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There may be an underground plot active to undermine your yard and the culprit is 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, 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 tunnelling.  On bare ground you may also see the tunnels, though the crickets are seldom seen this time of year.  The ground will be soft and dug up where they are.

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 selecting a control method.  

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.  Adult crickets are best controlled using baits.  Control can be difficult in the fall or spring since the weather affects mole cricket activity and adults may not move or feed much in the cooler weather.

For best control, allow the lawn to dry for three to four days.  Then irrigate thoroughly and apply the bait the next afternoon or evening before dark.  The crickets feed at night and you should see some dead mole crickets if you get up early the next morning (birds like to eat the dead and dying mole crickets).

Letting the lawn dry drives the crickets deep into the soil and watering brings them to the surface to be controlled.  As mentioned before, though, control is difficult at best in the spring or fall.  Do not expect to kill them all.  It may take several applications or you may want to wait until June when control is easier.  If you do attempt control now, use fresh baits if possible and seal up unused baits so they will not spoil.  Baits have an attractant in them which will go bad it left open to air and moisture.  Fresh baits work best.

Other insects may also cause problems in lawns.   St. Augustine lawns are at risk from chinch bugs.  They feed on the lawn making it yellow and then die in spots.  Chinch bugs are typically light colored (young can be red), up to 1/5 inch long with small triangular patches on the wings.  Wings are folded flat on their backs.  Young have a white band across their backs.  Chinch bugs are found at the base of the plant and move quickly and are fairly hard to catch.

Spittlebugs feed on lawns causing the grass to have yellow or red stripes on the leaves.  The grass will look dry or yellow and "washed out".  Spittlebugs are about 3/8 inches long and are brown with two orange stripes on each wing.  They get their name from the foamy spittle masses that the young cover themselves with.  These can often be seen at the base of the plant.  Spittlebugs seem to prefer centipede grass but can be found on other lawn grasses.

Call the extension office at 542-2020 in Warner Robins or 987-2028 in Perry for a copy of our brochure on mole crickets or other lawn insects.  Do not let these pests undermine your yard.  Be informed, examine your yard for pests and take action if necessary to control those lawn destroying insects.
