
MANAGING CHINCH BUGS  

AND THEIR DAMAGE TO LAWNS 

Introduction:  Chinch bugs are sucking insects that feed on plant sap at the base of the 

grass leaves, stems and crown.  They concentrate in limited areas and work outward 

from these centers of infestation, destroying the grass as they advance.  The damage pro-

duced by the chinch bugs will show up in sunny areas of the lawn as brown patches of 

dead grass.  Sometimes entire lawns are killed except for certain types of weeds. 

Although there are several species known, the hairy chinch bug is the one which causes 

the most serious injury to lawns in the Capital District and elsewhere in the eastern U.S.  

The hairy chinch bug’s average lifecycle, from hatching egg to full-grown adult, is 50 

days.  There are at least two broods per season, depending upon how long the warm 

weather lasts into fall.  The adult bugs overwinter in dry grass and other debris that of-

fers them protection.  In spring, newly hatched bugs are wingless and yellow in color, 

turning  to a bright orange/red a few days after hatching.  Shortly before changing to the 

adult form, they develop their characteristic brownish-black color.  Adult chinch bugs are only 3/16 inch long.  

Their wings are folded over their backs in the form of an X.  Each female can lay 300 to 500 eggs, so popula-

tions can get quite large quickly.  Chinch bugs have piercing-sucking mouthparts and suck sap from grass 

plants, which can kill a lawn over a period of just a few weeks. 

Determining Chinch Bug Injury:  Your lawn is turning brown in summer.  It is drought, grubs, or chinch 

bugs?  This can be a difficult question to answer, since the results of each produce a similar damage.  A sim-

ple process to determine whether the brown patches are chinch bug damage is called “flotation.”  Cut a 6 inch 

square piece of browning turf from the lawn, and sink it into a bucket of water.  If chinch bugs are present, 

they will float to the surface in a few minutes.  Similarly, a bottom-

less bucket or can may be sunk into the lawn and water added to 

float the chinch bugs.  A third method involves inspecting a square 

foot of turf removed from the lawn.  Turn the turf upside down over 

a piece of white paper and scratch the grass roughly so that any  

insects in the turf fall onto the paper.  If chinch bugs are present, 

they can easily be seen on the white paper.  Remember, all other 

insects in that turf will be on the paper, so you must be able to dif-

ferentiate chinch bugs from other insects.  Finding 10 or more 

chinch bugs per square foot of turf in a one minute search may war-

rant management action. 

Cultural Management of Chinch Bugs:  Keeping your lawn in good 

shape can minimize chinch bug damage, but even a healthy lawn 

can be infested.  Some perennial ryegrasses and fine fescue varie-

ties contain a naturally-occurring fungus called an “endophyte.” 
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Grasses which contain endophytes are said to be “endophytic” and are much more resistant to the feeding of 

chinch bugs.  Therefore, if your lawn has been seriously injured by chinch bugs, consider purchasing and 

planting endophytic seed varieties when re-seeding to reduce future damage.  Seed packages containing endo-

phytic grasses will be clearly marked on the label.  Unfortunately, finding endophytic grass seed from retailers 

to purchase can be challenging.  Lawns can be re-established in late summer and autumn using Cornell Coop-

erative Extension’s repetitive overseeding method.  Contact us for details.      

 

Using Insecticides To Manage Chinch Bugs:  Lawns do not usually need to be treated preventatively for 

chinch bugs, and a small population of them is not of great concern.  However, it is important to investigate a 

possible infestation promptly, and take action if needed, to avoid damage to the lawn.  Water the lawn before 

using an insecticide  in order to move the bugs closer to the surface, and follow any other instructions on the 

label.  Products labeled for use for chinch bugs in New York State include acephate*, azadirachtin*, Beauveria 

bassiana, beta-cyfluthrin*, bifenthrin, carbaryl, chlorantraniliprole*, cyantraniliprole*, deltamethrin, imidaclo-

prid*, permethrin, trichlorfon, zeta-cypermethrin.   A second application may be necessary two to three weeks 

following the first. 
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This publication contains pesticide recommendations.  Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly and human errors are still possible.  
Some materials mentioned 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 specialist or your regional DEC office. 

* = Some or all formulations of these products are restricted use pesticides in New York State.  They 

may be purchased and used only by a Certified Pesticide Applicator. 

• Cornell Cooperative Extension provides equal program and employment opportunities.  Please contact Cornell Cooperative Exten-

sion if you have special needs.  No endorsement of products is implied. 

“Cornell Cooperative Extension is an employer and educator recognized for valuing AA/EEO, Protected Veterans, and Individuals 

with Disabilities and provides equal program and employment opportunities.” No endorsement of products is implied. 


