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Baby Corn

About Baby Corn

Fresh baby corn is eaten in its entirety and has a crisp texture 
and a subtle, slightly sweet corn flavor. Although almost all 
the baby corn found in the United States is imported from Asia 
in pickled or canned form, fresh baby corn is easy to grow in 
the Pacific Northwest. Baby corn is no longer a delicacy or 
specialty food reserved for salad bars and Asian restaurants; it 
is a delicious locally produced treat to eat raw or cooked in 
many recipes.

Baby corn’s miniature size makes consumers think that it 
grows from “baby” corn plants, but the tiny ears of baby corn 
are simply immature ears from regular-sized corn plants 
(Figure 1). Specialty cultivars are available for baby corn 
production, but baby corn can also be harvested from most 
common corn cultivars. The purpose of this publication is to 
describe how to select a cultivar and grow baby corn. 
Marketing baby corn is also discussed.

Figure 1. Baby corn plants are regular-sized plants (left), where the ear is 
harvested at an immature stage, generally within 3 days of silk 
emergence (right). (Photo by Carol Miles)

Growing Baby Corn

There are two different methods for producing baby corn. In 
the first method, baby corn is the primary crop, and a cultivar 
is selected and planted to produce only baby corn. In the 
second method, baby corn is the secondary crop, the primary 
being either sweet corn or field corn. In this latter case, the top 
ear is allowed to fully mature as sweet or field corn, and one or 
two lower ears are harvested for baby corn (Galinat 1985; 
Wang et al. 2010).

The decision whether to grow baby corn either as a primary or 
as a secondary crop will influence cultivar choice, planting 
density, and fertilizer rates.

Selecting a Cultivar

There are specialty cultivars of corn, such as Baby Corn, that 
have been developed specifically for baby corn production. 
Many other sweet corn (su, se, sh2) and field corn (Su) 
cultivars may also be suitable for baby corn production. Plants 
of baby corn cultivars tend to produce more ears per plant than 
other corn cultivars. However, many common corn cultivars 
will also produce quality baby corn. Table 1 lists several 
cultivars that produced marketable baby corn in field trials in 
southwest Washington. These cultivars can be grown to 
produce baby corn as either a primary or a secondary crop.

Table 1. Corn cultivars that produced marketable, fresh baby corn, 

and the number of days from planting to first harvest, in southwestern 

Washington (Miles et al. 1999).
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For an explanation of the genetics of corn relative to 
sugariness (a common term used to describe how sweet corn 
is), see Additional Resources. Before planting a large-scale 
crop, plant a small test plot to determine the cultivar that 
would best fit your market niche. If baby corn is being 
produced as a secondary crop, the cultivar must fit the purpose 
of the primary crop, whether it be sweet or field corn. Choose 
a cultivar that also has good baby corn characteristics. Ear 
quality—not quantity—should be your primary criterion.

Ear appearance

When selecting a corn cultivar for baby corn production, ear 
appearance is very important. Kernels should be uniform in 
shape and petite in size, with rows neatly aligned and ends 
evenly tapered. Baby corn ears should be 2–4 inches long and 
1/3–2/3 inch in diameter at the base, or butt end (Chutkaew 
and Paroda 1994).

Advantages of different cultivars

There is no general taste advantage to using sweet corn types 
instead of field corn types for fresh baby corn production (Bar-
Zur and Schaffer 1993). Immature ears are harvested before 
pollination and before any sugars have accumulated in the 
kernels. In terms of harvesting, sweet corn cultivars have ears 
that are easier to break off from the stalk so tend to be easier to 
hand-harvest. In addition, they have been specifically 
developed for good kernel appearance. The benefit to using 
field corn types is lower seed cost. Before selecting a cultivar 
for a large planting of baby corn, do a test planting of several 
cultivars and taste the baby corn ears to ensure they are of 
good eating quality.

Cross-pollination

If field corn or specialty “Su” baby corn cultivars are grown 
next to any sweet corn cultivars grown for mature sweet corn 
production, the cultivars will cross-pollinate, and the sweet 
corn will lose its sugariness. If corn is to be grown to maturity, 
do not plant field corn cultivars within 250 feet of sweet 
corn cultivars. De-tasseling the field corn and baby corn 
cultivars will also prevent undesirable cross-pollination and 
will not affect baby corn production. See Additional Resources 
for an explanation of the different types of sweet corn and 
separation distances needed to prevent cross pollination.

If a field corn cultivar is grown for baby corn and there is 
sweet corn growing nearby, detassel the field corn to prevent 
cross-pollination of the sweet corn.

 

The baby corn does not need to be pollinated to yield a crop. If 
growing this as a secondary crop, you just can’t grow it within 
250 feet of sweet corn.

Soil Testing and Fertilizer 
Applications

In early fall of the year preceding corn planting, or in the 
spring prior to planting, conduct a soil test to determine lime 
and fertilizer requirements. See Additional Resources for a 
detailed description of soil testing and soil nutrition.

Soil pH

The optimum pH range for good corn growth is 5.8–7.0. If 
indicated by soil test results, apply agricultural lime in the fall 
or in the spring at the recommended rates. Most laboratories 
will recommend lime application rates based on a soil SMP 
buffer test that takes into account soil textural class and soil 
organic matter content (Table 2). Application rates of lime 
without the SMP buffer test are only estimates since 
application rates vary for textural classes and pH. If tests 
indicate that soil pH is too basic, add sulfur at recommended 
rates.

Table 2. Lime application rates based on soil Oregon State University 

SMP buffer test (Jackson et al. 1983).

Phosphorus and potassium

Based on soil test results, apply phosphorus and potassium 
fertilizer at planting (Table 3). Potassium may be applied in the 
band at planting; however, no more than 60 pounds per acre 
should be banded. If necessary, broadcast and incorporate 
potassium prior to planting. Also, to avoid seedling damage, 
the total potassium plus nitrogen in the band should not exceed 
90 pounds per acre.
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For May planting dates, use the phosphorus application rates 
listed. For June planting dates, reduce phosphorus application 
rates by 1/3 and do not apply any phosphorus if the soil test 
exceeds 50 ppm (Hart et al. 2010). Band phosphorus 
approximately two inches to the side, and two inches below, 
the seed.

If manure is used, broadcast it and thoroughly incorporate 
prior to final field preparation. See Additional Resources for a 
detailed description of manure application.

 

Table 3. Phosphorus (P) and potassium (K) application rates based on soil test results (Hart et al. 2010).

 

Nitrogen

Table 4. Nitrogen (N) application rates for sweet corn based on 

previous crop (Mansour and Hemphill 1999).

In Idaho, eastern Washington, and eastern Oregon, use a soil 
test to determine N application rates. In western Washington, if 
baby corn is the primary crop, a maximum of 80–100 pounds 
of available nitrogen per acre is needed. High nitrogen 
application rates are not essential as baby corn is harvested 
before ear maturation, a time of high nitrogen use (Kotch et al. 
1995). If baby corn is the secondary crop, apply nitrogen as for 
sweet corn (Table 4). In either case, apply 30–50 pounds of 
nitrogen per acre at planting in a band, along with the 
phosphorus and potassium fertilizer.

The total nitrogen plus potassium in the band should not 
exceed 90 pounds per acre or seedling damage will occur. If 
necessary, broadcast and incorporate potassium prior to 
planting to avoid excess amounts of fertilizer in the band. 
Apply the remaining nitrogen in a band six inches from the 
plants when they are 1–1½ feet tall, approximately six weeks 
after planting.

Crop Establishment and 
Management

Planting

Soil temperatures of 50oF is the minimum for planting corn, 
and the optimum is 60–95oF. To the east of the Cascades, corn 
can be planted according to soil temperature, while west of the 
Cascades, it’s all about soil drainage. That is, plant corn when 
temperature is adequate and soil is sufficiently dry to work. 
Throughout the Pacific Northwest, plant baby corn in late 
April through early June. Prior to planting, plow and harrow 
soil as needed to form a smooth, level seed bed. Plant on well-
drained soils since they warm faster and are less likely to 
harbor soilborne diseases.
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Plant seed at a depth of 1–2 inches. “First in market” usually 
brings the highest value, and in western Washington, early 
planting is important to ensure corn maturity.

When baby corn is the primary crop, space rows 36 inches 
apart and space seed four inches apart within the row (Kotch et 
al. 1995). Plant population will be approximately 44,000 plants 
per acre. When baby corn is the secondary crop, plant seeds 
according to guidelines for sweet corn or field corn production: 
approximately 36 inches between rows and 8–10 inches apart 
within the row. Plant populations will range between 17,000 to 
22,000 plants per acre.

If needed, cover the new plantings with floating row covers to 
protect emerging seedlings from bird predation. If you use a 
row cover, place it loosely over the newly seeded field and 
secure with soil every 10 feet along all sides (Figure 2). The 
row cover can be removed after corn plants reach a height of 
4–6 inches. Using a row cover can result in a 2-week advanced 
harvest. If weed control is an issue, simply remove row cover, 
perform weed-control activities, and replace when done.

Figure 2. Row cover placed over a new planting to prevent bird predation 
(left); remove the row cover when plants are approximately 6 inches tall 
(right). (Photo by Carol Miles)

Irrigation

The seasonal water requirement for corn in western 
Washington is 12–14 inches and 25–30 inches in eastern 
Washington. Irrigation is required for growing baby corn in 
areas of the Pacific Northwest where seasonal precipitation 
rates from May through September are less than these 
numbers. Irrigate from mid-June till late August so that 
precipitation plus irrigation is equivalent to a rate of two 
inches of water every week (eastern Washington) or two 
inches of water every two weeks (western Washington). If 
corn harvest continues into September, and there is no 
precipitation that month, it is beneficial to irrigate one 
additional time. If rainfall occurs throughout the growing 
season, or the soil receives sub-irrigation, it may not be 
necessary to irrigate.

Weed control

As with any corn planting, it is necessary to keep the weeds 
suppressed until the crop reaches a height of two feet. Early 
weed competition will delay corn maturity and reduce yield. 
To reduce weed germination and growth, plant a cover crop, 
such as rye or wheat, in the fall prior to spring corn planting. 
Mow the cover crop, if appropriate, before plowing it under in 
the spring. Mowing the cover crop reduces the size of the crop 
debris, making plowing much easier and speeding up 
decomposition processes. Cover crops have the added benefit 
of increasing soil fertility.

During the growing season, control weeds with mechanical 
cultivation between corn rows and hand cultivation within the 
row. Propane flaming can also be effective against weeds 
(Peachey and William 1997). At least two weeding passes will 
likely be necessary. As the season progresses and the plant 
canopy closes in, the need for weed control will drop.

If you use chemical weed controls, first identify the weeds in 
the field, then select herbicide and application rates according 
to weed types, soil type, and percent of soil organic matter. See 
Additional Resources for current herbicide recommendations. 
Check herbicide product labels in order to meet preharvest 
intervals for baby corn. Apply herbicides when corn plants and 
weeds are at the size and leaf stage described on the herbicide 
label. Pay particular attention to waiting periods stipulated on 
the label between pesticide application and harvest, because 
you will harvest baby corn several weeks earlier than sweet 
corn.

Harvest

Ears are ideal when they are bite sized: approximately 2–4 
inches long and 1/3–2/3 inch in diameter at the base, or butt 
end. To meet these criteria, harvest ears 1–3 days after silks 
become visible (Bar-Zur and Saadi 1990). Harvest a planting 
for baby corn every 2–3 days. At this early stage of ear 
development, the ear can grow very quickly, becoming too 
large in just 4–5 days (Figure 3). Some field corn cultivars 
may need to be harvested before the silks emerge. To best 
determine the appropriate time to harvest a cultivar in your 
area, harvest a few ears each day starting as soon as the ears 
appear on the stalk, and remove the husk to check the quality 
and size of the baby corn ears.

Harvest individual ears by hand. Each picking requires the 
same amount of time and labor that would be required to 
harvest hand-picked sweet corn. Most cultivars should produce 
marketable ears for 3–4 weeks, though very early cultivars 
may have a shorter harvest period of two weeks.
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