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The Blue Aphid Arrives

FAR EASTERN PEST INVADES
ARIZONA ALFALFA FIELDS
Mervin W. Nielson, Leon Moore, and R. Todd Kodet*

A new alfalfa pest invaded Arizona fields during
1975, spreading here from California where it has done
severe damage in Imperial County.

Called the "blue alfalfa aphid" (Acyrthosiphon
kondoi, Shinji), the intruder was first discovered in
Arizona in Yuma County last February, and may have
first been introduced into California from Japan as
early as 1972. Last year saw it spread not only to Ari-
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zona, but to Nevada and Utah as well, everywhere
causing widespread destruction to alfalfa crops.

This aphid has now been reported in Arizona in
Maricopa, Pinal, and Graham Counties, as well as
Yuma, and it may be expected to spread to other
alfalfa growing states. Unchecked, destruction of as
much as 50 percent of a given alfalfa crop is well
within the potential of this pest.

About 1/16 of an inch long, the blue alfalfa aphid
resembles the pea aphid (Acyrthosiphon pisum), a
common pest of alfalfa and peas. But it is smaller than
the pea aphid and is bluish green, as opposed to the
pea aphid's bright green color. Winged forms emerge

BLUE APHIDS (below) in winged and wingless forms, and the damage they do alfalfa (right).



rapidly after the population becomes crowded on alfalfa,
and may occur within 10 days of initial infestation.
This could explain the rapid spread of the pest into
three western states within one year.

Initial observations indicate that the damage done
alfalfa by the blue alfalfa aphid is more severe than
that caused by the pea aphid, but not as bad as the
harm done by the spotted alfalfa aphid (Therioaphis
maculata). Within two weeks of infestation, plants are
severely stunted and the leaves are badly yellowed
(see Figure 2). Recovery from the damage is slow,
with regrowth reaching only about 50 percent within
two weeks of the aphids' removal from the plants.

The life cycle and host plant range of the blue
alfalfa aphid are virtually unknown. Recent, but in-
complete studies show that the aphid prefers other
species of legumes to alfalfa. However, in the absence
of preferred hosts such as yellow sweetclover (Meli-
lotus officinalis), birdsfoot trefoil (Lotus corniculatus),
and Caragana arborescens, the aphid will readily in-

fest alfalfa. Populations of the aphid were highest in
the spring from February through June.

During the heat of July and August, activity was
so reduced that only an occasional aphid was found.
In the period of intense heat, the insects apparently
become dormant. During the fall and early winter of
1975, alfalfa infestation in Arizona by the aphid was
minimal. The population was expected to increase
again this spring.

The development of resistant alfalfa varieties is
among the most promising methods of controlling
the blue alfalfa aphid. Plant materials that have al-
ready been evaluated for resistance to the aphid show
that such germ plasm is available, particularly in va-
rieties that have already combined resistance to the
spotted and pea aphids. Enough seed stock to supply
such resistant strains should become commercially
available by the fall of 1977. Until then, infestations
may be controlled by application of organophosphate
insecticides.
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