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Parasitism of Lygus Bugs in Wyoming Alfalfa

Timothy Collier1 and Sophie DeBecquevort2

Introduction
Plant bugs in the genus Lygus are important pests of a 
number of different crops. In the Bighorn Basin, Lygus 
are critical pests of alfalfa grown for seed. Feeding by 
these bugs damages alfalfa flower buds, which dry up and 
often drop from the plant. Current recommendations for 
Lygus management are to spray insecticides during the 
bloom stage when four or more Lygus bugs are present in a 
sweep-net sample.

Management recommendations for Lygus in alfalfa do not, 
however, include numbers of natural enemies, which are 
sometimes included in pest management decision-making. 
Natural enemies that suppress Lygus bugs can indeed be 
present in alfalfa fields, but their impact has not been 
well studied in Wyoming. In alfalfa grown in Idaho, a 
species of parasitic wasp, Peristenus howardi, parasitizes 
44–81% of the immature stages of Lygus, potentially 
providing substantial biological control of Lygus. In 
Arizona and California, a second species of parasitic wasp, 
Leiophron uniformis, has more modest effects, parasitizing 
a maximum of about 11% of Lygus in alfalfa. A potential 
explanation for the difference in impacts of the two wasp 
species is variations in their life cycles: the species from 
Idaho has two generations per year, whereas the species 
collected in Arizona and California has only one.

Objectives
The objectives of this study were to determine the levels 
of parasitism of Lygus in alfalfa at the Powell Research 
and Extension Center (PREC), and to determine if the 
apparently more effective species of parasitic wasp, 
P. howardi, is present.

Materials and Methods
Lygus bugs were collected using sweep nets on June 21 
and July 18, 2017, from alfalfa fields at PREC. Of the 451 
immature Lygus collected, 330 were reared on green beans 

(Fig. 1) until either pupation of the Lygus or emergence 
of wasp larvae; 121 immature Lygus were frozen for later 
dissection under a stereomicroscope.

Results and Discussion
A total of 12 wasp larvae emerged from Lygus immatures, 
indicating an overall parasitism rate of only 3.6%. All of 
the larvae formed cocoons, but none produced an adult 
wasp over the summer; therefore, none of these wasps 
was likely to be P. howardi, which would have produced a 
summer generation of adult wasps. Of the 121 immature 
Lygus that were dissected, 16 contained a wasp larva, 
indicating a parasitism rate of 13%. Parasitism rates were 
slightly higher in July than in June: 5% versus 3% for 
rearing, and 14% versus 8% for dissections, respectively. 
Identification of the wasp species is pending. We conclude 
that parasitism rates of Lygus at PREC were low and 
substantially below the rates observed in Idaho, and so did 
not contribute much to Lygus suppression. It is certainly 
possible that rates of parasitism are higher in other parts 
of the Bighorn Basin or may be higher at PREC in some 
years relative to 2017.
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Figure 1. Container with green beans and newly collected Lygus bugs from the field, ready for transport to the laboratory.
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