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Compared to last summer, lawns are looking pretty good.  If you are experiencing large, irregular sections 
of brown turf that detaches easily from the soil, your lawn may have a heathy population of white grubs 
lurking in the soil.  These grubs can cause extensive injury to turf by feeding on the roots. 

 
“White grub” is a general name for the larval stage of 
beetles in the family Scarabaeidae, order Coleoptera.  All 
species of scarab beetles (for example, chafers, Japanese 
beetle and Asiatic garden beetle) have grubs that are C-
shaped.  They vary in size depending on the species and 
age.  All grubs start small and increase in size as they  
molt into larger instars.  They also have six legs located 
under the head.  The large grubs spend the winter in the 
soil, 2 to 6 inches down.  In late spring, grubs stop feeding 
and turn into pupae that are resistant to insecticides.  
Adult beetles emerge from the soil and feed on a variety 
of plants before returning to the lawn to lay eggs.  In 
some species, controlling the adults is necessary if they 
are eating your plants. 
 

Since these grubs live in the soil, feeding on grass roots, you may not realize they are there until you see 
damage.  What you may notice first is that your lawn is being visited by flocks of starlings or dug up by 
raccoons, skunks and moles who are there to eat the grubs but leave behind a mess.  Initially white grub 
damage may look like drought stress - wilting, gray-green leaves.  Severe grub damage appears as large, 
patchy sections of dead turf.  Unlike drought or excessive fertilizer damage, the turf peels away like a 
carpet being rolled up.  The lack of  a root system suggests grubs feeding on the roots.  Dead areas may be 
vulnerable to erosion or easily invaded by weeds. 
 
To determine if you have a grub problem “scout” your lawn in several places by examining a square foot 
section of lawn.  Using a garden shovel cut three sides of a 12-inch square (two to four inches deep), grab a 
hold of the open edges and peel back the turf, towards the attached side.  Look for C-shaped grubs on the 
exposed soil, under the sod and in the thatch.  In mid-summer they will be small in size.  Count them and 
make a note of how many you found.  Replace the sod, water thoroughly and then move to your next 
sampling site. 
 
How many grubs are too many?  According to the NYS Integrated Pest Management (IPM) program, 
research in upstate New York has shown that only 20 percent of home lawns and golf course fairways 
require treatment.  They recommend using the following guide for European chafers, Japanese beetles and 
Oriental beetles, the most common grubs found in New York lawns.  Numbers are based on grubs per 
square foot. 
 
If you find 0 to 5 grubs treatment is not necessary.  Treatment may be advisable if you find 6 to 9 grubs, 
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depending on the health of the lawn.  If turf is dense, with a healthy root system it can probably withstand 
some grub damage.  However, if your lawn is being dug up by animals looking for grubs, you may want to 
consider treatment.  If you find ten or more grubs per square foot, treatment is usually justified, especially 
if the lawn is stressed. 
 
If you decide to treat you need to make sure that you apply the pesticide correctly and at the right time.  
Understanding a pest’s life cycle can help us determine the best time to control them.  Adult beetles mate 
and lay eggs on the soil surface of lawns throughout the summer.  Adequate moisture in mid-summer will 
favor beetle activity and grub development.  Eggs hatch and the young grubs begin to feed on grass roots.  
They cause minimal damage for a few weeks due to their small size but their rapid growth can turn them 
into a big problem quickly, especially in large numbers.  Remember that healthy turf can withstand quite a 
bit of grub feeding. 
 
So when is the best time to treat white grubs?  Insecticide treatments are optimized when grubs are small 
and near the soil surface, so August is usually the best time.  During late summer to early fall, grubs are 
susceptible to both biological and chemical insecticides.  Insecticide treatments after early October are not 
recommended as they are not effective.  In spring, grubs are usually too mature to be controlled by 
pesticides.  Insecticides may need to be watered in to be effective.  Sample a few locations several weeks 
after treating to determine how well the treatment worked. 
 
There are several biological control agents (nematodes, bacteria, fungi) that provide grub control if you 
follow the specific handling and application instructions.  Milky spore is a popular biological control agent 
but it only works for Japanese beetle grubs. 
 
A variety of chemical insecticides are available.  Follow all pesticide label directions carefully.  Look for 
those labeled for use on lawns to control white grubs.  To prevent water pollution, never apply pesticides 
when ground is saturated or frozen.  To prevent drift and volatilization (which releases pesticides into the 
air), do not apply when temperatures are high or it is windy.  Some of these chemicals can be toxic to bees 
if they visit weed or clover flowers that were recently sprayed.  Mow before you make the application to 
remove any blooms. 
 
The best way to minimize grub damage is through prevention.  Keep your lawn healthy through proper 
mowing, watering, fertilizing and plant the right grass for your site.  A healthy turf will tolerate more pests 
and require fewer pesticide treatments. 
 
Resources for this article include Cornell University, NYS IPM Program, University of Minnesota, Virginia 
Cooperative Extension, Penn State, Iowa State University and Michigan State University. 

 


