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Key Points 

• Peas are the most favored food plant of the pea aphid; a female aphid produces 
10-14 live young per day. 

• In the 1930s, the pea aphid destroyed more than one-half of Oregon’s pea crop. 
• In the 1940s the use of nicotine applied under a tarp was commonly-used for pea 

aphid control. 
• Lady beetles were imported into the Northwest and released in pea fields but most 

flew out of the pea fields without attacking the aphid. 
 

Technical Summary 

Growers in Oregon and Washington harvest 50,000 acres and produce 230 million 
pounds of green peas for processing with an annual value of $22 million.  These two 
states account for 33% of U.S. production of green peas.   
 
In 1924 the acreage of green peas was relatively low in the Northwest.  Washington had 
300 acres in canning peas and one pea canning factory. In the early 1930s Washington 
had 20,000 acres and 15 factories canning peas [1].  The pea aphid is an economically 
significant pest of green peas in the Northwest [9]. 
 
The first serious outbreak of pea aphids in the Northwest occurred in 1934 and almost 
terminated the infant industry.  In 1934 half of the entire crop of cannery peas in Umatilla 
County was lost due to the aphid [2].  The Clatskanie area, where several hundred acres 
of peas had been grown was completely abandoned for pea production because of losses 
from pea aphid [2]. 
 
The pea aphid is a small insect less than one-quarter inch long.  Its food is the sap it sucks 
from leaves, stems and pods, reducing the amount of plant photosyntate available for 
plant production.  Peas are the most favored food plants of the pea aphid. Alfalfa ranks 
next as a favored food.  It was first recorded in the U.S. in 1879 on peas in Illinois.  It is 
now distributed in every state wherever peas are grown.  It attacks all peas. Alfalfa is a 
reservoir for the aphid during the months when peas are not growing [3].  Tiny eggs are 
glued to alfalfa plants and remain throughout the winter. Aphids are borne on winds for 
distances of 25 to 100 miles [4].  In a season 13-15 generations may be produced [3].  
Female aphids can produce young without fertilization; in spring and summer all aphids 
are females.  A female may produce 10 to 14 young per day.  On one acre of peas there 
can be millions of aphids which came from eggs laid the previous autumn on alfalfa. In 
October the aphid forms change.  Some of the aphids then born become males while 
some become egg-producing females [3].  After the females and males have mated, 
fertile eggs are laid which overwinter on alfalfa.  Thus, the yearly cycle is completed. 
 
A few aphids may kill small pea plants.  A heavy infestation on more mature plants may 
reduce yield and quality or even destroy the crop.  The plants become stunted, and 
produce smaller and fewer pods than uninfested plants [3].  Aphids frequently attack the 



pods and cause them to curl, shrink and only be partially filled with peas.  The aphid also 
transmits several virus diseases of peas. 
 
Over 70 species of predatory and parasitic insects regularly or occasionally attack the pea 
aphid.  All of these natural checks come too late to prevent damage to the pea crop.  The 
infestation of the aphid must be heavy before large numbers of its enemies can reproduce 
and survive [4].  
 
Research on control methods in the Northwest began in 1935.  Lady beetles were 
imported into the Northwest from California and released into pea fields.  However, few 
remained where they were released and provided no control benefit of the pea aphid [5]. 
Researchers concluded that the number of lady beetles that would be required for 
effective control was not practicable.  A total of 43,560 lady beetles would be required 
per acre at a rate of one lady beetle per square foot.  Considered on the basis of just 100 
acres, this means 4.3 million beetles , and at about 30,000 beetles per gallon, 150 gallons 
would be required which represents a huge quantity to be collected and transported [5]. 
 
Spraying experiments were conducted utilizing rotenone which is a substance found in 
the roots of derris and cube plants which are grown in Asia and South America. Rotenone 
is very effective in killing certain pests, including the pea aphid [4].  Research showed 
that .2 pound of rotenone per acre was sufficient to kill 93% of the aphids which 
increased   pea yields over the untreated check by 137% [4].  This is equivalent to 40 
pounds of a dust mixture containing 0.5% of rotenone. Nicotine in sprays, dusts or vapor 
was widely used for pea aphid. The nicotine was applied under a tarp that was dragged 
across the pea field. 
 
The pea aphid was one of the few aphids which were highly susceptible to DDT 
poisoning [6].  DDT was more effective than rotenone in killing pea aphids providing 
95% control [3].  Organophosphate compounds became available for testing in 1947 and 
parathion was shown to provide 98% control of pea aphid [7].  Parathion was used for 
pea aphid control until 1991 when the use was cancelled.  
 
Since 1994, Northwest pea growers have used dimethoate for pea aphid control with 75-
100% of the acres receiving aerial sprays [8].  It costs growers $3.00/A in chemical costs 
for two applications of dimethoate with $12 for application [8].    
 
Currently, research is being conducted to determine if the pea aphid can be controlled 
with releases of a parasitic wasp, Aphidus picipes. This wasp has been brought from 
Europe and readily attacks the pea aphid. However, it does not build in numbers to 
control pea aphid infestations by itself. 
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