LAWN DISEASES, CHINCH BUGS & GRUBS III

BY JOAN HOWIE


When making a daily tour of the garden, don’t forget to include the lawn. In turf also, insects and diseases that begin in small spots can spread rapidly to take in large areas of the yard. As the weather heats up and the air becomes drier, chinch bugs become active. These tiny insects, black with white wings scurry through the turf, piercing and sucking nutrients out of the grass blades. As they move to grass surrounding areas on which they have already fed, irregular yellow spots become noticeable. It may take a hands and knees inspection to find them.  But when they are present in large enough numbers to cause damage, they aren’t hard to spot. They are often more numerous along the edges of cement sidewalks and driveways – places that are extra hot. They can be floated out by placing a large open-ended coffee can in the ground at the edge of the damaged area. Then fill it with water. When chinch bugs are actually found is the time to treat for them with an approved insecticide. Never treat for anything “just in case.”


All yellow spots aren’t just chinch bugs, especially later in summer. Grubs, larvae of May or June beetles also kill areas of turf. They destroy grass by feeding on its roots. When grubs are present, large areas of turf may be loosened enough to roll up like a carpet. Once again, they should be confirmed before treating. Dig several inches into the turf removing 4 inch plugs of sod. Make tests in several areas of the yard where grubs appear to be feeding. They will move into fresh areas. So dig at the edge of the damage or in places that have had grubs in previous years. Look for creamy white C-shaped larvae with 3 pairs of legs. Treatment is recommended if over 5 grubs are found in plugs making up a square foot of grass per 1000 square feet. As grubs grow larger they become harder to kill so it pays to find them early in our area treatment should be done in late June or early July unless an infestation is found sooner. Several chemicals are approved for grubs, but for best results granules should be watered in enough to reach the depth the larvae are found.


Dead spots in grass may not be caused by bugs at all, but may result from a fungal infection. Many homeowners apply insecticides in vain when they should have treated for fungus. Several types of fungus affect grass, especially grass that is over watered or is in an area with poor drainage. A very common fungus here is Brownpatch. As the name suggests, large, usually round patches of turf may appear brown and dying. Blades will be found to have rotted away and can easily be pulled from the stolons or runners. Stolons and roots will be alive and can’t easily be pulled from the ground – only the blades. Grass will recover from Brownpatch, and several fungicides are registered for treatment. One of the newer types uses another fungus, streptomyces, to kill the one causing Brownpatch. Prevention is important. Water early in the day to keep blades dry at night and don’t over water especially during cool weather. Like grubs, Brownpatch

May appear in the same areas every year if drainage and watering habits don’t change. As temperatures soar over 90 degrees, fungus spores are less active.


Take-all-root-rot (patch) is a serious fungus disease that has affected some lawns in Aransas County. At first the grass becomes yellowish, and thin in large, circular irregular patches which may cover much of the lawn. Roots are usually short, blackened and rotted and stolons can be pulled easily from the soil. However, unlike Brownpatch, blades don’t pull off leaving intact roots. High moisture conditions, warm temperatures and stress on the grass all favor development of the disease. If chinch bugs, grubs and Brownpatch have been ruled out, the culprit may be Take-All patch, but the diagnosis should be confirmed as the treatment for Take-All is different than for other diseases. For a definite diagnosis, samples may be sent to the Texas Plant disease diagnostic laboratory at Texas A&M University. Forms can be obtained from the Extension office.

