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There are three insects (one is a group of in-
sects) and a mite that pose a threat to wheat
in the fall. The “cereal” aphids are known for

their ability to move the yellows viruses that
cause Barley yellow dwarf. This is actually a
large group of aphid species. Generally there are
five species common in Kentucky, of which the
bird cherry‐oat aphid is the most important. The
wheat curl mite may also cause considerable
damage to wheat due largely to its’ ability to
move wheat streak mosaic virus. The other two
insects, the Hessian fly and the fall armyworm,
are problematic due to direct feeding on the
plant. Although this is a quite diverse group of
pests, all of them are affected by several com-
mon cultural concerns.

Cultural Concerns:
All of these fall pests have two important as-

pects in common: short term weather, especially
temperature and the “green bridge”. All insect
development, that is, the rate at which they
grow, feed, move and reproduce, etc. is largely
governed by temperature. Additionally, in gen-
eral, once a hard frost has occurred, and daily
average temperatures fall below about 50oF,
these insect pests will be less important. In a
warmer fall that lasts later into the year, these
pests are likely to have a greater impact on the
crop. Though there is nothing we can do about
the short term weather, it is important that we
understand when our crops are at greater risk to
pests because of weather.

Another important cultural concern is the
presence of a “green bridge”. This “green bridge”
is generally considered to be the presence of a
host plant (usually volunteers of a crop plant)
present throughout a break period from the pre-
vious crop to the emergence of the new crop. In
wheat, this is most likely to occur in areas where
wheat is grown as a single crop for most of the
year, with only a short time between crops (e.g.
Great Britain, American dry land west). In Ken-
tucky, we usually have a full summer between
our wheat crops and our fields are often rotated.
These items usually prevent the “green bridge”,
but not always.

In the past several years, we have witnessed
the presence of considerable over‐summering
volunteer wheat, and volunteer corn that has
germinated after harvest. Both of these crops
can provide the makings of a green bridge or an
early start‐up, for one or more of our fall pests.
In particular during the drought of 2007, we saw
considerable volunteer wheat from seed that had
laid dormant during the hot dry summer, but
germinated in early September, providing a host
long before production wheat was planted. Ad-
ditionally, in 2007 there was a marked increase
of volunteer corn that emerged along with the
production wheat. Both of these volunteer hosts,
occurred in a fall that lasted quite late into the
year, and the volunteers were often within fields
of production wheat or very near.

Volunteer wheat and corn can serve as host
plants for all of these fall pests. All of these pests
can feed and reproduce on these crops and both

corn and wheat can serve as a reservoir for the
aphid and mite born viruses that result in bar-
ley yellow dwarf and wheat streak mosaic.

Volunteer hosts particularly wheat that are
present through the summer or well before the
planting and emergence of our crop allows these
pests to continue their life cycles through the
summer, or to get a head start on their fall pop-
ulation development. Preventing/removing these
hosts should play an important role in prevent-
ing problems from these pests. For example, in
every case that we have seen the wheat curl mite
and the resulting damage from wheat streak mo-
saic, has been in association with volunteer
wheat. In speaking with colleagues in Nebraska,
the presence of volunteer wheat is nearly always
the cause of this problem. Additionally, in 2007
when a large population of fall armyworm was
noted, many production wheat fields which con-
tained volunteer corn were infested. Fortunately,
fall armyworms prefer corn and generally stayed
on the corn plants within the wheat field! This
situation may not have ended so well had the
pest in question been the wheat curl mite (and
we would not have known this until wheat
streak mosaic symptoms showed in the spring).

Certainly it is not possible to remove all alter-
native hosts, particularly during the summer.
Corn, for example, is a crop during the summer
and in Kentucky we generally plant wheat fol-
lowing a corn crop. But even with corn, we
should strive for a break period between corn
harvest and wheat emergence where there are
no live plants (especially grass weeds, e.g. John-
son grass). Additionally, there are many other
wild grasses and grass weed hosts on which
these pests can live. However, managing to elim-
inate these crop plants as volunteers in produc-
tion fields, as early a possible, especially in the
fields that are planned for wheat production,
can greatly aid in reducing the impact of these
pests.

So what can/should you do?
1.Rotate fields in which wheat is planted to an-

other crop.
2. Maintain good grass weed control in fields

to be planted to wheat.
3. Set your combines to reduce seed loss as

much a possible.
4. Consider controlling grass weeds and vol-

unteer grass crops in production wheat fields.
5. Plant your production wheat after the Hes-

sian fly free date.
A concluding note about controlling volunteer

crops; In this issue, Dr. Jim Martin has provided
information on control of these crop as weeds.
Please read this article. Just remember, from the
insect management standpoint, these crops
must be dead, not dying, to prevent pest build
up. Techniques that do not kill the plants (mow-
ing, for example) will not work. Techniques that
kill the plants slowly will allow the pests to re-
main until the host plants are dead. ∆
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