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GRUBS—EUROPEAN CHAFER AND OTHER LAWN INSECTS 
 

INJURY 
The grub stage of this beetle is very destructive to turf. The grubs feed on the roots of grasses during the summer 
and again in the spring, chewing them off and killing the grass plants. Dead and dying spots in lawns where cha-
fer flights have been observed the previous June should be suspect. Injury is usually visible by late summer. 
 
DESCRIPTION 

The European chafer is a small golden tan to light brown June beetle. It is oval in 
shape, and about 1/2 inch long. The larva or grub 
is found in the soil. It is "C"-shaped, about 3/4 
inch long, grayish white with a brown head with a 
strong set of jaws and 6 strong legs. The grubs 
may be recognized from other white grubs by the 
"Y"-shaped anal slit and the parallel rows of 
spines on the raster. 

 
LIFE HISTORY 
During the months of June and July, adult beetles emerge from the ground at about 8:30-8:45 p.m. EDT and take 
off in mating flights. The mating flights consist of many individuals and have been described "to sound and look 
like a swarm of bees." The flights occur at sunset -- enormous numbers of beetles swarm about a tree or tall 
shrub, or even sometimes a chimney, for about 30 minutes, and then settle down on the foliage where mating oc-
curs. The adult beetles do not feed and they do not bite or sting. They may, however, tear plant foliage as they at-
tempt to hold on with their spiny legs. 
 
The following day females will burrow into the soil a few inches and deposit eggs in earthen cells. Generally they 
lay 20-30 eggs, depositing them singly in cells. In two to three weeks, the eggs hatch and the tiny grubs begin 
feeding. By fall the grubs are in the 3rd instar. The following spring, as soils begin to warm, the grubs again come 
toward the surface and feed. The pupal stage occurs during late May and early June. During this stage the insects 
do not feed. Most European chafers have a 1-year life cycle, but some may take 2 years to complete development. 
 
MANAGEMENT 
Control measures are aimed at the grub stage. Attempts at adult control have not proven effective.  Before treat-
ment, ask the following questions: 

• Is the damage definitely caused by grubs? 
• Are the grubs still present? 
• What species is causing the damage? 
• What is the best time to treat for grubs? (Treat when grubs are young and actively feeding close to the soil 

surface: mid-August to late September in upstate, early August to mid-September in southeastern New 
York State.) 

• Are there enough grubs to warrant treatment? (Rule of thumb: if there are more than 8 grubs per square 
foot, consider treatment.) 

• Are alternatives to synthetic soil insecticides available? (see *Notes below) 

Adult European Chafer 

Grub with "Y" shaped anal slit illustrated 
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Imadacloprid is a new chemistry, broad spectrum, long residual insecticides registered to control soil and crown-
inhabiting insects in turfgrass, including scarab grubs such as the Japanese beetle, European chafer, Asiatic gar-
den beetle, May and June beetles, Oriental beetle, green June beetle, and black turfgrass Ataenius. Imidacloprid 
has low mammalian toxicity and carries a "Caution" label. The insecticide has shown sufficient residual activity 
in turfgrass to control the fall brood of annual scarab grubs when applied the previous spring or summer. High 
levels of grub control can be achieved when applications are made between June 1 and August 31. Late summer 
and fall applications will not be effective. 
 
Other registered insecticides include carbaryl (Sevin), and trichlorfon (Dylox, Proxol). Treatment should be made 
during the month of August to mid- September if a damaging population is confirmed. Treat when soil is moist 
and water in immediately following treatments. 
 
*Notes: Parasitic nematode products containing Heterorhabditis bacteriophora nematodes may effectively control 
grubs if applied during August or early September. Apply to moist soil in the evening; water lawn after applica-
tion. 
 
For additional information on sampling see: "Grubs in Your Lawn" at www.nysipm.cornell.edu  
 
___________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Grubs 
Grubs are the larvae of insects such as Japanese beetles, European chafers and Oriental 
beetles. They are usually creamy white and C-shaped.  
 
Grubs live underground and feed on grass roots. When infestations are severe, turf will 
look wilted and won't revive even when watered. Damage usually shows up in August and 
into September when cool-season grasses are stressed. 
 
Birds and small mammals may also damage turf while feeding on grubs. Just because there 
is animal damage doesn't mean that there are enough grubs to treat. Animals often come 
back to the same spots looking for grubs even though their numbers may be low. 
 
Late July through September is a good time to scout for grubs to see if there are enough to justify treatment:  

• Peel back about 1 square foot of turf.  
• Count the number of grubs.  
• Sample a few areas about 20 yards apart.  
• Note where animals are feeding and damaging turf and sample those areas.  
• Replace sod and water. 
•  

Treatment may be justified above the following threshold levels:  
• Japanese beetle grubs: More than 10 grubs per square foot.  
• European chafer: 5 to 10 grubs per square foot.  
• Oriental beetle: 8 grubs per square foot. 

The different species of grubs are distinguished by their raster patterns, which takes some practice. See Identify-
ing White Grubs at the University of Massachusetts Turf Program site for more information. 
 
 

White grub 
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Adults of these species lay eggs in late June through July. The grubs hatch and go through a series of stages called 
instars. The young instars feed at the soil/thatch interface. Treating for grubs in spring as they near maturity is of-
ten not effective. Pesticide applications, if needed, should be while the grubs are still young and vulnerable. 
Sometime in August is usually best. 
 
Chinch bugs 

Chinch bugs are surface-feeding insects. Adults are up to ¼ inch long, and black with white 
wings. Look for the distinctive black triangle where their wings overlap.  Damage is most se-
vere in drought years, and can be prevented by planting endophytic enhanced varieties of per-
ennial ryegrass, fine leaf and tall fescues. Regular moisture (without overwatering) increases 
levels of naturally occurring fungi that help keep chinch bugs in check. 
 
To scout for chinch bugs, cut both ends out of a coffee can and press it at least 1 inch into the 
soil. Fill it with water. Chinch bugs and other insects will float to the surface. There are no 
specific thresholds established for the number of chinch bugs that justify treatment. But this 
technique will let you know if they are present. 

 
Cutworms 
Cutworms are surface feeders. Look for gray-brown-black caterpillars between 1/8 and 2 
inches long that curl into a C when disturbed.  Cutworms feed at night. If you suspect a prob-
lem, scout for them with a flashlight. 
 
To monitor, mix 2 to 4 tablespoons of dishwashing soap in a gallon of water. Sprinkle over 
about 1 square yard of turf. Cutworms will come to the surface in about 10 minutes. Flush 
the area with fresh water to prevent injuring turf. 
 
Sod webworms 

Sod webworms are surface feeders. Look for young caterpillars with black heads. Adults 
are up to ¾ inch long, brown to green with dark spots. Adult moths had snout-like mouth-
parts.  Signs of feeding include chewed grass blades and fecal pellets.   
 
To monitor, mix 2 to 4 tablespoons of dishwashing soap in a gallon of water. Sprinkle 
over about 1 square yard of turf. Webworms will come to the surface in about 10 minutes. 
Flush the area with fresh water to prevent injuring turf.  Prevent damage by planting 
endophytic enhanced varieties of perennial ryegrass, fine leaf and tall fescues.  
 

Bluegrass billbugs 
Bluegrass billbugs are surface feeding insects. Adults have a distinctive snout. 
 
You can often spot them crossing driveways and sidewalks migrating to lawn in the 
spring. Look for sawdust-like feces where they are feeding.  
 
Prevent damage by planting endophytic enhanced varieties of perennial ryegrass, fine 
leaf and tall fescues. 
 
-
___________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Scout for problems before you treat.  
Lawns are home to many, many insects. Very few of them are harmful, and many are even beneficial.  Healthy 
grass plants can tolerate some feeding by the harmful insects. But when the number of pests reaches a certain  

Chinch bug 

Black Cutworm 

Sod Webworm 

Bluegrass Billbug 
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level - called a threshold - the quality of your lawn can be hurt. The open spaces the pests create in turf can be 
ugly, vulnerable to erosion, and invaded by weeds. 
 
Most pesticide applications made to home lawns aimed at killing insect pests are either unneeded or ineffective. 
To make sure that you need a pesticide, you must first "scout" for the pests to see if there are enough of them to 
justify the treatment. (See Lawn pest profiles for more scouting information.) If you do treat, you need to make 
sure that you apply the pesticide correctly and at the right time. 
 
For example, treatment for Japanese beetle grubs isn't justified unless there are more than 10 grubs per square 
foot. Unless someone peels back the sod at several locations and checks to see how many larvae are feeding on 
grass roots, you won't know if the pesticide is needed.  
 
In spring, grubs are usually too mature to be controlled by pesticides. Scout for grubs in late summer and early 
fall to determine if treatment is necessary while the grubs are still small enough to control. (If treatment is justi-
fied, August is usually the best time.) Because they feed below-ground, insecticides need to be watered in before 
they dry on grass leaves to be effective. 
 
Similarly, scout for surface feeders (such as cutworms, sod webworms, chinch bugs and bluegrass billbugs) be-
fore treating. 
 
Regardless of the pest, the best way to minimize damage is through prevention: 
• Keep turf healthy through proper mowing, watering and fertilizing. Healthy turf will tolerate more pests. 

 
• Plant the right grass for your location. Choose grasses that resist pests, such as endophytic varieties of perennial 

ryegrass, fine leaf and tall fescues. (Endophytes are beneficial fungi that live on the grass and discourage sur-
face feeders.) 
 

• Scout before you treat. If you use pesticides, treat when the pest is most vulnerable, and follow all directions 
carefully. To prevent water pollution, never apply pesticides when ground is frozen or saturated. To prevent 
drift and volatilization (which releases pesticides into the air), do not apply when temperatures are high or it is 
windy. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This publication contains pesticide recommendations. Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly and hu-
man errors are still possible. Some materials mentioned may no longer be available and some uses may no longer 
be legal. All pesticides distributed, sold or applied in New York State must be registered with the New York State 
Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC). Questions concerning the legality and/or registration status 
for pesticide use in New York State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative Extension Special-
ist or your regional DEC office. READ THE LABEL BEFORE APPLYING ANY PESTICIDE. 
 
2006 Source:  http://entomology.cornell.edu/Extension/DiagnosticLab/IDLFS/EuropeanChafer/EuropeanChafer.html;  
http://www.gardening.cornell.edu/lawn/lawncare/insects.html 


