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AGRONOMY NOTES

Gray Leaf Spot in Corn

Introduction

Gray leaf spot (GLS) is caused by the fungus 
Cercospora zeae-maydis. GLS can occur in corn 
almost every growing season. If conditions favor 
disease development, gray leaf spot can cause 
economic losses across the North Central and 
Southeast corn-producing regions. Gray leaf spot is 
one of corn’s most frequent and aggressive diseases, 
and its economic impact has increased in many 
regions of the world over the past 10 years.1 This 
disease causes crop losses by reducing the plant’s 
photosynthetic surface area, resulting in a loss of 
photosynthetic activity that can cause a loss of 
yield potential and grain quality (kernel size and test 
weight). Planting corn products with a low level of 
gray leaf spot susceptibility can reduce the amount of 
potential yield loss.

Symptoms 

Gray leaf spot lesions start out as small, light tan 
to brown lesions with yellow margins, which first 
appear on the lower leaves two to three weeks 
before tasseling.2 An in-field diagnostic technique for 
identifying GLS is to hold the leaf up to light and look 
for a faint, watery halo surrounding the lesion.3 

The lesion shapes are usually rectangular during the 
early infection, as the shape is limited by leaf veins 
which are 1/16 to 1/8 inch wide. Within two to three 
weeks, these lesions begin to elongate. In about 
two weeks the lesions begin to turn gray and reach 
a length up to three to four inches but will often 
maintain the rectangular shape (Figure 2). Later in the 
season, these lesions can join and kill entire leaves.2 
GLS can be confused with other foliar diseases such 
as anthracnose leaf blight, eyespot, or common rust.

Figure 1. Gray leaf spot on corn that 
is backlit to show a faint, watery halo 
around lesions.

Figure 2. Gray leaf spot infection on corn.
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Hot and dry conditions restrict the growth of the lesions and give them a yellowish color, without defined 
borders. As the lesions expand, large areas of leaf tissue can be destroyed (Figure 3). The light-brown color 
changes to a silver-grey color as warm and humid environmental conditions allow the fungus to produce 
fungal conidia (spore-forming structures).

Figure 3. Severe infection of gray leaf spot on corn.

Figure 4. Gray leaf spot in corn infographic.
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Disease Cycle

Gray leaf spot overwinters in and on corn debris 
left above and on the soil surface. As temperature 
and humidity increases, spores are produced on the 
debris (Figure 4). Wind or water can blow or splash 
the spores onto the lower leaves of the growing corn 
crop.3 Infection usually occurs in June, but rapid 
spread of the disease usually begins in late July and 
August, when warm and humid conditions are more 
common. As with most foliar diseases, the earlier the 
infection occurs, the more time there is for secondary 
spread in the field which leads to an increased 
probability of economic yield loss.

Environmental conditions that allow expansion of gray 
leaf spot are temperatures between 77 and 86 °F, 
high humidity (>90% for 12+ hours), and moisture.3 In 
addition to conducive environmental conditions, the 
susceptibility level of the corn product will also dictate 
lesion expansion.3 Hot and dry conditions can stall 
the development of the disease, but development will 
continue once favorable disease conditions return. 
The greatest risk of gray leaf spot infection occurs in 
susceptible corn products that are planted in areas 
where dew forms on the plant, which keeps the leaf 
surface moist for extended periods of time.

Disease Impact

Yield can be significantly reduced when conditions 
are conducive to the disease and if a corn product is 
susceptible to gray leaf spot. While estimates are not 
available for all hybrid types and conditions, general 
estimates are available from Ohio State University 
(Table 1).

As with most foliar diseases, the reduction in 
photosynthetic capacity caused by gray leaf spot also 
increases the likelihood of late-season stalk lodging 
and infection by stalk rot diseases, in addition to the 
possible yield loss the disease may cause.

Table 1. Estimated potential yield loss based on 
percentage of leaf tissue infected by gray leaf 
spot.
Percentage Ear Leaf Area Affected 

by Early Dent Stage (R5)
Approximate Yield Loss

5% or less 0-2%

6-25% 2-10%

25-75% 5-20%

75-100% (leaf death) 15-50%

Source: Lipps, P. 1998. Gray leaf spot and yield losses in corn. Crop Observation 
and Recommendation network. Issue 98-23. Adapted from Wise, K. 2006. Grey leaf 
spot. Purdue University Extension. BP-56-W.4

Management

Use of preventative management tactics—such 
as using a corn product that is less susceptible to 
gray leaf spot, practicing crop rotation, removing 
corn residue, or using tillage to promote the 
decomposition of corn debris—can help reduce the 
impact of gray leaf spot in high-risk fields. Gray leaf 
spot fungi overwinter in corn residue and can build 
up in corn-on-corn rotations or in reduced till/no-till 
cropping systems. A rotation of at least two years is 
recommended for fields utilizing conservation tillage 
and may be necessary to reduce inoculum levels, as 
the spores can survive for longer than a year on corn 
residue.3 Consult with your seed professional on corn 
products that have a low level of susceptibility and 
provide any other needed agronomic benefits

In fields where there is concern about GLS, scouting 
should start around V-10 to V-14 (10th to 14th leaf 
collar is visible), which should give an idea of the 
severity of the field infection.  If gray leaf spot is 
present and weather conditions remain favorable 
for the disease, an in-season fungicide application 
can provide protection against grain yield loss. In 
most cases, fungicides should be applied at or after 
tasseling through the early silk growth stage (VT to R1 
growth stage). Fungicide products containing a 
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strobilurin and strobilurin/triazole premix are most 
effective at preventing yield loss when applied in 
response to GLS disease presence.4 Delaro® 325 SC 
fungicide is a dual mode of action fungicide labeled 
for gray leaf spot and can be sprayed at this critical 
time where necessary. To learn more about Delaro® 

fungicide, please visit https://www.cropscience.bayer.
us/products/fungicides/delaro/resources/gray-leaf-
spot and contact your retailer. Follow all individual 
product label instructions for proper application 
timing, application volume, application equipment, 
and environmental and harvest interval precautions.

Figure 5. Gray leaf spot control with Delaro®1
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Legal Statement (US)
ALWAYS READ AND FOLLOW PESTICIDE LABEL DIRECTIONS. Performance may vary, from location 
to location and from year to year, as local growing, soil and weather conditions may vary. Growers 
should evaluate data from multiple locations and years whenever possible and should consider the 
impacts of these conditions on the grower’s fields.

Tank mixtures: The applicable labeling for each product must be in the possession of the user at 
the time of application. Follow applicable use instructions, including application rates, precautions 
and restrictions of each product used in the tank mixture. Not all tank mix product formulations 
have been tested for compatibility or performance other than specifically listed by brand name. 
Always predetermine the compatibility of tank mixtures by mixing small proportional quantities 
in advance. Bayer, Bayer Cross and Delaro® are registered trademarks of Bayer Group. All other 
trademarks are the property of their respective owners. For additional product information call 
toll-free 1-866-99-BAYER (1-866-992-2937) or visit our website at www.BayerCropScience.us. 
Bayer CropScience LP, 800 North Lindbergh Boulevard, St. Louis, MO 63167. ©2023 Bayer Group. 
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