Week of October 10, 1998

Prevent Lawn Larceny

Willie Chance

My wife loves mysteries.  These 'who done its' twist and turn until the culprit is finally revealed.  The sleuth tracks the guilty party through dark alleys, down long trails and though a web of half truths, coverups, and false leads.  Is it the chase of the final conclusion that is so exciting?

Sometimes we need a lawn investigator.  What caused that bare patch?  Why is the lawn dying there?  Though lawns will soon be dormant soon, local gardeners are examining their turf for clues about grass problems.

Most lawn problems are under ground plots.  Lawns need strong roots to produce good shoots.  Problems underground will eventually show up in the leaves.

The number one culprit we have discussed before.  Drought robs lawns of hardiness and fullness.  If you did not water one inch of water once a week, do so in 1999 for a healthier lawn. Watering more often than this or less water each time leads to problems.

A new lawn nemesis is mole crickets.  I have seen more activity lately from this grass root thief.  This tan, one inch pest uses his strong front legs to dig and strong mandibles to chew off roots.  Even his beady eyes look dastardly.  They do most of their criminal work at night leaving the lawn without roots.  It can be easily pulled up and soon dies.

Look for their tunnels in the soil. They can be flushed out of hiding by drenching damaged areas with a solution of one ounce lemon dish washing detergent in a gallon of water.  Pour this over the area and wait for several minutes.  They should come to the surface.

Dursban, Orthene or Oftanol treatments in May are best.  This is when they are small and easiest to kill.  If you must treat now, use baits.  Let the soil dry for several days and then water heavily.  Wait for 24 hours and treat just before nightfall.  They will eat the bait as they prowl around at night and their number will be up before the morning.

Grubs are another notorious lawn bandit.  However, they are not as bad here as elsewhere.  They do have a bad habit of attracting other grubs by emitting a chemical into the air.  So they can be numerous in certain areas.

Lawns victimized by grubs will have fewer roots and many die in spots.  Cut a patch of grass out on three sides and slowly roll it back.  Look for the white c-shaped grub in the soil beneath.  A few are to be expected, but be concerned when you find 5 to 10 or more per square foot.  Badly damaged grass will have no roots and can be rolled back like a carpet.

Grubs are hard to kill since they live so deep in the ground.  You can try Sevin Oftanol or Diazinon but expect poor control since they live so far underground. 

In my lawn investigations, I have seen a 3/8" brown bug with two orange bands across its back.  These spittlebug adults feed on hollies but the young hide out in foamy spittle masses and feed on the lawn.  Damaged grass blades turn striped and the turf looks washed out.

Lawns can withstand some spittlebug injury.  Do not treat unless you see much injury.  These lawn vandals are more of a problem on thick lawns with lots of water.  Mow closely before treating and remove clippings.  Treat with Dursban or Diazinon.

Ants often get fingered for plant problems.  "Ants killed my flowers!"  However, this is seldom true.  They will dig around roots, but seldom attack plants.  

They can be a nuisance though.  Drench mounds with a gallon of water with insecticide in it or spray around the outside of the house to keep prowling ants out.  Dursban, Diazinon and others work well.  Read and follow label directions.

Prevent lawn larceny by investigating problems and putting an end to them..  For help in your turf detective work call the Houston County Extension Service at 542-2020 or 987-2028.

