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There are some things in the garden that we can depend on seeing 
every year.  Unfortunately, Japanese beetles (Popillia japonica 
Newman) are one of those things.  They have been out for a couple 
of weeks now and populations may be building in your garden.  
Originally from Japan, they were first identified in the eastern 
United States in 1916.  They are a serious pest of several hundred 
species of plants, ranging from fruits, vegetables, ornamentals and 
forage crops to weeds. 
 
Adult Japanese beetles are a shiny metallic green with bronze-
colored wings.  There are six white tufts of hair along each side of 

their half an inch long body.  The adult female lays 40 to 60 eggs over 
several weeks, slightly below the soil surface, usually a short distance 

from where she has been feeding.  Eggs hatch with in a few weeks into small grubs that are creamy white 
and C-shaped, with three pairs of legs on the front part of its body.  Mature grubs are about one inch long.  
They feed on roots of a variety of grasses, weeds and nursery crops until the temperature cools in early 
fall.  At that time the immature grubs burrow 2 to 4 inches underground where they spend the winter.  
Grubs become inactive when the soil temperature reaches about 50 degrees F.  They become active again 
in early spring and feed on roots until they pupate.  The pupae hatch and emerge as adults from the soil in 
late June and they immediately start feeding. 
 
Adequate soil moisture and mid-summer rains are needed to keep the eggs and young grubs from drying 
out.  Females are attracted to moist, grassy areas to lay their eggs.  During this dry summer, irrigated lawns 
and golf courses will be especially attractive for egg laying and may end up with high grub populations next 
year. 
 
Host plants include many of our garden flowers as well as trees and shrubs, including fruit.  Beetles are 
highly attracted to roses, linden, birch, maple, viburnum, hibiscus, grapes, zinnia, hollyhock, canna, Virginia 
creeper, apples, blackberries, raspberries, peaches and cherries.  Farmers also have to deal with Japanese 
beetles in their fields as they eat soybean leaves.  Japanese beetle grubs feed mainly on grass roots.  
Raccoons and skunks frequently dig holes in lawns (causing more damage) looking for grubs to eat. 
 
Adult Japanese beetles feed on the upper side of leaves, chewing out tissue between the veins.  This gives 
the leaves a lacelike or skeletonized look.  Severely injured trees appear to have been scorched by fire.  
Feeding usually begins at the top of the plant and beetles work their way down the plant.  Mid-morning to 
late afternoon is peak feeding time, with some feeding in the evening and minimal feeding through the 
night.  Plants release a blend of chemical compounds from damaged leaves that attract additional beetles. 
 
 
Control of adult beetles can be difficult.  For gardeners, removing beetles by hand and dropping them into 
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a bucket of soapy water may work, especially when numbers are low.  Early morning is a good time to look 
for beetles, as they move more slowly when temperatures are cooler.  Since feeding beetles attract even 
more beetles, by collecting them plants will be less attractive to new arrivals.  Smaller or more valuable 
plants can be protected with floating row covers. 
 
Insecticides can reduce damage, but you may need to re apply 
every three to four days as new beetles arrive.  Several 
insecticides are labeled for use against adult Japanese beetles, 
such as pyrethroid and carbaryl products, but they provide only 
temporary protection.  Sevin will provide immediate control of 
beetles present during the application and will give a week or 
more of residual protection.  Insecticidal soap sprayed directly on 
adult beetles will kill them, but it does not provide any residual 
protection.  Neem oil is a natural product which repels and kills 
many types of insects.  Use caution when using Neem as it can kill 
pollinators and other beneficial insects.  Spinosad, a naturally 
occurring soil bacterium, is also labelled to control beetles.  Do not spray insecticides when bees are active.  
Always follow label directions and make sure the insecticide is labelled to use on the plant you intend to 
spray. 
 
Should you put out those Japanese beetle traps?  Research conducted at the University of Kentucky 
showed that the traps attract more beetles than are caught.  Susceptible plants along the beetle’s flight 
path and in the vicinity of traps are likely to suffer more damage than if traps were not used.  In other 
studies, traps did not prevent or reduce damage to plants or reduce larval numbers in the soil.  Many of 
the female beetles do not get trapped and end up feeding and laying eggs nearby, which can create a hot-
spot next year.  If you experiment with traps, be sure to locate them as far away from your gardens as you 
can.  One recommendation was a quarter mile away from susceptible plantings. 
 

Monitoring grub populations in the soil can help determine whether 
insecticides need to be applied to turf.  According to the NYS IPM 
Program, research in upstate New York has shown that only 20 
percent of home lawns and golf course fairways require treatment.  
To determine if you have a grub issue, dig a square hole 12 x 12 x 3 
inches deep, and search the soil and roots for the C-shaped larvae.  If 
you find fewer than 5 grubs per square foot you do not need to treat.  
If your grass is dense, with a healthy root system and you irrigate it 
can probably withstand grub populations of 6 to 8 per square foot.  

Ten or more grubs per square foot will likely cause damage and 
treatment is recommended. 

 
The best time to apply insecticides for grubs is from mid-July until early September.  It should be applied 
preventatively in summer after egg-laying has started.  Granular insecticides applied on the soil with a 
spreader are usually the best insecticides for grub control. 
 
Resources for this article include Cornell University, University of Illinois, University of Minnesota, Michigan 
State University, University of Wisconsin and University of Kentucky. 

 
  


