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If You Plant Milkweed, 
They Will ALL Come 
Balancing Pest Control 
With Conservation
The oleander aphid, Aphis 
nerii, is a common sight on 
milkweed plants across the 
United States. These bright 
yellow insects can seriously 
damage or outright kill 
milkweed, but controlling them 
is complicated by the reason 
most people plant milkweed: 
to support monarch butterflies.

MONARCH butter!ies and 
other bene"cial insects 
have drastically declined 

in recent years. In result, plants that 
support those insects, like milkweed, 
have become increasingly popular 
among nursery growers, landscape 
professionals, and home gardeners. 
Unfortunately, other less desirable 
insects also feed on milkweed.

Have you ever seen a milkweed 
with sticky, glossy leaves or covered 
in dark, sooty mold? Or clusters of 
tiny, bright-yellow insects huddled 
under its leaves and along its 
stems? #ese are oleander aphids. 
#e oleander aphid most likely 
originated in the Mediterranean and 
across southern Europe and Asia, 
coinciding with the native range 
of its namesake plant. However, 
it is now found across much of 
the United States, having been 
transported with infested plants.

So why is an oleander aphid a 
key pest of milkweed? Shouldn’t it 
be plaguing some oleander shrub 
instead? Unfortunately, oleander 
aphids feed on more than oleander. 
#ey infest several di$erent species in 
the dogbane family (Apocynaceae), 
including milkweeds, oleander, 
and periwinkle. Many plants in the 
dogbane family produce chemical 
defenses called cardiac glycosides, 
which help protect the plant from 

plant-feeding insects. However, 
oleander aphids — and monarchs 
— ingest these cardiac glycosides 
when feeding and use them for their 
own defenses. #eir bright yellow 
coloration is aposematic, warning 
predators that they will not make a 
good meal. 

Aphid control is complicated 
by the monarch butterfly
So, what’s stopping you from 
treating aphid-infested milkweed 
like any other pest problem? Just one 
thing: namely, the monarch butter!y. 
#e monarch is a charismatic 
insect known for its unique 
annual migration to and from 
overwintering grounds in Mexico. 
Monarch butter!ies exclusively feed 
on milkweed as caterpillars, and 
adult butter!ies lay eggs only on 
milkweed. 

Most people plant milkweed for 
the express purpose of raising and 
supporting monarchs. As you might 
guess, treating plants to control 
aphids may also control monarch 
caterpillars, which is hardly the 
desired result. 

Pest control vs conservation
Balancing the need to control pests 
like the oleander aphid with the goal 
of supporting bene"cial wildlife like 
monarchs can be tricky. For example, 
many of the insecticides labeled 
for aphid control are also labeled 
to control some type of caterpillar. 
Additionally, some products that 
aren’t labeled for caterpillars can 
still have serious negative e$ects 
on them such as delayed or failed 
development, reduced !ight ability, 
and poor overall health. 

Research on the e$ects of 
pesticides on monarchs and other 
bene"cial insects has largely 

 Continued on Page 24
September / October 2021  |  PestPro  13   

Bernadette Mach 
and Adam Dale

Monarch adult

Monarch 
larva

Oleander 
aphid

Oleander 
aphid 

infestation 
on milkweed

Al
ve

s G
as

pa
r /

 S
ez

na
nd

y /
 U

lri
ke

 L
eo

ne



24  PestPro  |  September / October 2021

STUDY ONLINE at YOUR CONVENIENCE
https://ifas-urbanpestmgt.catalog.instructure.com

Need CEUs? Direct from
UF EXPERTS

URBAN PEST 
MANAGEMENT

aCORE Pesticide CEUs
aGeneral Household Pest CEUs
aL&O CEUs
aPublic Health CEUs
aTermite and Wood-Destroying Organisms CEUs

focused on a few speci"c compounds, mainly 
neonicotinoids. While neonicotinoids are 
very commonly used, there are many other 
pesticides that can e$ectively control key 
pests, but we know little regarding e$ects on 
monarch butter!ies and bene"cial caterpillars.

Ongoing research in the Dale Lab at the 
University of Florida is hoping to expand our 
knowledge of how to use pesticides to control 
key pests without harming bene"cial insects 
like monarchs. #e "rst round of experiments 
investigated short-term e$ects of several 
insecticides on monarchs and aphids, while 
a second round is under way focusing on the 
long-term e$ects. 

It is too early to say which pesticides did 
or didn’t pass muster, but there are a few key 
takeaways from the preliminary results: 
 
1. If you don’t need to treat for aphids, don’t 
treat for aphids. Although oleander aphids 
can get out of hand quickly, your milkweed 
may not reach the treatment threshold for 
quite some time. #e Monarch Joint Venture 
recommends treating for oleander aphids once 
there are about 50 aphids per terminal growth 
point — the top 6–8 inches of each stem. 
Other factors like leaf yellowing and sooty 
mold can also play a key role in determining 
whether to treat or not.

2. If caterpillars are listed on the 
pesticide label, it’s probably best to skip 
it. Insecticides can’t di$erentiate between 
“undesirable” caterpillars like a fall armyworm 
and “desirable” caterpillars like the monarch. 
#erefore, it’s best to stay away from products 
that explicitly list caterpillars as targets. #e 
one notable exception is insecticidal soap, 
which often has caterpillars listed on the label 
but has such a short residual time that unless 
you are directly spraying monarch caterpillars 
or eggs, you probably won’t be hurting 
anything. #at said, the same applies for soaps 
being sprayed on aphids, so you’ve got to stay 
on top of things if that is your product choice.

3. Timing is key. Some insecticides are 
only toxic for a few days, while others 
remain toxic for several weeks. So, timing 
more toxic treatments for times of the year 
when monarchs are not actively looking for 
milkweed to lay their eggs is best. Based on 
current recommendations, if you are trying to 
manage aphids while monarchs are out and 
about, low-impact insecticides with a short 
residual, like insecticidal soap, is the primary 
option.  

Milkweed, continued from Page 13

Biological Bed Bug Control
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Each bed bug job presents its own unique 
challenges: level of infestation, degree of clutter, 
structural characteristics, just to name a few.

You can rely on Aprehend for:
Any level of infestation: 5 or 5,000 bugs
Any level of prep: no clutter to hoarding
situation
Any structure: single family, multi-family
housing, public spaces, assisted living
Any pairing/co-treatment: traditional chemi-
cal, heat, as a stand-alone, quarterly proactive

Proven e!ective with 250,000+ treatments in 
the "eld. Contact us today to add it to your bed 
bug protocol.

Each Bed Bug Job is Unique
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Treatment

Ideal for use in multi-family,
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environments

The up-to-90-day residual
o!ers protection against the

establishment of an infestation.

Give your customers the peace 
of mind that only protection with 

Aprehend treatment provides.

Aprehend is the universal piece 
in any bed bug protocol.
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Rats travel in hard-to-reach areas. 
Make trapping easier:
    Check traps without access
    Goodbye ladders, crawlspaces, attics & ceilings
    until there is a verified catch
    Simple to use: Catch =          No Catch =

Easy to set-up rodent trapping & monitoring devices:
THE PRODUCTS YOU NEED TO GET THE RESULTS YOU WANT. 

However, timing is also critical for ensuring 
that aphid populations remain manageable. 
Aphids can quickly multiply and cause plant 
damage, so regular monitoring is needed. Smaller 
infestations can often be controlled with low-
impact insecticides like weekly applications of 
soap, but those same treatments will do little 
to curb advanced infestations. #e work we are 
doing hopes to generate more e$ective, less labor-
intensive options that are also safe for monarchs.

Alternatives to conventional pesticides
Although conventional pesticides are a powerful 
and e$ective tool for pest management, they 
should not be the "rst tool we reach for when 
trying to manage pest populations. Integrated 
pest management tactics like creating habitat 
for aphid predators and parasites can help keep 
aphid populations in check while minimizing 
pesticide usage. 

Recent work from our lab has shown that 
increasing predatory insect populations around 
milkweed can still allow monarchs to thrive. 
Aphid predators like ladybeetle larvae and tiny 
parasitoid wasps are your friends in the battle 
against aphids. Using insecticides compatible 
with those organisms is critical to sustained 
success.

Small aphid outbreaks can sometimes be 
controlled with manual removal by either 
spraying them with water or manually crushing 
them, although the latter will result in yellow 
"ngers. Be careful not to spray any monarch 
caterpillars on the plant, and be aware that you 
may end up dislodging some monarch eggs in 
the process.

Final thoughts
Balancing pest management with bene"cial 
insect conservation can be tricky, especially on 
plants like milkweed that struggle with a key 
pest. Managing oleander aphids on milkweed 
is challenging, but a solid IPM program 
scouting for pests combined with biological 
control from aphid predators and parasites, and 
proper chemical selection when necessary, can 
help keep milkweed healthy and ready for the 
monarchs to start munching away. 

Stay tuned for more speci"c 
recommendations for monarch-friendly pest 
management strategies. PP

Dr. Bernadette Mach is Research Scientist and 
Dr. Adam Dale is Assistant Professor at UF/IFAS 
Entomology and Nematology Department. More 
information about Dr. Dale’s research and extension 
programs at the University of Florida can be found 
at dalelab.org. 

Healthy milkweed 
plants, free of 

oleander aphids


