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 Aphids are a commonly found pest in alfalfa. Aphids can 
become major pests due to their feeding behavior and rate at 
which they produce offspring. 
 
 
 Aphids feed on plant sap. Using their piercing sucking mouthparts,  
aphids evade plant defenses by either moving to different feeding locations or 
by secreting saliva into their feeding site (Ryalls 2013).  
 Aphids reproduce asexually, allowing them to reproduce quickly and 
have multiple generations per year. Aphids will give birth to 6-7 live young 
per day, and 50-100 over their lifetime. This can lead to heavy infestations in 
short periods of time (Blodgett 2006). When a plant gets overcrowded, aphids 
produce winged morphs that can disperse through wind and air currents to 
nearby plants. In the fall aphids begin to produce males and females which 
mate to lay overwintering eggs that will hatch in spring (Ryalls 2013). 

Reduce Yield
Aphid infestations can reduce the 
height at harvest and percent di-
gestible dry matter (Cuperus 1982). 
Aphids can cause stunting, defolia-
tion, leaf yellowing and leaf curling 
in mature alfalfa (Salisbury 2004, 
Kinney and Peairs 2011, Blodgett 
2006, Lloyd 1980). Damaged leaves 
are then more susceptible to drop-
ping from both wind and touch (He 
and Zhang 2006). Heavy infestations 
of aphids can also cause significant 
damage including seedling mortality 
(Lloyd 1980).

Reduce Quality
Aphids produce honeydew, a sticky 
substance which is left behind on the 
plants. In heavy infestations honey-

dew can build up on swathers and 
baling equipment during harvest 
requiring extra cleaning and main-
tenance (Parker 1956). Honeydew 
is also an ideal substrate  for sooty 
mold, which can reduce hay quality 
and marketability (Palumbo 2000, He 
and Zhang 2006).

Vector Disease
The wounds aphids create through 
feeding are ideal places for infection 
by plant pathogens (Huang 2003). 
For example, alfalfa mosaic virus 
can be transmitted by all 4 species 
of alfalfa-feeding aphids (see box 1/ 
next page) (Ryalls 2013). Lab stud-
ies showed yield losses from alfalfa 
mosaic virus ranging from 45-68% 
(Hemmati 1977). 

Delay Seed Maturation 
When alfalfa is grown for seed, aphid 
infestations may compromise seed 
maturation by delaying flowering 
(Blodgett 2006) or stripping florets 
(Menke 1953). 
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Spotted Alfalfa Aphids (Therioaphis maculate) 
 – ~1/8 inch long.
 – Pale yellow in color with six rows of raised 

dark spots along its back. 
 – Prefer hot, dry conditions and will reproduce 

throughout the summer-becoming a problem 
in later cuttings and late summer seedlings. 

 – Feed on undersides of leaves moving up or 
down the plant depending on humidity. 

 – Can cause further damage by injecting a toxin 
into the plant while feeding which can lead to 
yellowing of leaf veins and leaf drop. 

Pea Aphid (Acyrthosiphon pisum) 
 – ~1/4 inch long. 
 – Yellow-green in color with a dark antennal 

band around each antennae segment. 
 – Prefer cool dry conditions and are problem-

tatic  in the spring during the first cutting and 
seed establishment, though may be present 
throughout the summer.  

 – Gather on terminal shoots, stems and leaves. 

Blue Aphids (Acyrthosiphon kondoi) (not pictured) 
 – ~3/16 inch long. 
 – Resemble pea aphids, but can be slightly dark-

er in color with uniformly dark antennae. 
 – Prefer cool dry conditions and are more active 

in the spring and early summer before the first 
cutting or during seed establishment. 

 – Gather on new shoots and leaves, but will 
move down the plant as populations become 
more crowded. 

Cowpea Aphids (Aphis craccivora)
 – > 1/4 inch long.
 – Dark and shiny in appearance.
 – Active in early spring and late summer, drop-

ping off when temperatures exceed 75°F. 
 – Feeds on young leaves, blooms and stems. 

Common Aphids in Alfalfa
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Predators
Aphid predators include lady beetles, brown 
lace wings, mites, damsel bugs and syrphid fly 
larvae. These insects feed directly on aphids. 
For example, adult lady beetles can eat up to 
50 aphids per day and lady beetle larvae will 
eat their weight in aphids each day (Rethwisch 
2006). A density of as few as 25 aphids per sweep 
can attract predators (Blodgett 2006).

Parasitoids
These are predominately species of wasps that 
kill their host in the process of parasitism. Para-
sitoids can be highly effective at reducing aphid 
populations. In Australia introduction of par-
asitoids saved farmers an estimated $2 million 
dollars per year by reducing the use of pesticides 
and more costly aphid resistant varieties of 
alfalfa (Ryalls 2013). 

Community Interactions
Aphid populations can also indirectly affect 
populations of other alfalfa pests like alfalfa 
weevil. Aphid honeydew is a sugary food source 
for parasitoids of alfalfa weevil. Therefore, high-
er aphid populations may be indirectly reducing 
alfalfa weevil populations by supporting their 
parasitoids. When choosing a management 
strategy it is therefore important to consider not 
only how it will affect aphids, but also the rest of 
the alfalfa community. 

Biological Pest Control

 Aphids are just one piece of a complex community of insects in alfalfa. Insect interactions with one another 
can have either positive or negative effects on the overall alfalfa crop. Effective natural enemies, predators, and parasit-
oids that kill aphids, positively affect the crop. 

Management 

 The most viable options for dealing with aphids in alfalfa include biological pest con-
trol, insecticides, and using resistant varieties of alfalfa.
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Insecticides
Another common method of aphid 
management is insecticide application; 
however, in the High Plains aphids are 
not always found in large enough num-
bers to be considered an economic pest 
warranting use of chemical control . In 
the event that  insecticide applications 
are used, there can be both short and 
long-term tradeoffs to condsider. For 
example, during insecticide applica-
tions, aphids residing on the under-
sides of leaves may remain unaffected. 
Without predation or parasitism from 
their natural enemies, aphids are able 
to repopulate quickly.  This can result 
in what are reffered to as aphid flare-
ups (Hogdson 2007). In field studies 
in northern Colorado, fields previous-
ly treated with pesticides actually had 
higher aphid densities than those left 
untreated (Al Ahyedh 1996). Flare-ups 

have also been observed after insec-
ticide treatment for alfalfa weevil. In 
addition the quick reproductive cycle 
of aphids also puts them at higher risk 
for developing  insecticide resistance 
(Hogdson 2007).   

Scouting for Aphids 
Sampling a field can help determine 
whether aphids are a problem and if 
action is necessary. Start by selecting 
5-6 locations across a field. At each 
location collect 6 alfalfa stems from 
randomly selected plants. Shake the 
stems into a pan or bucket and count 
the number of aphids. Care should be 
taken when removing stems from plant 
because aphids can drop of plant easi-
ly when disturbed (Muegge 2003). Use 
Table 1 to determine whether treat-
ment is necessary based on the num-
bers you collect.  

Plant Height Pea Aphid Blue Alfalfa Aphid Spotted Alfalfa Aphid Cowpea Aphid

   Seedling 5 per stem 1 per stem 1-3 per stem 1-3 per stem
< 10 inches 40-50 per stem 10-12 per stem 10 per stem 40 per stem
> 10 inches 70-80 per stem 30-40 per stem 30 per stem 75 per stem

> 20 inches 100 + per stem 40-50 per stem 100 per stem 100 per stem

Chemical Control

High Plains IPM Guide
 
This guide provides a table 
of insecticides approved for 
Pea, Blue and Spotted Alfalfa 
Aphid during bloom or pre-
bloom. It includes application 
rate, preharvest interval, and 
remarks about pollinators. 
This table can be found on 
the High Plains IPM website 
at: wiki.bugwood.org/HPIP-
M:Pea_Aphid_Blue_Alfalfa_

Aphid_Spotted_Alfalfa_
Aphid

Table 1.  Treatment Thresholds for Aphids on Alfalfa

 Adapted from: High Plains IPM Guide (http://wiki.bugwood.org/HPIPM:Pea_Aphid_Blue_Alfalfa_Aphid_Spotted_Alfalfa_Aphid) and
                Insect pest management in the western US (http://alfalfa.ucdavis.edu/+symposium/proceedings/2006/06-113.Pdf)

Resistant Varieties 
 Choosing an alfalfa variety that has resistance to aphids may reduce 
damage to alfalfa. There are alfalfa cultivars that have been bred with resistance  
to spotted alfalfa aphid, pea aphid and blue aphid (Lloyd 1980).  The National 
Alfalfa and Forage Alliance publishes an annual list of alfalfa varieties with 
information about their level of resistance to aphid pests. This list can be found 
online at www.alfalfa.org. It is also available in Hay and Forage Grower (NAFA). 

Besides counting aphids, keeping count of natural enemies like lady 
beetles is also important for determining when to treat for aphids.  
Having a large enough ratio of lady beetles to aphids  in your alfalfa 
fields may   mean   that   no  action is needed.



References

1. Ayedh, H. Y. Al. “Evaluation of Hymenopterous Biological Control Agents of the Alfalfa Weevil Larvae Hypera Postica (Coleoptera: Curculionidae) 
in Northcentral Colorado.” Journal of the Kansas Entomological Society 69.4 (1996): 326-36. 

2. Blodgett, Sue. “Alfalfa Seed Pea Aphid , Blue Alfalfa Aphid , Spotted Alfalfa Aphid.” High Plains IPM Guide (2006): 1-4.
3. Cuperus, G.W., Radcliffe, E.B., Barnes, D.K., and Marten, G.C. “Economic injury levels and economic thresholds for pea aphid, Acyrthosiphon 

pisum (Harris), on alfalfa.” Crop Protection 1.4 (1982): 453-463.
4. Evans, Edward W. and England, Staci. Indirect interactions in biological control of insects: pests and natural enimies in alfalfa.” Entomological 

Applications 6.3 (1996): 920-930
5. He, C.G. and Zhang, X.G. “Field evaluation of Lucerne (Medicago sativa L.) for resistance to aphids in northern China.” Australian Journal of Agri-

cultural Research 57 (2006): 471-475.
6. Hemmati, K and McLean, D.L. “Gamete-seed transmission of alfalfa mosaic virus and its effect on seed germination and yield in alfalfa plants.” 

Phytopathology 77.5 (1977): 576-579.
7. Hodgson, Erin. “Aphids in Alfalfa.” Utah State University Extension (2007): 1–5. https://extension.usu.edu/files/publications/factsheet/aphids-alfal-

fa09.pdf
8. Huang, H. C. “Verticillium wilt of alfalfa : epidemiology and control strategies.” Canadian Journal of Plant Pathology 25 (2003): 328–338.
9. Kinney, K. and Peairs, F. B. “Aphids in Alfalfa.” Colorado State University Extension  (2011).
10. Lloyd, D. L., Turner, J. W. and Hilder, T. B. “Effects of aphids on seedling growth of lucerne lines spotted alfalfa aphid (Therioaphis trifolii f.maculata 

(Monell)) in field conditions.” Australian Journal of Experimental Agriculture and Animal Husbandry, 20 (1980):  452–456.
11. Meneke, Herman F. “Pea aphid injury in alfalfa seed fields.” Journal of Economic Entomology 46.4 (1953): 709.
12. Muegge, M. “Pea and Cowpea Aphids on the Increase in Pecos County Alfalfa.” Far West Texas Alfalfa Insects Update 2.1 (2003): 1–4.
13. National Alfalfa and Forage Alliance. “Winter Survival , Fall Dormancy & Pest Resistance Ratings for Alfalfa Varieties.” (2014): 1-8. 
14. Palumbo, John C., Toscano, Nick C., Blua, Matthew J. and Yoshida, Harvey A. “Impact of Bemisia Whiteflies ( Homoptera : Aleyrodidae ) on alfalfa 

growth , forage yield , and quality.” Journal of Economic Entomology 93.6 (2000): 1688–1694.
15. Parker, Roy V., Burton, Vernon E., and Smith, Ray F. “Aphid damage to alfalfa hay.” California Agriculture (1956): 11–12.
16. Rethwisch, Michael D. “Insect pest management in the western US: weevils, aphids and caterpillars.” Proceedings, Western Alfalfa and Forage Con-

ference (2006): 1-10. http://alfalfa.ucdavis.edu
17. Ryalls, James M. W., Riegler, Markus, Moore, Ben D., and Johnson, Scott N. “Biology and trophic interactions of lucerne aphids.” Agricultural and 

Forest Entomology 15.4 (2013): 335–350.
18. Salisbury, Steven E. “Alfalfa insects: an overview of cutworms, alfalfa weevil and aphids.” Proceedings, Idaho Alfalfa and Forage Conference 24-25 

(2004): 1-7. 

Instagram
instagram.com/weevilwarriors

Our Blog
insectag.com

Follow our Team

Funding from the Wyoming Agriculture Experiment Station supported production of this document.


