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PEST CONTROL

Turf insect 
pest control 
on a knife-edge

Fine turf doesn’t offer much 
in the way of sustenance for 
insect pests above ground. 
The two insect pests causing 
widespread economic damage 
to managed UK turf are 
subterranean in habit and feed 
on the fi brous roots of grass 
plants.

UK golf courses largely escape 
the worst the world has to offer in 
arthropod pest damage to temper-
ate turf. Arthropods are a large 
group invertebrate animals, mostly 

small sometimes microscopic and 
in precise zoological terms have 
jointed legs. The group includes 
insects, arachnids and crusta-
ceans. 

Only two true insects, chafer 
grubs (larval stage of chafer beetles) 
and leatherjackets (larval stage of 
cranefl ies) are economic pests of UK 
turf. They cause signifi cant direct 
damage in their own right and lure 
bigger beasts like foxes foraging for 
a hearty meal and tearing up turf in 
the process.

Chafer 
grubs and 
leatherjackets

Chafer grubs are the larvae of the 
garden chafer beetle (Phyllopertha 
horticola) and the Welsh chafer 
beetle (Hoplia philanthus while the 
leatherjacket is the larval stage of 
the cranefl y (Tipula sp) and com-
monly called ‘daddy longlegs’. Both 
juvenile stages are soil-dwelling 
pests living under turf and feeding 
on grass roots. 

Chafer grubs sport a brown head 
on a white, distinctly curved and 
fl eshy-segmented body some 3cm 
long. Legs occur as three pairs on 
the front segments of the body in 
contrast to leatherjackets which 
are legless. Leatherjackets are 
‘greasy’ earth-coloured segmented 

grubs, 
3 - 4 c m 

long and with 
a tough leathery look 

and feel, as the common name 
suggests. That such a delicate adult 
insect like the cranefl y should pro-
duce such a robust and damaging 
larva never ceases to amaze.

The seemingly innocent appear-
ance of cranefl ies in August is a 
prelude to something altogether 
more sinister for professional turf. 
Adults emerge from pupae in dew-

covered turf in the morning and 
immediately restart the life cycle by 
laying eggs in the grass sward. 

Eggs hatch into larvae within 
two weeks and waste no time in 
starting to feed on the grass roots. 
Leatherjacket feeding occurs 
throughout winter, accelerating 
in spring as the larvae approach 
maturity and pupation. This is the 
time when leatherjacket damage 
fi rst becomes apparent, showing 
up as slow growth of grass and 
yellow patches of dead and dying 
turf. Leatherjacket infestation is 

Dr Terry Mabbett looks at how you can control chafer 
grubs and leatherjackets – the “economic pests” of UK turf
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