Photosensitisation
in thoroughbred
horses from cowpea
aphid infestations
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In early 2020 two thoroughbred horse studs
in northern VIC reported cases of severe
photosensitisation associated with grazing horses
on lucerne or lucerne mix pastures in Autumn
2020. This photosensitisation may be due to
an outbreak of Cowpea Aphid on the lucerne
pastures. However, it is not yet known if it was
due to the ingestion of the Cowpea Aphid itself
or the ingestion of the Cowpea Aphid infested
lucerne. There was no foetal loss associated with
the infestation, however there was concern around
possible foetal loss due to stabling and treatment
of the photosensitisation.
Research

About photosensitisation
Photosensitisation typically affects the unpigmented
skin and areas of white hair, on the face and limbs of
horses. When exposed to sunlight the sensitisation
causes lesions and depending on the severity these
lesions may require veterinary attention, and
supportive care. Affected areas are slow to heal and
generally results in extensive scarring.

Lucerne resistance

Monitoring

The majority of newer lucerne varieties are highly
resistant to Cowpea and other aphids. Older stands
and stands using older varieties of lucerne are the
most important paddocks to monitor, such as the
lucerne variety aurora.

Before considering what control methods to
undertake it is important to understand the
levels of cowpea aphids within the paddock.
Monitoring does not need to be difficult and
can be combined with checking mares or weed
monitoring. Regular monitoring of lucerne should
commence in spring as budding occurs, until late
autumn after flowering.

Identification
The cowpea aphid is a widespread and relatively
common pest of legume crops throughout
Australia. They are a soft-bodied shiny black bugs,
2-5mm long, with white and black legs. At the
nymph stage the insect is dull grey with white and
black legs, and is lightly dusted with wax.
In autumn, the aphids appear to be able to
move large distances to colonise establishing
crops and pastures. They have a wide range of
host plants and can tolerate warm, dry weather
conditions that cause many other aphid species
to suffer.
In large numbers, aphids cause damage to lucerne
and other plants. by injecting toxins and diseases
while feeding on the plant. Cowpea aphids are
known for their cluster infestations and will not
infest a whole paddock but parts of a paddock.
Infestations are dense colonies on individual
plants starting at the growing tips of the plants
and spreading down the plant.
Signs of plant damage include yellowing of leaf
veins, and heavy aphid infestations will cause
rapid leaf wilting, stem twisting and leaf bunching.

For more details on what to look refer to:
Insect ID, The Ute Guide
A pictorial guide to distinguish winged
aphids in canola and pulses

Images throughout this document have been supplied by Emma Todd.

Monitoring is best done by conducting paddock
inspections. Start from the edge of the paddock
walking towards the middle as infestations will
commence on the edge of a paddock. Monitor
by walking towards the centre of the paddock
stopping a minimum of five times and inspect 20
plants at each site of inspection. Look at the tip
of each plant, in and around the leaves to check
for aphids. Check a different area of the paddock
each time you conduct an inspection.
Example of a paddock inspection

Paddock boundary
First inspection
Second inspection
Third inspection
Fourth inspection
Sites (collect 20 plants at each site)

Control methods
Cultural methods

Another way to monitor for aphids is to place a yellow
bucket filled with soapy water close to the edge of
the paddock, and identify what insects are caught
in the soapy water. However, this relies on excellent
identification skills.
If you are unsure, take a sample of the plant and
aphid to your agronomist for a formal identification.
Consider discussing the level of aphid infestation
prior to deciding on control.

If significant numbers are detected, or
early symptoms of photosensitisation is
found on horses, it is recommended that
horses are immediately removed from
the paddock.

•

Maintain clean, healthy stands of newer
varieties of lucerne.

•

If you have an older stand or are using an
older variety, consider replacement.
Your agronomist can suggest a variety
that is highly resistant to aphids.

•

Ensure that stands are kept short and are
not allowed to go rank. Mowing rank stands
is recommended. Consider including other
stock into paddock rotation to ensure rank
growth is minimised.

•

As it is not yet understood if it is the toxins
within the plant or the aphid itself that causes
the photosensitisation it is not recommended
to make hay from infested stands.

Chemical methods
•

This needs to be discussed with your
agronomist to ensure all impacts are
taken into consideration.

•

There are products registered for use and
permits available for the control of Cowpea
Aphid in lucerne. Please consult with your
agronomist.
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