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MANAGING SOYBEAN APHIDS 

 

The soybean aphid was found in Saline County last year and is well known to most Nebraska 

farmers. We have had the aphid since 2002, and quite a few soybean fields required treatment for 

the pest in 2003 and 2004. Although the aphid has been found in almost all soybean production 

areas in Nebraska, the most severe infestations have been in northeast Nebraska. 

 

We have learned much about the insect, including two things which stand out as important to 

Nebraska farmers: 1) the seasonal occurrence of the soybean aphid has been different in Nebraska 

than in much of the rest of its range; and 2) late season infestations can cause significant yield 

loss. 

 

The aphid is light green to pale yellow, less than 1/16 inch long, and has two black-tipped 

cornicles (cornicles look like tailpipes) on the rear of the abdomen. The take home message here 

is how small the aphid is. It typically feeds on new tissue near the top of the soybean plant on the 

undersides of leaves. Later in the season, aphids can be found on all parts of the plant. Its 

identification is often simplified by one fact -- it is the only aphid in North America that forms 

colonies on soybean. 

 

The soybean aphid does not appear to do well when temperatures are in the 90's, and are reported 

to begin dying when temperatures reach 95 degrees. (So there is one of the few advantages of our 

string of days with hot temperatures this year). Soybean aphid populations can grow to extremely 

high levels under favorable environmental conditions. Reproduction and development is fastest 

when temperatures are in the 70's to mid 80's. When populations reach high levels during the 

summer, winged females are produced that migrate to other soybean fields. Like a number of 

other insect species (e.g. potato leafhoppers), these migrants can be caught up in weather patterns, 

moved great distances, and end up infesting fields far from their origin. These summer migrants 

were most likely the major source of infestations in Nebraska during the last couple of years. 

 

It is usually mid-July, while soybeans are entering or in R3 stage (beginning pod stage), before 

we begin to regularly find aphids. During 2003 and 2004, most aphid populations in Nebraska 

reached economically damaging populations in mid-to-late August, while soybeans were in the 

mid-reproductive stages (R4-R5). During 2004, aphid populations peaked in many fields in late 

R5 (beginning seed) to early R6 (full seed). Can these late populations cause significant yield 

loss? Yes, it appears they can and in a study at Concord in northeast Nebraska, when populations 

peaked on August 30th, there was a 20 percent yield loss. 

 

Scout your bean fields now for this pest. Check 20 to 30 plants per field. Aphids are most likely to 

concentrate at the very top of the plant, although they will move onto stems and within the canopy 

as populations grow and/or the plant reaches mid-to-late reproductive stages. As the season 

progresses, aphid numbers can change rapidly. Populations can double in two to three days. 

 

The current recommended threshold to treat for soybean aphid for late vegetative through R5 

stage soybeans is 250 aphids per plant, field average, with 80% of the plants infested and  



 

populations increasing. This gives you about seven days to schedule treatment before populations 

reach damaging levels in an increasing population. Aphid populations were very scattered and 

spotty last year in the county, let's hope they are a none issue this August. 
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