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A SMUTTY SITUATION 

 

It is typical this year to see a lot of common smut in our corn fields. What I am talking about is 

the galls that form on tassels, ears, leaves and stalks on corn. The ears are the most predominant 

part of corn for galls to develop, although they may be found on any and all above ground parts of 

a corn plant. Galls are first covered by a greenish white covering, then later turn silver-gray. 

When galls become mature, they rupture, revealing their messy black contents. 

 

Now here is an idea for a Saline County entrepreneur. I have learned that in Mexico and Central 

America that galls of corn smut have been used as food for centuries. They are even thought to be 

a delicacy served in soup and other dishes. In Mexico, immature smut galls (before they break 

open with the black mess) are consumed as an edible delicacy known as Cuitlacoche.(pronounced 

as kweet-lah-KOH-chay). Sweet corn smut galls have become a high value crop for some growers 

in Northeastern United States who sell them to Mexican restaurants. 

 

Corn smut is caused by the fungus, Ustilago Zeae, that survives as a resistant spore in the soil 

over winter, and possibly for 2 to 3 years. These spores, called teliospores, can be blown long 

distances with soil particles or carried into a new area on unshelled seed corn and with manure 

from animals that are fed infected corn stalks. The spores do not hurt cattle such as in silage or on 

grain but cattle can spread them. This is really not that much of a problem because the fungus 

spores are so prevalent anyway. If everyone in your entire community could rid their gardens of 

smut, and never let it get to the puff ball stage, then you could have some effect to prevent the 

disease. This practice is called sanitation, but community wide it never happens. 

 

Typically the teliospores germinate in moist air and give rise to tiny spores called sporidia. The 

sporidia bud like yeast, forming new spores that germinate in rain water that collects in the leaf 

sheaths. This leads to infections that are visible in 10 days or more. Wounds from various injuries 

provide points for the fungus to enter the plant. Hail and wind storms can add to possible entry 

points in the corn plants. 

 

Corn smut is a common disease of sweet corn, pop corn, and dent corn throughout the world. It is 

usually not economically important, although in some years, yield losses in sweet corn may be as 

high as 20%. The smut fungus is sensitive to temperature and moisture changes. Common smut is 

found worldwide wherever corn is grown, although it is most prevalent in warm and moderately 

dry areas. When conditions are dry and temperatures are between 78° to 94° F, common smut will 

often be seen on corn. Common smut also prefers high nitrogen environments. 

 

Maybe a Saline County entrepreneur can exploit the disease cycle which will lead them to a 

different high value corn product. You could test out the market locally and to Mexico and 

Central America. You never know. And when your spouse says what's cooking for supper 

tonight? Say Cuitlacoche (kweet-lah-KOH-chay). Or you could use the common name that is a 

little less appealing. The common Nebraska name for this delicacy dish is "young smut balls." 
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