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Sugarcane Aphid: A New Invasive Pest of Sorghum in Colorado 
 
In 2013, the Sugarcane Aphid (SCA) (Melanaphis sacchari) was confirmed as an invasive pest on 
sorghum in 4 states and 38 counties in the United States (Villanueva et al. 2014).  By 2015, the aphid 
spread to 17 states and over 400 counties and was reportedly growing and reproducing on grain and 
forage sorghum, sorghum-sudan hybrids, sweet sorghum, some millet varieties and Johnsongrass 
(Bowling et al. 2016).  In Colorado, the SCA has been confirmed in sorghum fields in Baca County with 
potential reports further north. With over 450,000 acres planted to sorghum in Colorado in 2015, it is 
important to provide awareness on this new invasive species as these pests can be economically 
controlled to prevent crop loss and harvest difficulties. The purpose of Technical Note 100 is to provide 
literature on the SCA and encourage early scouting and monitoring efforts of the pest’s presence and 
spread in Colorado.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
Identification and Life History 
 
SCA range in body color from pale yellow, gray or tan depending on the time of year or stage of 
development.  Distinguishing morphological characteristics include contrasting dark tarsi (feet), cornicles 
(stubbed ‘tailpipes’) and antennae (Figure 1a). The SCA feeds on the underside of sorghum leaves and 
can eventually cover much of the underside surface area. SCA populations excrete large amounts of 
honeydew during feeding, which collects on the surface of leaves below, making them sticky and glossy. 

1a 1b 

 
Figure 1: Aphids on sorghum. 
(1a) Morphological 
characteristics of sugarcane 
aphid include dark tarsi (feet), 
cornicles (tailpipes) and 
antennae. (1b) Comparison of 
yellow sugarcane aphid and 
greenbugs. Photos courtesy of 
Department Of Entomology, 
Kansas State University. 
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When scouting for aphids, the glossy appearance of honeydew on the surface of leaves can help with 
detection. Several other aphid species feed on sorghum and can be identified using a magnified glass 
(Figure 1b). More information on recognizing the sugarcane aphid can be found here: 
http://txscan.blogspot.com/2015/02/recognizing-sugarcane-aphid.html (Porter 2015). 
 
Rapid geographic spread of the pest is attributed to high fecundity rates, ability to overwinter on living 
annual and perennial hosts and through efficient wind dispersal during the winged stage. SCA population 
growth increases rapidly during warm, dry climatic conditions and plant stress due to drought may 
increase damage to sorghum plants (Singh et al. 2004). Wind dispersal is most likely the primary 
dispersion technique in Colorado where the aphid’s primary hosts are not accessible during the winter 
months. Inability to overwinter could limit SCA outbreaks to lower elevations along the southeastern part 
of the state. 
 
Crop Damage 
 
Damage and stress to crop depends on aphid density and infestation duration. SCA removes plant 
nutrients and sugars during feeding, causing leaves to turn yellow, purple then brown as leaf tissue dies.  
Infestations can occur in both preboot sorghum and during grain development when aphids infest the 
panicles during reproduction stages. A black sooty mold is often associated with honeydew on leaves, 
which can hinder light absorption and photosynthesis (Singh et al 2004). In addition to growth and yield 
loss, extensive honeydew accumulation on plant can substantially reduce harvest efficiency by clogging 
harvest equipment and decreasing the ability to separate the grain from the plant.  
    
Scouting and Monitoring Efforts 
 
Scouting and monitoring for pests remains a critical step of implementing an Integrated Pest Management 
(IPM) Plan.  Taking action to anticipate pest outbreaks and prevent potential damage allows producers to 
make intelligent decisions about control methods. Since SCA is a relatively new pest in Colorado, 
scouting and monitoring is currently the most important step in preventing SCA from reaching 
economically damaging levels with the least risk to the environment and cost to the producer. Scouting 
and monitoring will also promote awareness in accurate pest identification, measurements of populations 
and assessments of damage, and increase the knowledge of available pest management strategies. Control 
tactics that have prevented SCA from reaching economic threshold levels in other geographic areas 
include a combination of cultural practices, natural enemies and chemical control (Singh et al. 2004). 
 
Research from Knutson et al. out of Texas A&M AgriLife Extension (2015), suggests the following 
scouting and monitoring methods.  Begin scouting for SCA when plants are in the four-to-five leaf stage, 
with increasing potential of early infestation following a mild winter. The first detection scouting 
technique described below is designed to determine if sugarcane aphids are present and does not require 
quantifying SCA populations.  If presence of SCA is confirmed, scientists suggest the second sampling 
protocol for making treatment decisions to protect crop yields.  
 
Scouting for first detection: 

1. Once a week, walk at least 25 feet into field and inspect 15-20 plants along 50 feet of row. 
2. If honeydew is present, look for sugarcane aphids on the underside of leaves from both upper and 

lower canopy. 
3. Continue leaf examination in at least four locations within the field, sampling around 60-80 

plants per field. Include leaf examination in field areas adjacent to Johnsongrass infestations. 
4. If few to no SCA are present, then continue once a week scouting. 

http://txscan.blogspot.com/2015/02/recognizing-sugarcane-aphid.html
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5. If SCA are found, begin twice a week scouting to determine if aphid densities exceed the 
economic threshold using the second sampling protocol below. 

 
Sampling Procedure for Making Treatment Decisions: 

1. Walk at least 25 feet into field and examine underside of one completely green leaf from both the 
lower canopy and then the upper most leaf.  Estimate and record the number of SCA per leaf. 

2. Repeat by examining two leaves from each of five randomly selected plants (10 leaves) per 
location. 

3. Replicate at four locations within field (more for large fields) for a total of at least 40 leaves per 
field. 

4. Calculate the average number of aphids per leaf for the field (total aphids counted/total leaves 
inspected). 

5. If field average is 50-125 sugarcane aphids/leaf or greater consider treatment within 4 days. 
Consider treatment at 50 aphids/leaf if limited to only once a week scouting. 

6. If field average is less than the threshold level, continue scouting twice a week. 
 
Treatment thresholds can vary geographically.  Colorado thresholds have not been developed, but a 
standard guideline for treatment occurs when 25% of the plants in field have leaves with 50 or more 
aphids on them.  For more information on scouting and monitoring techniques and local thresholds for 
treatment, contact your local extension agent or crop consultant. Once pest has been identified and 
populations have been quantified, landowners are encouraged to report all new infestations to local 
extension agents.  
 
Prevention, Alternative Control and Treatment Methods 
 
Alternative Crop Rotations: To prevent pest populations from surpassing the economic threshold for 
damage, manage invasive pest outbreaks on cropland by changing your crop rotation to break pest cycles. 
Removal of susceptible crops and alternate host plants from your rotation for the period needed to break 
the life cycle can minimize proliferation of the targeted pest. Proso Millet is one example of a crop that 
will produce high quality summer forages and is not a host for the SCA. Improve cultural control 
methods by including strategic crops in or adjacent to rotations that provide habitat for natural enemies of 
pests. Refer to NRCS Practice Standard: Conservation Crop Rotation (328) on how you can use 
alternative crop rotations to reduce plant pest pressures. 
 
Early planting, harvest or grazing: Because yield losses are greatest when SCA appear early in the 
growth of sorghum and heavier SCA infestations occur later in the season, early planting is one 
avoidance method for managing SCA in sorghum. In some studies planting in the first weeks of the 
recommended window is the cultural practice shown to have the greatest impact on SCA management in 
sorghum (Singh 2004). Shifting to an earlier planting date is further advised for regions where yield 
potential is relatively low and the expense of an insecticide application may be cost prohibitive. Early 
harvest or flash grazing may be a suitable option if SCA numbers and leaf damage are increasing in 
forage sorghums, even if timing means sacrificing yield.  Decisions should be made on a site-specific 
basis, so consult with local extension personnel, crop consultations to determine best strategy.  It is likely 
that SCA infestations will persist in the field following early grazing or harvest and potentially reproduce 
on young, tender regrowth. Continue field monitoring once a week to determine if infestation threatens 
second cutting (Knutson et al., 2015). 
  
Manage for Beneficial Insects: Science based IPM strategies integrates use of beneficial insects in 
cropping systems for natural pest control.  Although SCA has the ability to reproduce at higher rates than 
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beneficial insects can completely control, managing for natural enemies/beneficial insects can keep 
populations below the economic threshold for treatment by slowing aphid growth (Singh 2004). 
Lacewings, lady beetles, parasitic wasps and syrphid fly larvae are specific predators that can help slow 
the growth of SCA populations.  Application of pyrethroid insecticides are NOT recommended in fields 
infested with SCA and other pests due to the toxicity on most beneficial insects.  Studies have shown use 
of pyrethroid insecticides can actually lead to an increase in SCA populations due to the reduction in 
beneficial insect populations (Buntin 2016). Creating habitat to support beneficial predators and 
parasitoids that attack pests is recommended to increase resiliency in cropping systems.  For more 
information on Habitat Development for Beneficial Insects, refer to: (NRCS Biology Technote No. 01, 
section 1 eFOTG). 
 
Sorghum Hybrids Resistant to SCA: Field and greenhouse studies have been conducted to assist in the 
selection of resistant sorghum genotypes (Singh et al. 2004).  However, more research is needed to 
characterize the genetic resistance into commercial hybrids.  Texas A&M has developed a short list of 
commercial sorghum varieties that may offer potentially increased tolerance/resistance to SCA (Trostle 
2016). Trostle recommends caution in evaluating information regarding SCA tolerance/resistance and 
stresses the importance on continued field scouting and monitoring as no sorghum hybrid is immune to 
SCA.  A link to a list of commercial hybrids can also be found in the “Other Resources” at the end of 
Technical Note 100. 
 
Insecticide: If monitoring reveals rapid population increase of SCA and economic threshold is reached, 
using approved chemical products has been proven successful in SCA control to prevent yield loss and 
honeydew buildup before harvest. SCA control using chemicals requires good coverage of entire canopy 
including lower leaves (which can be difficult in sorghum). Ground application works better than air 
application and spray nozzles and pressures that maximize coverage are recommended.  Chemical 
recommendations for SCA control can be provided by local extension agents or crop consultants.  Use of 
pyrethroid are NOT recommended due to toxicity on beneficial insects and potential flare-up of SCA 
populations following application. 
 
Seed Treatments: Insecticide seed treatment can provide control of SCA for about 30-40 days after 
planting.  The value of control depends on how soon after the planting SCA infests the field. Yield losses 
are greatest when sugarcane aphid damage occurs early in the growth of the crop. Since heavy SCA 
infestations occur later in the season, seed treatments can be especially important on late planted 
sorghum. Label requirements differ, so check the label for guidance on harvest and grazing restrictions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://efotg.sc.egov.usda.gov/references/public/CO/Biology_Tech_Note_01_Beneficial.Insects.pdf
https://efotg.sc.egov.usda.gov/references/public/CO/Biology_Tech_Note_01_Beneficial.Insects.pdf
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Other Resources for Information on Sugarcane Aphid and Pest Alerts in Colorado: 
 

• Defense against the sugarcane aphid. Stand against the pest. www.sorghumcheckoff.com/pest-
management/   

• List of Hybrids and Resistance: 
http://www.sorghumcheckoff.com/newsroom/2016/03/28/sugarcane-aphid/ Brent Bean USCP 
Agronomist 

• Texas Sugarcane Aphid News, a regular online blog coordinated by Texas A&M AgriLife 
Extension entomologists, http://txscan.blogspot.com/  

• Sorghum insect information resources, Texas A&M AgriLife Research & Extension Center, 
Corpus Christi, http://ccag.tamu.edu/sorghum-insect-pests/  

• CSU Extension Pest Alerts to keep producers informed, 
www.colostate.edu/programs/northernipm  
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