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Wheat specialist advises farmers
on evaluating winterkill potential

MANHATTAN — Frigid tem-
peratures arrived with a vengeance
in Kansas in mid-December which
may have prompted farmers to
wonder if that is causing any win-
terkill of wheat.

There are three main questions
to consider when evaluating the
potential for winterkill, said Jim
Shroyer, K-State Extension agron-
omy state leader and crop produc-
tion specialist.

* How well has the wheat hard-
ened off? When
through fall and early winter grad-
ually get colder, that helps wheat
plants develop good winterhardi-
ness, Shroyer said.

“When temperatures remain un-
usually warm late into the fall, then
suddenly drop into the low teens,
plants are less likely to have had
time to harden properly and will
be more susceptible to winterkill,”
he said. “This fall, temperatures
have fallen off gradually and the
wheat crop should be adequately
hardened in most cases.”

* How well developed is the root
system? Where wheat plants have
a good crown root system and two
or more tillers, they will have bet-
ter winterhardiness, Shroyer said.
If plants are poorly developed go-

ing into winter, with few second-
ary roots and no tillers, they will
be more susceptible to winterkill
or desiccation.

“Poor development of secondary
roots may not be readily apparent
unless the plants are pulled up and
examined,” he said. “If plants are
poorly developed, it may be due
to poor seed-to-soil contact, dry
soils, very low pH, insect damage

low -10 degrees can certainly re-
duce soil temperatures below crit-
ical levels when the soil is dry and
there is no snow cover,” he said.
To test for winterkill damage,
producers can dig up a few plants,
put them in pots, and bring them
inside to warm up, the K-State
agronomist said. If the plants do
not respond to the warmer condi-
tions, they have suffered injury.
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