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THE CORN GERMINATION MIRACLE 

 

The weather this year is causing us to dig around the soil a little bit and see how the miracle of corn 

germination is coming along. With the cost of treated corn seed and multiple traits around $250 per bag, 

1,000 acres of planted corn will run $78,000 in corn seed investment alone (80,000 seeds per bag, 32,800 

seeds/acre planted with 5% refuge).  

 

Germination is triggered by absorption of water through the seed coat. Corn kernels must absorb (imbibe) 

about 30% of their weight in water before germination begins. Less than optimum may slow or stop 

germination. We have had plenty of water this year, it’s just that some of the fields received really, cold 

water or snow.  

 

By comparison, soybeans must imbibe about 50% of their weight in water. But since soybeans are 

approximately 2/3 the weight of corn kernels, the total amount of absorbed water required for germination 

is relatively similar. 

 

There is a sequence that is distinct with corn germination. The radicle root emerges first, near the tip end 

of the kernel, within two to three days in warm soils with adequate moisture or much longer if soil 

temperatures hover at or below 50 degrees F. In cooler or drier soils, the radicle root may not emerge until 

one to two weeks after planting.  

 

The spike (coleoptile) emerges next from the embryo side of the kernel within one to many days of the 

appearance of the radicle, depending on soil temperature. The spike finds its way toward the dent end of 

the kernel by virtue of the elongation of the mesocotyl. The lateral seminal roots emerge next and initially 

elongate towards the dent end of the kernel. These roots are not part of the permanent nodal root support 

system. Bob Neilson from Purdue has an excellent article and picture of typical corn germination at 

http://bit.ly/ZNkcmy. 

 

Corn seed treatment fungicides have been standard practice in corn production since the 1930’s, and one 

only needs to plant untreated seed once to realize the benefit they provide. In the last couple of years, 

strobilurins, (like what is found in Trilex), are being used as seed treatments. Strobilurins are broad 

spectrum fungicides that have some systemic properties. All seed treatments have a limited period of 

activity, usually 2–3 weeks. 

 

Survival of young corn seedlings depends on a healthy kernel and mesocotyl, which should remain firm 

and white through at least growth stage V6. Damage to the kernel or mesocotyl prior to establishment of 

the nodal root system can result in stunted, weak, or dead seedlings. Thus, the mesocotyl acts as the 

“pipeline” for translocation of nutrients from the kernel and seminal roots to the seedling stalk and leaf 

tissues. Therefore, as you start to assess plant stands, it is important to dig up seedlings every now and then 

to check general root health. 
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