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The Sugarcane Aphid 

I was hoping I would get to keep silent this season on the sugarcane aphid  
by not finding any in or near my service area.  However, this morning 
(October21, 2014) I conducted a survey of all grain sorghum fields along 
FM 168 from southern Hockley County, through Lamb County, and into 
southern Castro County. Based on confirmation from Dr. Pat Porter, 
Extension Entomologist,  I found Sugarcane aphids in 11 locations in 
Castro and Lamb Counties. Still to date, none have been found in Hockley 

  

County.  The infested area was from near Hart Camp (Lamb Co.) to just 
south of Hart (Castro Co.), with the worst being near Olton. Though I 
surveyed this area 18 days ago and did not detect SA, there numbers in the 
Olton vicinity were well into the thousands per leaf on 50 leaves evaluated 
at one particular site.  I am very concerned about a few of these fields and 
will attempt to make contact with those growers; as Lamb County is a new 
addition to my program area.  



The sugarcane aphid has progressed from the Rio Grande Valley into the Blacklands, Northern 
Blacklands, Concho Valley and as of this week now into the West Plains of the Southern High Plains of 
Texas. Now that we can add Lamb and Castro Counties to the list. The species is Melanaphis saccchari. 
Don’t confuse it with the yellow sugarcane aphid, a pest we already have on the High Plains and 

elsewhere in the state. We are monitoring sorghum and Johnsongrass for the sugarcane aphid and please 
report any unusual aphids. The sugarcane aphid first became a problem in Texas in 2013, starting in the 
Rio Grande Valley and moving up the coast and then into Louisiana and Arkansas, where it caused 
significant problems. Being a tropical insect it was pushed back to the Valley in the winter of 2013-14. In 
January of 2014, entomologists in South Texas documented sugarcane aphids reproducing on 
Johnsongrass and volunteer sorghum plants. Growers should keep a close watch on their grain sorghum 
fields for the remainder of the season. The tan to cream colored sugarcane aphids initially colonize on the 
undersides of leaves near the bottom of plants, then move up the plant as populations increase. When 
about 40 percent of the plants are infested, it’s time to spray. Plants are considered infested if they have 
100 or more aphids on one of the leaves. The aphid damage includes death of seedling sorghum plants, 

 



reduced seed set and at harvest their sticky prolific honeydew, or excrement, can cause harvesting 
machinery problems. 
 
Here is a summary of information from Raul Villanueva, Robert Bowling, Stephen Biles and Mike Brewer. 

1) It takes ten days to two weeks for isolated aphids to establish significant colonies on sorghum. So 
scouting should be concentrated on finding the first few infesting aphids in the field on lower leaves.  

2) Stephen Biles, Extension Agent IPM in Victoria, has done some very recent work on an action threshold 
in sorghum in the reproductive stage. Stephen’s work suggests that a good action threshold for treating is 
an average of 100 aphids per leaf. He suggests sampling 10 plants per location within a field (several 
locations) and picking the leaf below the flag leaf and an additional leaf from the middle of the plant. If 
there are an average of 100 aphids per leaf (2,000 total on all 20 leaves), then come back in two days and 
re-sample to see if the population is increasing. If the numbers are going up then consider treating. If the 
numbers are not going up then don’t treat but continue to monitor. Observations of this aphid from 
downstate have shown that some populations can crash very quickly. We don’t know how to predict 
which populations will crash and which will increase.  

3) Transform (available under a Section 18 exemption) is the most effective insecticide. It can be used at 
a rate of 0.75 to 1.5 ounces per acre. Our downstate colleagues have had good results at the 0.75 ounce 
rate, but good coverage is essential at this rate. They strongly recommend 10 gallons of carrier volume 
per acre by ground and, if this can’t be achieved with aerial application, they recommend a bare 
minimum of 5 gallons per acre and a minimum rate of Transform of 1.0 ounces per acre. (Which is to say 
the 0.75 oz rate of Transform may not work by air at 5 gallons per acre.) We do not know if a 1.0 oz rate 
can be put out at less than 5 gallons per acre. Our colleagues have also said that Dimethoate is not a good 
option because it is not a consistent performer.  

Invasive species often do the most damage in their first year or two of invasion before natural enemies 
can respond to the new pest.  For this year at least, the aphid is arriving late in the season and will not be 
infesting whorl stage plants which we had hoped would limit the aphid in time to build into an economic 
problem. The Section 18 allows for two applications of Transform (1.5 oz maximum per application), 
with the total application for the season not exceeding 3.0 ounces.  The pre-harvest interval is 14 days. 

It is not known whether the sugarcane aphid can overwinter on the southern High Plains; it is a 
subtropical species and overwintering survival is very much in doubt. We also do not know how fast the 
sugarcane aphid can reproduce, but knowing that it has made progress over the past several weeks in 
some pretty cold weather makes me feel it is fairly hardy. 

The sugarcane aphid is fairly easy to recognize and distinguish from our other common aphids. Look for 
black-tipped antennae and legs. Dr. Ed Bynum recently posted an article on identifying the sugarcane 
aphid: http://amarillo.tamu.edu/files/2010/11/PPU-V6i6-5-23-2014.pdf . Our publication Sugarcane 
Aphid: A New Pest of Sorghum is available here: http://www.agrilifebookstore.org/product-p/ento-
035.htm . We will of course keep you informed of new developments.  
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Upcoming Meetings: 

Pesticide Applicators Training   

Required to obtain private pesticide applicators license from Texas Department of Agriculture  

October November 13, 1 PM, Extension Office - Levelland 

Cost $60. Please call the day before training to reserve your spot!   806 894-3159 

See You On The Radio 
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