	creed,	religion,	political	belief,	
sex,	 sexual	orientation,	gender	 identity,	
gender	 expressions,	 pregnancy,	 marital	
status,	genetic	information,	age,	veteran	
status,	or	physical	or	mental	disability.
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