
1 

 

UNIVERSITY of CALIFORNIA 

Cooperative Extension  
 

Prepared by 1Vonny M. Barlow and 2Larry Godfrey 

Aphid Key 

Note: This key includes only the aphid species that are most commonly found in alfalfa in 
California's San Joaquin Valley. Adapted from “Identification: Key to Aphids Commonly 
Found in San Joaquin Valley Alfalfa and Cotton” by Charles G. Summers 3 

Aphids attacking California alfalfa and cotton may be difficult to identify.  The alfalfa aphids, 
pea aphid (Acyrthosiphon pisum (Harris)) and blue alfalfa aphid (A. kondoi Shinji), are similar 
in appearance. Recently, the cowpea aphid, Aphis craccivora Koch, has become a pest of alfalfa 
and has been found colonizing cotton in California’s San Joaquin Valley. The cowpea aphid on 
cotton is easily confused with cotton aphid, A. gossypii Glover, at certain times of the year.  

Since economic thresholds have been developed for individual species, proper aphid 
management requires accurate identification.  

Use this key to identify an aphid. While aphids appear to be very simple insects, they are really 
very complex, both in their biology and their morphology. As with other insects, external 
morphological features are used to identify individuals to the species level.  

 

 
This drawing of a typical aphid shows a number of morphological features important 
in identification.  

1. Look at an aphid through a 10x hand lens to see the important characters that 
distinguish the aphids included in this key. 

2. On each page of the key, follow the arrow that best matches the character of 
the aphid you’re trying to identify.
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Begin Key 

Follow the description that best describes the aphid. 

Body is pale green, pink, or 
white 

 

 
Body is black, olive green, 

or yellow 

 

          

 

             Go to page 5 

 

Does the dorsal abdomen have rows of spots? 

  

  

  

Six to eight rows of spots on 
dorsal abdomen    Dorsal abdomen is without 

spots 
 

 

Based on the key characteristics, the aphid is likely to be      Go to page 3 

Spotted alfalfa aphid (Therioaphis maculata) 

 
 
 

http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/KEYAPHID/spotted.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/KEYAPHID/3tubercle.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/PMG/T/I-HO-TMAC-AD.002.html�
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From page 2 "dorsal abdomen is without spots" 

 

  

 

Antennal tubercles are 
converging    Antennal tubercles are 

diverging 
 

 

Based on the key characteristics, the aphid is likely to be      Go to page 4 

Green peach aphid (Myzus persicae) 

 

 
 

  

 

 

http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/KEYAPHID/gpa.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/KEYAPHID/4legs.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/PMG/M/I-HO-MPER-NM.010.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/PMG/M/I-HO-MPER-AD.005.html�
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From page 3 "antennal tubercles are diverging" 
 

Antennal tubercles are 
 diverging 

 

 

                           
Body is pink 

 

  Body is green 

 

 

Based on the key characteristics, the aphid is likely to be                       Go to page 6a 

Pea aphid (Acrythosiphon pisum) 
  

 

http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/KEYAPHID/peapink.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/KEYAPHID/6antennae.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/PMG/A/I-HO-APIS-NM.001.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/KEYAPHID/4legs.html�
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From page 2 "body is black, olive green, or yellow" 
Body is black (shiny or 

dull) 

 

  
Body is pale yellow, 

yellowish green, or olive 
green 

 

 

     

                                                  Go to page 6b 

       From "body is black (shiny or dull)" 

 

 

 

Cauda is bushy with many 
hairs, and cornicles and cauda 

are of equal length 
  

Cauda is not bushy, has few 
hairs, and cornicles are longer 

than cauda 
   

                                              Go to page 6c 

Based on the key characteristics, the aphid is likely to be 

Bean aphid (Aphis fabae) 

 
 

  

 

http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/KEYAPHID/8cauda.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/KEYAPHID/8cauda.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/KEYAPHID/cotton.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/KEYAPHID/cotton.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/KEYAPHID/cotton.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/KEYAPHID/bean.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/KEYAPHID/cowpea.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/PMG/A/I-HO-AFAB-CO.010.html�
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6a                                         From page 4 "body is green" 

 

  

 

Antennae are uniformly brown    Antennae have dark bands 
between light segments 

 

 

                             Go to page 7a                                                                                  Go to page 7b 

 

6b. Based on the key characteristics, the aphid is likely to be 

Cotton (or melon) aphid (Aphis gossypii) 

  
 

6c. Based on the key characteristics, the aphid is likely to be 

Cowpea aphid (Aphis craccivora) 

 

  

http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/KEYAPHID/blue.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/TOOLS/KEYAPHID/pea.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/PMG/A/I-HO-AGOS-AD.024.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/PMG/A/I-HO-ACRA-AD.001.html�
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7a. Based on the key characteristics, the aphid is likely to be 

Blue alfalfa aphid (Acyrthosiphon kondoi) 

 
 

  

 

7b. Based on the key characteristics, the aphid is likely to be 

Pea aphid (Acrythosiphon pisum) 

 

  

Note: A pink-colored biotype of the pea aphid occurs in France, on the east coast and in several 
western states of the U.S. including California. It is infrequently encountered in the field. 
Biologically, it behaves identically to the green form found in California, including its response 
to resistant cultivars. 

 

 

1 Entomology Farm Advisor, University of California Agricultural and Natural Resources Cooperative 
Extension Program, 290 North Broadway, Blythe, CA 92225 

2 Entomology Extension Specialist, Agricultural Dept. of Entomology, One Shields Avenue, UC-Davis, 
Davis, CA 95616 

3 Summers, C. G. 2001. Key to common alfalfa and cotton aphids in California. UC Plant Protection 
Quarterly 11(3):8-10. 

http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/PMG/A/I-HO-AKON-AD.010.html�
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/PMG/A/I-HO-APIS-AD.007.html�
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