Week of June 4, 2000


Underground Plot Threatens Houston Lawns


Willie Chance

There may be an underground plot active to destroy your yard.  The culprits are mole crickets.

Mole crickets are tan-colored, cricket like insects that feed on plant roots.  They can be up to 1 1/2 inches long, with short, stout fore legs, spade-like feet and large eyes.  Young are like adults but without wings and smaller and darker.

Mole crickets tunnel underground feeding on plant roots and leaving small, 1/2 to 3/4 inch wide tunnels.  Attacked grass begins to wilt and die in spots.  A way of telling if you have mole crickets is to try to pull up the dead and dying grass.  If you have mole crickets the grass will come up easily and will appear to have no roots.  Mole crickets kill the roots due to feeding and tunneling.  On bare ground you may also see the tunnels, especially a day or so after a rain. 

A few mole crickets are not a problem, but if numbers increase to the point that they are killing your grass, there is a solution.  Knowing the stage of the mole cricket’s development is important when controlling them.

Mole crickets produce one generation a year.  They are mostly mature now.  They will soon fly off, mate and return to lay eggs, if they have not already.

Mole crickets usually lay their eggs from April through June.  The eggs hatch in about three to four weeks.  Mole crickets begin to reach adult stage in September and by November more that half of the population is adults.

It is hard to kill them once they get big, so treat them now.  Not all lawns need treatment.  In fact, I seldom recommend mole cricket treatment.  How will you know if you should treat?

The most important factor is whether you have had them in the past.  Have you positively identified them before?  They may be back next year.

Many people think they have mole crickets, but few do.  Piles of dirt or holes in the lawn are not signs of mole cricket.  Even dying grass is not proof you have them.  Look for the small tunnels and dying grass that has no roots.  Contact us if you need help identifying your problem.

Mole crickets feed at night and stay under ground in the day.  Unlike other crickets, they do not chirp.  An interesting way to flush them out so you can see them is to mix one ounce of lemon dishwashing detergent in a gallon of water.  Drench the affected area with it and wait three to five minutes.  This may make some come to the surface.  This works best on well watered areas.

They appear to be attracted to bright lights at night.  This may be one reason they show up at athletic fields.  They also show up in pool skimmers.

For more help with your lawn, contact the Houston county Extension Service.  We are very busy at this time of the year, so be patient if you miss us while we are out serving others. 

E-mail and bringing samples in are two of the better ways to reach us since our phone stays so busy, wchance@uga.edu or see our website at www.griffin.peachnet.edu/ga/houston
