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An assortment of aphids arrived in the Master Gardener office last 
week.  Black aphids, green aphids and fuzzy white aphids; on a 
variety of plants – burning bush, tomato, wild cherry and river birch.  
Aphids are small soft bodied insects and a common garden pest.  
Aphids inject saliva into the plant as they feed.  This can cause some 
plants to develop distorted, curled or hardened growth, usually seen 
on the leaves.  Aphids can cause a decline in plant health as they tend 
to feed in concentrated groups on stems or leaves and occasionally 
on roots. 
 
There are many different kinds of aphids.  Most are green but you 

may see red, yellow, gray, orange, brown, or black aphids.  Some species are even covered in a white, waxy 
or woolly substance.  Most aphid species are adapted to feed on a narrow range of plants and will not 
spread to every plant in your yard. 
 
One example of an aphid that has very particular plant tastes is the spiny witch-hazel gall aphid.  In the 
spring this aphid feeds on river birch leaves, then in early summer it moves on to witch hazel foliage.  It will 
not infest any other plants.  River birch leaves become crinkled and discolored, with pink corrugated ridges 
when fed on by this aphid.  If you look on the underside of affected leaves you will see the aphids hiding 
between the ridges.  This aphid covers itself in a white, waxy, fluffy material so the leaves look powdery.  
Affected leaves may turn yellow and fall off of the tree prematurely.  Usually damage is not severe enough 
to warrant treatment. 
 
If you have cherry trees be on the lookout for the black cherry 
aphid.  The nymphs range in color from amber through shade s of 
dark brown to black.  Adults are shiny dark brown to black.  Black 
cherry aphids colonize young terminal growth in large numbers 
causing leave s to curl severely.  Normal terminal growth is 
disrupted and in severe cases leaves will die and the fruit is 
stunted.  By early to midsummer few aphids remain as later 
generations live on plants in the mustard family.  In the fall, winged 
aphids fly back to the cherry trees where they lay eggs that 
overwinter on twigs or in bark crevices. 
 
Aphids can also be a problem in the vegetable garden as they will 
attack a wide range of plants including: beans, beets, broccoli, Brussels sprouts, cabbage, cantaloupes, 
cauliflower, collards, cucumbers, eggplant, kale, peppers, potatoes, pumpkins, radishes, spinach, squash, 
tomatoes, turnips, and watermelons.  If leaves start to curl or look discolored with white or yellow 
stippling, check the underside of the leaves for them.  Aphid damage can reduce yield.  Aphid populations 
tend to be higher in plants that are fertilized liberally with nitrogen. 
 
When aphids feed they also excrete a sticky substance called honeydew.  Sometimes black sooty mold will 
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grow on honeydew.  Aphids may also transmit viruses to plants as they feed and spread them through 
your garden.  Winged aphids are produced when the population has reached high levels on individual 
plants.  The winged aphids fly off to establish new colonies. 
 
When plants are growing rapidly check them at least twice a week for aphids.  The earlier you can catch an 
infestation the easier they will be to control.  The simplest control method is to hose them off your plants 
with a strong stream of water.  Be careful not to damage plants with too much water pressure.  There are 
pesticides labeled for aphid control, but keep in mind that since aphids reproduce rapidly they are more 
likely to develop resistance to insecticides.  Insecticidal soaps and oils are the best choices for most 
gardening situations.  It is only feasible to control aphids on plants that are small enough to be thoroughly 
sprayed.  Do not spray blooming plants due to the danger to bees and other pollinating insects.  When 
treating edible crops, check the number of days you have to wait to harvest before applying any pesticide. 
 
Aphids have many predators and parasites which include ladybug and lacewing adults and larvae plus 
syrphid fly larvae.  One ladybug will eat hundreds of aphids.  Parasitic wasps lay their eggs inside aphids 
and are one of the most important natural enemies.  The parasitized aphid is called a mummy.  The skin of 
the parasitized aphid turns crusty and golden brown.  Once you start seeing mummies, the aphid 
population is likely to be reduced in a week or two. 
 
Aphids are also susceptible to fungal diseases when it is humid.  These pathogens can kill entire colonies of 
aphids under the right conditions.  Look for fuzzy, shriveled dead aphids that have turned a reddish or 
brown color. 
 
Check for natural enemies before you start spraying with pesticides.  Substantial numbers of any of these 
natural controls can mean the aphid population will be reduced rapidly without the need for spraying.  
Avoid broad-spectrum insecticides that will also kill your beneficial insects.  The down side to waiting for 
nature to take its course is that the natural enemies do not show up in significant numbers until aphids are 
numerous. 
 
When buying plants it is always a good idea to look plants over before purchasing them.  You do not want 
to bring aphids home with you. 
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