LAWN DISEASES, CHINCH BUGS & GRUBS II

BY JOAN HOWIE


“What is causing those yellow spots in my grass?” is a question master gardeners hear a lot at this time of year. Without a close examination it is hard to tell what pest is at work. Insects, disease and cultural conditions often cause similar symptom, but with the arrival of summer, insects are most suspect. Even then, a close look is necessary to tell if chinch bugs or white grubs are at work.


Chinch bugs are hot weather lovers and appear in dry, sunny areas. They may first be found along sidewalks and driveways where they over wintered by the warm cement. Lawns suffering from chinch bug damage show large patches of irregular yellowish stunted wilted grass. These insects injure grass by sucking sap from the blades, but the roots are left in tact. Chinch bugs are about an eighth of an inch long with black bodies and white marked wings. Nymphs may be orange to red with a white band across the back. Usually they cab be found by getting down on hands and knees at the edge of an affected area, parting the grass and watching for scurrying insects which burrow down in the soil when disturbed. The tin can method also works. Push a large bottomless can into the ground near dead patch of lawn and fill it with water. Then watch for the bugs to float to the top in a few minutes. In sand the water may need constant refilling.


Both diazinon and chlorpyrifos (Dursban*) can be used to control cinch bugs if they are found. Water the lawn well to bring bugs to the surface before applying insecticide and then use more water on it. Sometimes liquid products can be applied more effectively than granules.


The other common insect pests are white grubs, larvae of June bugs )or sometimes called May beetles). Grubs damage grass and other plants by feeding on roots. With extensive root loss, whole areas of turf can often be rolled up like a carpet and the grass will need replacing. After mating, female beetles dig 2 – 5 inches into soil to lay eggs, which hatch in about 2 weeks. Larvae (grubs) are creamy white and C-shaped with 3 pairs of legs and a black head. The third stage which lasts until cool weather is the largest and most damaging. As are eaten the roots, unable to take up nutrients and moisture, begins to decline and eventually dies. Grubs become dormant in cool weather and do little or no feeding. In spring, larvae transform into the pupal state from which adults eventually emerge.


Now is definitely the time to check for grubs in the Coastal Bend and to treat if many are found. Treatment is less effective as they go into the third instar and is useless after they pupate in fall. To look for grubs, dig soil sections 3 – 3 4 inches across and 4 inches deep – deeper in sandy soil. Examine a total of 1 square foot in every 1000 square feet of turf, taking from scattered areas, especially where grubs have been active in other years. If at least 5 per square foot are found, treatment may be justified. Never treat “just in case”. Remember, these chemicals are toxic and diazinon is especially harmful to birds. They must be used with care near ponds and streams so they don’t contaminate groundwater or bays as they are poisonous to aquatic life. Check label for necessary precautions.


Some recommended insecticides are diazinon (Dursban*) and Oftenal (isophenfos). If it is done right, only one treatment should be needed. Water ground thoroughly beforehand to improve penetration and bring grubs closer to the surface. After applying according to label direction, water in with at least ½ inch of water. Lawns with a heavy thatch build up may be hard to treat and over use of insecticides kills organisms that break down thatch.


Organic gardeners can use beneficial nematodes that are sprayed into soil and kill grubs. These may be obtained from garden centers or from gardening catalogs. Milky spore disease, a microbial parasite, is useful against Japanese beetle larvae, but had not proven effective against Texas grubs.  One other non-toxic suggestion is to wear turf aerating spike shoes or sandals while walking repeatedly over the infested lawn to spike grubs to death. (As Dave Barry says, “I’m not making this up.”)

