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Family Reunion Time in the Garden

Scheduling family reunions during the summer time is an old southern tradition. Family members flock together and enjoy a big covered-dish or barbeque dinner and then socialize. I went home for lunch today and thought I would cut a few roses to take back

to the office. I was shocked to find that a rather large group of Japanese beetles was evidently having a family reunion in my rose garden. Some were crawling lazily around

on the blooms while others were going back for seconds. If bugs belched, I suppose the

noise would have been deafening. The fresh blooms that looked so nice yesterday were

riddled with holes like Swiss cheese. I am not alone. Every year Americans spend more

than $460 million trying to control these pests.

As the name implies, Japanese beetles are native to Japan and are relative newcomers to the South. They were first discovered in a nursery in New Jersey in 1916. Upon arrival in America, they found that they did not face competition from their natural enemies. They were living the American dream and each beetle family immediately settled into their own plum tree or rose bush and began raising their 40-60 kids. Adult Japanese beetles can fly up to 5 miles so they quickly spread across the Eastern U.S.

Japanese beetles are especially destructive because both the adults and larvae injure plants. The adults emerge in early summer and begin feeding, usually in groups, on

plant leaves. They prefer plants in full sun. They eat the tissue between leaf veins

resulting in the skeletonized appearance of damaged plants. Adult beetles will periodically leave the plants on which they are feeding to lay eggs. They burrow about

three inches into the soil to lay a few eggs. In four to six weeks the adults begin to die.

Larvae begin to hatch from the eggs by late summer and begin feeding on the roots of

lawn grass. In late autumn they begin a period of winter inactivity. By early spring they

begin feeding again on grass roots until they change into pupae. In two short weeks, the

pupae turn into adults and emerge from the ground to begin the cycle anew.

Crows, starlings, and many other birds eat the larvae. Moles, and skunks are also fond of Japanese beetle grubs. Homeowners can apply insecticide treatments to control grubs. Treatments include imidacloprid (Bayer Advanced), carbaryl (Sevin SL), and others. Of course, always follow all label directions when using pesticides. Organic gardeners may use Milky Spore disease to control grubs. This material is sold under the names Doom, Japidemic and Milky Spore. Over time this biological material will help control grubs in the areas you treat but adults may still fly in from untreated areas.

Many gardeners try to control Japanese beetles with traps. Japanese beetles are easily attracted to these traps by the fragrance or chemical attractant they contain. The trouble is that these traps may only collect 75 % of the beetles they draw to the area. The remaining beetles think you have invited them to a party and will consider your landscape a free buffet. If you use a trap, locate it as far away as possible from the plants you are trying to protect.

You can spray adult Japanese beetles with carbaryl (Sevin) 50 WP. This material is very fast acting but repeated treatments will be needed for new arrivals. Organic gardeners may choose to shake or hand pick the critters into a container of soapy water. This is most effective in early morning while the beetles are sluggish. I’m all for Southern hospitality but when Japanese beetles start gathering in my yard, things have got to change. Don’t allow your landscape to become their picnic grounds! 

