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Alfalfa Aphid Pest Alert

Reports of damaging aphid populations (Joel DeJong, ISU Extension Crop Specialist) have been reported in the far NW counties of IA.  Most recently, a heavy infestation of aphids were found in an alfalfa field in Pocahontas County.  Aphid populations reaching damaging levels in alfalfa are uncommon in Iowa, but with the observations so far this spring, we should be on the lookout for this insect pest.  
What to look for.

Aphid populations in alfalfa are typically made up of Pea, and to a lesser degree Blue and Spotted aphids.  The Pea and Blue aphid are very similar in appearance, but the Blue aphid can inflict much more damage to alfalfa than the Pea aphid, making identification important.  The Pea aphid is about 3/16 inch long and ranges from light to dark green in color.  Cornicles (tail-pipes) are long and blackish towards the tip.  The Blue aphid looks very similar to the Pea aphid except that the Blue aphid is smaller, more blue-green, and has a waxy appearance.  The Pea aphid has a more “shiny” appearance.  Winged Pea aphids have a light brown thoracic area and the same region on the Blue aphid is dark brown. If you have a hand lens, look at the antenna.  The Pea aphid has a dark band at the tip of the third antennal segment, whereas the blue alfalfa aphid’s third antennal segment is uniformly brown.  The Spotted aphid is much smaller and has light green to tan coloration.  Using a hand lens, several rows of dark spots can be seen on the back of the aphid.
Pictures of the three aphids can be observed at the following web address;
http://www.agweb.okstate.edu/pearl/insects/crop/f-7184.pdf
Damage

Aphid populations often develop in the spring during cool and dry periods when alfalfa growth is slow.  We’ve had the cool, but not necessarily dry here in NW IA.  The adults and nymphs (young) such juice from alfalfa leaves, petioles, stems and flower buds.  They prefer young growth and congregate on the growing tips of the plants.  Heavy aphid feeding causes alfalfa to turn yellow and wilt. Plants become stunted with small leaves and spindly stems.   The toxic reaction to feeding of the blue aphid causes deformation of leaves near the plant terminals followed by stunting and death of plants if populations are high.  The Spotted aphid has the greatest damage potential, inflicting a severe toxic reaction that results in discoloration along veins of leaves near the plant terminals (vein banding).  Foliage and entire plants may be killed from the spotted aphid.  With all aphid populations, successive cuttings can be reduced and weed infestations can become a problem.

Scouting

Randomly select complete stems throughout the field (aphid populations most likely will not be uniformly distributed throughout the field) and count the number of aphids along with parasitized or diseased (brown and flattened) aphids per stem.  Shake the plant over a white bucket or sheet of paper to make counting easier.  Obtain an average number of aphids and stem length over 20 to 30 stems.  Also look for aphid predators such as ladybird beetles and lacewings.
Control Strategies

Control decisions should be based on the maturity of the alfalfa, the size of the aphid population, the type of aphid present and the aphid predators present (Table 1).  The size of the natural predator population and relative plant vigor is often the key to determining the need to treat for this insect.

	Table 1.  Threshold levels (aphids/stem) on susceptible varieties of alfalfa at varying growth stages

	
	Pea Aphid
	Blue Aphid
	Spotted Aphid

	Seedling Alfalfa
	5
	1
	1

	Established Alfalfa < 10”
	40
	10
	10

	Established Alfalfa > 10”
	70
	30
	30

	Alfalfa Aphids in Oklahoma, Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Service.  F-7184


Insecticides for control of Aphid in Alfalfa
The University of Nebraska has a publication on the web that lists several insecticides labeled for aphid control in Alfalfa.  The publication can be accessed at the following web address;

http://entomology.unl.edu/instabls/aphids.htm
Information sources were obtained from the following publications.
University of Nebraska – Insecticides for control of aphids in alfalfa

http://entomology.unl.edu/instabls/aphids.htm
Oklahoma State University – Alfalfa aphids in Oklahoma

http://www.agweb.okstate.edu/pearl/insects/crop/f-7184.pdf
Kansas State University – Pea and Blue Alfalfa Aphids

http://www.oznet.ksu.edu/library/entml1/PeaAphid.pdf
http://www.oznet.ksu.edu/library/entml1/BlueAlfa.pdf
University of California – Alfalfa Blue Aphid and Pea Aphid

http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/PMG/r1300211.html
For further information pertaining to this newsletter; please contact me or any of the county extension offices.  This newsletter can also be accessed on-line at http://extension.iastate.edu/carroll/crops/newsletters_2002.htm.  If you would like this letter to be emailed directly to you, please send an email with the desired email address to vagts@iastate.edu.
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