
The scab fungus causes seedling blight, crown rot, 
root rot, stem blight and scab or Fusarium head blight 
in wheat. Damage to wheat from scab varies greatly 
from year to year and is associated with warm, moist 
environmental conditions that occur after wheat heads 
emerge.

If the weather is dry when the heads flower, little 
damage will result from scab. If high humidity occurs 
in the form of rains, fogs or dews, during an extended 
period during flowering, however, chances are good that 
mature wheat heads will be seriously damaged by scab.

When wheat is in the dough stage, infected spikelets 
turn light yellow in contrast to the green color of 
healthy spikelets (Figure 1). As the wheat ripens, the 
infected spikelets turn white. This whitening of the 
head is the most recognizable symptom of scab (Figure 
2). The entire head usually is not involved. During 
wet weather, a pink or salmon color appears at the 
base of the spikelets or along the edge of the glumes, 
consisting of masses of mycelium and spores (Figure 
3). Scab-infected heads usually are scattered randomly 
throughout the wheat field (Figure 4). At harvest, 

infected spikelets become speckled with small black 
dots. These are the spore-bearing structures of the scab 
fungus.

The scab fungus survives either as a parasite on living 
wheat plants or as a saprophyte (an organism deriving 

Fusarium Head Blight (Scab) of Wheat
Gibberella zeae (Schwein.) Petch   

Fusarium graminearum Schwabe, Group II [anamorph]

Figure 1. Early scab symptoms

Figure 2. Typical scab symptoms 

Figure 3. Microscopic Fusarium spores 
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its food from dead or decaying matter) on crop residue. 
During the fall, masses of spore-producing bodies are 
found on wheat residue that may be present. Corn 
residues also may be a source. Scab spores from the 
residues infect the wheat heads during blossom, while 
freshly produced spores from infected spikelets can be 
blown by wind and rain to infect other heads. 

The scab fungus also survives as spores on the 
surface of grain from infected heads. This grain, when 
used for seed, can result in seedling blight. Wheat 
seedlings attacked by F. graminearum are stunted and 
yellow and usually die. Diseased roots have a reddish-
brown rot and often are covered with a gray to pink 
mold. Infected seedlings that survive do not stool 
normally or produce a single stem with a small head 
containing shriveled grain.

Occasionally, the scab fungus will cause a root or 
crown rot as wheat approaches maturity. Sometimes it 
will attack wheat plants at the stem joints or leaf sheath, 
causing the plant parts above the infected joints to die 
or produce empty, bleached heads. This stem blight often 
is mistaken for insect damage.

Damage from scab can be reduced by plowing under 
infected wheat stubble, corn stalks and rotten corn 
ears that may carry and spread the fungus. If possible, 
do not follow corn with wheat. Foliar fungicides can 
reduce scab, but timing and coverage are critical 
and results have been erratic, so foliar fungicides are 
not recommended at this time. Use only thoroughly 
cleaned, treated seed. For the latest list of seed 
treatment fungicides, contact your local LSU AgCenter 
Cooperative Extension Service agent.  

Figure 4. Damaged heads scattered in the field


