Aphids


Have you noticed an unusually large number of aphids this growing season?  Are your rose buds under attack?  No doubt, the mild weather last winter has contributed to the explosion of aphids this spring and early summer.  Their lifecycle is programmed to insure that the species does not become extinct.  Most aphids you see are females.  Mother aphids give live birth to pregnant daughters, which in turn give birth to more pregnant females, all within a few weeks.


Aphids feed by piercing tender leaves, stems, and buds with beak-like mouth parts and sucking the plant juices.  They excrete a sap-like fluid called honeydew, which is high in sugar.  That is why plants attacked by aphids often feel sticky.  This sap promotes a fungus growth called sooty mold that can cover the plant with unsightly black soot.  If heavy enough, this fungus can prevent light from reaching leaf surfaces, weakening the plant.  Severe aphid infestations cause leaves to curl and become deformed.  This helps the aphids hide between the creases and bumps on the underside of curled leaves.  Aphids are a nuisance, but we will probably never be totally free of them.  However, they can be controlled by using an integrated pest management approach (IPM).  In IPM you choose a control strategy that is appropriate for the type and  severity of the problem.  I have listed a few steps here you can use to control aphids.


First start watching for aphids in early spring.  They are attracted to the color yellow.  You can buy commercial yellow sticky traps or make your own by covering yellow plastic or masonite with a sticky coating of vasoline, motor oil, or some other non-sweet sticky substance and hang them near the plants.  This will alert you when aphids first appear.


If the initial infestation is not large, you might consider a tolerance policy early in the season to provide food for the many natural predators and parasites of aphids.  Their numbers will increase as the season goes on, if they find sufficient aphids and other soft bodied insects to feed on.  The best known predators are lady beetles and their larvae, but there are many other insects that feed on aphids.  Among these are lacewings, and syrphid flies, or hover flies, whose larvae are zealous aphid hunters.  Other insects that help control aphids are several small wasps, such as, ichneumonid and braconid wasps.  They lay their eggs inside aphid bodies.  The larvae feed and grow there, leaving papery aphid corpses behind.  All of these insects help us in our efforts to control aphids.


If aphid numbers are still excessive on your favorite plants, try washing them off with a blast from a hose.  Using a high-pressure spray of plain water can remove a large percentage of aphids on plants without harming their natural enemies.  Monitor your plants for insect build-up and repeat the process.  Even a good hard rain will knock aphids off plants, and once on the ground they do not readily return.


Do not spray with pesticides unless all other methods have failed.  Then use the one least damaging to predator insects.  Some botanical and synthetic pesticides can kill the natural enemies of aphids and if used too often, synthetic pesticides can cause aphids to develop a resistance to them.  Insecticidal soap works to reduce aphid colonies and is not as harmful to beneficial insects.

