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Aphids in the Landscape: Tiny Pests with a Big Impact

Introduction

Aphids are among the most common and recognizable insect pests found in both home gardens and commercial landscapes. Despite
their small size—typically less than 1/8 inch long—these soft-bodied insects can cause extensive damage to plants by feeding on sap
and transmitting plant diseases. Understanding their biology, behavior, and control methods is essential for maintaining healthy orna-
mental and landscape plants.

Identifying Aphids

Aphids, also known as “plant lice,” come in a wide range of colors, including green, black, brown, yellow, pink, and even white. Their
pear-shaped bodies, long legs, and two tube-like cornicles (small tailpipes at the rear) distinguish them from other insects. Some spe-
cies develop wings when populations become overcrowded, allowing them to disperse to new host plants. Aphids often cluster on the
tender new growth of leaves, stems, buds, and flower shoots. Their colonies may go unnoticed at first, but the signs of their presence
are often unmistakable.

Signs and Symptoms of Infestation

When aphids feed, they insert their needle-like mouthparts into the plant and draw out sap. This process not only deprives the plant of
nutrients but also introduces toxins and potentially spreads viral diseases. Key symptoms include:

® Curling or distorted leaves: Feeding often causes twisting and misshapen foliage.

®  Sticky residue (honeydew): Aphids excrete excess sugars as a shiny, sticky substance.

® Sooty mold growth: The honeydew attracts fungi, resulting in black mold on leaves and stems.

® Stunted growth: Heavy infestations can weaken plants, leading to reduced vigor and poor flowering.

Presence of ants: Some ant species tend aphids, protecting them from predators
in exchange for honeydew.
Life Cycle and Behavior

Aphids reproduce rapidly, especially in warm weather. Many species give birth to live young without mating through a process known
as parthenogenesis. A single female can produce dozens of offspring per day, leading to explosive population growth under favorable
conditions. In temperate climates, aphids may overwinter as eggs on perennial hosts, resuming activity in spring. Because of their fast
reproduction and ability to move among plants, early detection is critical for management.

Natural Enemies
Fortunately, aphids have a variety of natural predators that can help keep their populations in check, including:
® lady beetles (ladybugs)

® lacewing larvae

® Hoverfly larvae

®  Parasitic wasps

Encouraging these beneficial insects through habitat diversity and re-
duced pesticide use can form the backbone of an effective integrated
pest management (IPM) strategy.



Management and Control

Cultural and Mechanical Controls

® Strong water spray: Dislodging aphids with a jet of water from a hose can significantly reduce populations on soft foliage.
®  Pruning: Remove and destroy heavily infested plant parts.

Monitor regularly: Early detection allows for intervention before populations explode.

Biological Controls
Encourage beneficial insects by planting nectar-rich flowers and avoiding broad-spectrum insecticides. In some cases, biological
control agents such as lady beetles or lacewings can be introduced commercially.

Chemical Controls

If necessary, insecticidal soaps, horticultural oils, and neem-based products can control aphids with minimal impact on beneficial
organisms. Systemic insecticides should be used cautiously and as a last resort, especially in ornamental landscapes where pollina-
tors are present.

Prevention

® Select resistant plant varieties when available.
®  Maintain healthy, well-watered plants—stressed plants are more vulnerable.

Avoid excessive nitrogen fertilization, which promotes lush, tender growth
that aphids prefer.

Conclusion

Aphids may be small, but their impact on landscape aesthetics and plant health can be significant if left un-
checked. | routinely monitor and treat for aphids. It’s quite amazing how fast they can grow and proliferate.
I’'ve had them show up in my greenhouse in large numbers in a matter of a few days. If you see aphids,
please give me a call. I'll get out and get them treated ASAP.

Stem mother with young.
These young are live born and
are identical copies of the
stem mother.




