LOVE BUGS (MARCH FLIES), JUNE BUGS

BY JOAN HOWIE


Spring And fall are lovebug seasons. Lovebugs are small pairs of insects that spatter against automobile windshields and radiators, obscuring vision and overheating engines. Paint can be harmed by the chemicals in the bugs bodies if they aren’t removed quickly. Sometimes they can get so numerous that they interfere with outdoor activities such as house painting.


These black insects with reddish backs are really March flies, members of the fly, gnat and mosquito family. Because they are usually seen on their two or three day mating flight, they have been given the common name “lovebug”. As with many species, mating is a fatal affair for the males but the females live a week or longer, finding other mates. This air-bourn activity occurs during the day; they rest at night feeding on nectar and other sources of moisture. Larvae eat rotting organic matter or plant roots, then go into the soil to pupate and emerge as adults after about a week. Since March flies don’t bite, sting or damage plants, no control methods are recommended. All that a citizen can do when lovebugs are active is drive at night. Luckily the peak of lovebug season has passed for this spring but they will see us in September.


However, another insect is emerging now that does spell trouble for homeowners – June bugs, also known as may or June beetles. These are the parents of white grubs, or grubworms, that harm turf by feeding on roots and other underground plant parts. Some white grubs are the larvae of other species of beetle such as the southern masked chafer. Bermuda grass, zoysia and St Augustine are all affected by grubs. Damaged areas in lawns become yellowish and eventually turn brown. The whole grass plant can be pulled up, and where damage is extensive, entire sections of sod can be rolled up from the ground. Knowing the insect’s life cycle can help homeowners know when to look for grubs to prevent damage to their lawns.


Most grub producing insects take a year to complete their life cycle. The May beetle requires two years to develop but for beetles with one year cycles, the adults emerge from the soil and fly at night usually after a hard rain or deep watering. Their flights may last for several weeks. Mating and egg laying occur during these times. Males, but not females are attracted to lights and often sound like hail hitting windows and doors. After mating, the females dig holes 2 – 5 inches in the soil and lay 30 –4- eggs which hatch in about 2 weeks. The creamy white, curved larvae, or grubs pass through three larval stages or instars. The first two instars last about 3 weeks but the third instar actively feeds until cool weather. These do most of the turf damage because of their large size and voracious appetites. When cool weather arrives, the grubs stop feeding, so treatment during the winter is ineffective. The pupal state where the grub transforms into an adult beetle follows the third instar. This state lasts about 3 weeks during the spring.


The best time to check for grubs and to treat if necessary is 5 –6 weeks after the heaviest June beetle flight. In this part of Texas, optimal treatment times for grubs is late June to early July. To check for grubs, examine several sites in the lawn, taking soil samples about 4 inches across and at least 4 inches deep – deeper in sandy soil. If over 5 grubs are found in a square foot sample per 1000 square feet, treatment may be justified.

Don’t treat damaged turf “just in case” as the problem may be a fungal disease such as Take – all patch. Several insecticides are registered for use for grubs including diazinon, chlorpyrifos (Dursban) and isofenphos (Oftenol). Watering deeply the day before application will help chemicals penetrate better but don’t treat before a heavy rain is expected.


Non chemical controls include beneficial nematodes (“milky spore” has not proven effective for Texas grubs). Spiked sandals used for aerating turf have shown to reduce grub populations up to 50 percent in heavy infestations 

