
 
Grubs: Organic Control     Fact Sheet 5  
Your best defence against potentially harmful insects such as beetle grubs is a good offence. A 
healthy lawn with diverse grass species is more resistant to insect problems than a weak one 
with fewer grass types. By following the golden rules of organic lawn care as outlined in fact 
sheet #1 you can create a healthy and attractive lawn, resistant to grub infestations and other 
pest problems. 
 
Grubs are the larval stage of scarab beetles, june bugs, rose and other chafers, and Asiatic and 
Oriental beetles, among others. They appear just under the soil surface as whitish C-shaped 
worms with yellow or brown heads. Grubs destroy grass by chewing the roots off. They travel 
slowly across a lawn leaving dead grass in their wake. To make matters worse, grub-infested 
lawns often experience secondary damage caused by skunks, moles and raccoons. These hungry 
critters come out during the night to tear up lawns in search of tasty (to them) grubs. 
 

Life Cycle 
 
Understanding the life cycle of a beetle is important for grub control in your lawn. June beetles 
generally have a three- to four-year life cycle. Adults feed on weak shrubs and trees in parks 
and yards and lay their eggs in nearby lawns. The eggs hatch and the larval form - the grub - is 
born. 
 

Diagnosing the problem 
 
Grub damage may occur throughout the growing season, but is most evident from mid-May to 
mid-June and from mid-August to mid-September. Turf develops a spongy feel and irregular 
patches of brown grass appear. If you suspect grubs are the cause of your lawn�s dead patches, 
peel up a patch of sod. If there is a grub infestation, the sod will lift easily due to root damage 
and the grubs will be visible underneath. 
 

 
 
 



Taking Action Prevention 
 
Grubs inhabit most lawns. A healthy lawn can withstand a lot of grub activity. In contrast, lawns 
in poor shape may exhibit adverse symptoms at 5 grubs per square foot. These insects only 
become problematic when weak grass roots permit their populations to soar. Prevent this from 
happening by following the tips below and in Fact Sheet 1: 
 
1.  Mow high (at least 3 inches) to promote healthy root development. 
 
2.  Overseed with a mixture of perennial ryegrasses and fine fescues. These species tend to 
 be more hardy and pest-resistant than Kentucky bluegrass. The grub�s favourite meal is 
 the weak roots of Kentucky bluegrass, so limit this species to no more than 30% of your 
 lawn. 
 
3.  Aerate compacted soil to encourage deep root growth and to increase birds� access to 
 surface-feeding grubs. 
 
4.  If you water your lawn, water deeply to encourage deep root growth. Shallow watering will  
 result in shallow roots. 
 
5.  Fertilize in the fall, not the spring or summer. Spring and summer fertilization 
 encourages top growth at the expense of root development creating an unhealthy lawn. 
 
6.  Apply beneficial nematodes in late-August to early-September to kill over-wintering 
 grubs that may cause problems the following spring. This preventative measure is 
 recommended if your lawn has a history of grub infestations. 
 
7.  Attract beetle-eating birds to your yard with flowers, shrubs and trees for food and 
 shelter. Common feeder birds, which consume adult beetles, include white-breasted 
 nuthatches, juncos, downy woodpeckers and evening grosbeaks. By consuming adult 
 beetles, these avian friends reduce the size of future beetle grub populations. 

8. When you see adult beetles on garden plants, flick them into a jar of soapy water to 
 prevent them from laying eggs. 
 

 
 
 
 



Situation Critical 
What do you do when your neighbours are snickering because your lawn looks   
like the surface of the moon? First, take a deep breath. Safe and effective 
solutions to your problem do exist. Here are some options: 
 
1. Rake away loose turf, turn over the soil below and let the birds eat  

 away your problem. Our avian friends will quickly gobble up exposed  
 grubs.  

 
2. Apply soapy water to infected areas daily until grubs are dead.  

 Purchase a non-toxic insecticidal soap or create your own spray by  
 combining 1 tablespoon of soap to 1 litre of water. 

 
3.  Apply diatomaceous earth to control surface-feeding grubs.  
 Diatomeous earth is the skeletal remains of a class of algae, which are 
 ground into razor-sharp, minute particles. It is harmless to  
 earthworms, birds and mammals yet deters many lawn and garden  
 pests, including grubs. 
 
4.  Apply beneficial nematodes as soon as grubs or grub damage becomes 
 evident and as soon as your soil temperature reaches 600F. These 
 microscopic predators search out, attack and kill grubs between 24  
 and 48 hours after application. Follow directions carefully to ensure  
 effectiveness. Most importantly, water deeply just before application  
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 and keep soil moist for 48 hours afterwards. Nematodes are most effective in moist soil. 
 Also, apply nematodes in the early morning or early evening to avoid contact with 
 ultraviolet light. As mentioned above, nematodes may be applied again in late summer to 
 prevent infestations the following spring. 
 
5.  Overseed bare patches with perennial ryegrasses and fine fescues. Water seeded areas 
 regularly until grass is well established. 
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