The Aphid 
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Aphids are interesting insects. Viewed through a magnifying glass, they resemble little dune buggies with sweptback antennae and wax producing spiracles that resemble little exhaust pipes sticking out of their backs. Unfortunately, the damage they do is anything but cute. Aphids often mount up to huge numbers capable of sucking the lifeblood out of their victims. Aphids really are the epitome of baby factories. They are parthenogenic, which means they are all females and they don't need to mate for reproduction. That fat little aphid you see on your plant is actually pregnant with a cluster of live clones within her. Each of those unborn young already has a cluster of live young within her and each of those has a cluster, and each of those, and so on. They resemble the Russian dolls: You open one and there is another, and another, and another... I often watch them climb rose branches, popping babies as they go. Each one of those new borns is capable of doing the same thing one week later if conditions are right. A telltale sign that you have aphid problems is the sticky liquid bug poop (politely called honeydew) that builds up on stems and leaves. Although most trees can withstand fairly large infestations, many vegetables, annuals, perennials, herbs and houseplants can be maimed or killed if control measures are not undertaken in a timely manner. 

Beneficial Insects to the Rescue 

There is no reason to use one of the many toxic chemical insecticides registered for use against aphids. Many of these pesticides are highly toxic. They can endanger our families and pets and often harm the birds and beneficial insects that help keep aphids under control. Birds and insects are often killed by landing on sprayed branches or by ingesting insects that have poison in their systems. Chickadees, nuthatches, bushtits and hummingbirds are just a few of the kinds of birds that eat large amounts of insects and can easily be harmed. Many kinds of beneficial insects eat aphids, as well as other harmful insects, and are put at risk with indiscriminate spray programs. Most of us are aware that lady beetles (same as lady bugs) eat copious numbers of aphids, but all sorts of wasps, syrphid flies, lace wings and minute pirate bugs also consume incredible numbers of aphids and other harmful insects. Most spiders are extremely beneficial. In fact, because they are such capable hunters, many experts consider spiders to be the most beneficial of all garden critters. It's always a good idea to take some time and watch the insects active in your garden to see what they are doing. You might be surprised to find a nasty looking creature is actually a real helper, eating aphids rather than leaves. Remember that beneficial insects are usually fast which enables them to catch the bad guys and they generally have big jaws used to eat their prey. If caterpillar-like insects are present, but there are not holes in the leaves, they must be eating something other than the plant. Watch closely, they may be eating the aphids. The Cooperative Extension has an excellent publication, PNW 343, with outstanding pictures of many of the common beneficial insects in our area. 

Toxic pesticides usually wipe out the good guys with the bad. The problem is that unlike aphids, most beneficial insects are slow to reproduce. They evolved that way to make sure there are always plenty of harmful insects to eat. Not surprisingly, once the natural control exerted by beneficial critters is lost, aphids populations quickly rebuild, requiring follow-up sprays to gain the same level of control. It is important to protect the natural balance by intervening only if necessary, and then by choosing a treatment that will target the aphids without harming the beneficial insects and birds. 

Environmentally Friendly Methods to Control Aphids 

One old-time gardening technique is to blast aphids off with a powerful spray of water. Aphids are soft bodied, and a blast of water is enough to kill most aphids that are hit. It is a good technique to use on sturdy plants, but not on delicate plants. Leafy plants such as basil or lettuce would get fairly roughed up before the aphids would be blasted off. Also, some aphids are tenacious. I tried blasting black bean aphids off my pole beans and I ended up knocking the plants out of the ground without dislodging any aphids. There are definitely cases where something stronger than water is needed. 

Using pesticidal soap is one of the best ways to deal with aphids problems. Pesticidal soaps are made of many of the same products as are the soaps we use to wash with, but they are specially formulated to kill soft bodied insect pests such as aphids, scale and mites. Pesticidal soap has low toxicity to humans, pets, birds and hard-bodied insects such as lady beetles. It is registered for use on food crops. Fruits and vegetables can be eaten the same day that they have been sprayed, but always check the label for special requirements. Also, don't forget to wash your food crops: Soap residue doesn't taste good! There are a few tricks you must know in order to use soap effectively. First of all, soap can burn plants. It's best to apply soap in the morning or during the evening in order to avoid spraying when the plant is in the sun. Aim for the bugs, but don't saturate the plant. Soap will kill only those aphids that are hit directly. That means that every aphid that is missed will be doing its baby factory thing. Applying three sprays, each one three days apart, should get grandma, mama and the babies and give adequate control. Spraying every two weeks definitely does not work. Unfortunately, some plants are too delicate for soap. Always check the label to see if the plant is listed as sensitive to soap sprays. Never spray a Japanese maple with soap. It will look like you hit it with a flame-thrower. It's a good idea to test valuable plants by spraying a leaf and waiting a couple of days to see if burning occurs before applying soap to the entire plant. 

An alternative to soap, horticultural oil sprays are relatively easy on the environment. They are very effective against aphids, scale and mites. Horticultural oils have the advantage of helping fight disease problems on rose and other plants. Horticultural oil sprays are highly refined petroleum products. They have the consistency of baby oil and kill aphids and other insects by smothering them. Used for years as a dormant spray, these newer improved oil sprays now can be applied to conifers and broad-leafed plants when they are actively growing in spring and summer. "Sun Spray", "Superior" and "Supreme" are some of the newer brands. "Rose Defense" is a new product that is effective against aphids and helps control black spot and mildew on rose. The main ingredient is oil derived from the neem tree that grows naturally in India. Rose defense is a good product, but be warned: It smells horrible. People get a big surprise when they smell the rose! Oil sprays are quite effective against aphids and other soft bodied insects. Often only one spray is needed for good control. Oil sprays have low toxicity to humans; however, wear a dust mask when applying oil and avoid breathing the vapors. Oils are environmentally friendly because they break down within a week. They are harmless to birds as long as you don't spray them or hit their nest. The down side is that oil will kill any beneficial insect that is sprayed. Therefore only use it as a last resort. Avoid spraying branches where beneficial insects are present. 

