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Golf is an important recreational activity for 
many Florida residents and tourists. There are over 
1500 golf facilities in Florida to choose from, ranging 
from private resorts to public driving ranges. 
Turfgrass managers and golfers alike value such 
qualities as a uniform playing surface and a nice 
green color in “good” turfgrass. Both of these 
qualities can be impaired by insects that feed on grass 
leaves, sap, or roots.  

Several insects and mites feed on or live in grass, 
but not all of them cause economic or aesthetic 
damage. Many are harmless, some are beneficial, and 
some are pests. Only a few cause significant damage 
and need immediate control. Insects are only one of 
many potential causes for thin or brown grass. 
Diseases, nematodes, drought, and nutritional 
disorders can also be damaging. Correct identification 
of the problem can save money and prevent 
unnecessary pesticide applications. 

The biology and management of the most 
important insect pests on golf courses in Florida are 
described in this publication. Pesticides labeled for 
insect control in turfgrass are listed in Table 1. 
Information regarding formulations is described in 

Table 2. In general, healthy turf is less vulnerable to 
pests and can recover faster from an infestation. 
Avoid overusing soluble nitrogen fertilizers, mow at 
the correct height for the grass species, reduce thatch, 
and avoid over-watering. Check every 7 to 10 days 
for pest activity, especially in "hot spots" where 
damage tends to reoccur. 

Armyworms

The fall armyworm, Spodoptera frugiperda 
(Figure 1), is the most common species in Florida. 
Caterpillars first skeletonize the grass blades and later 
create bare spots. 

The caterpillar is green when small, dark brown 
when mature, and can reach up to 1 1/2 inches long. It 
has a light midstripe on its back with darker bands on 
either side. The midstripe ends in an inverted "Y" on 
the head. Pupation occurs in the soil. Adult moths are 
brown with a wing span up to 1 1/2 inches. Eggs are 
laid on grass or almost any object nearby. 

In coastal areas of north Florida, moths mainly 
occur from April to December. Mature larvae feed 
continuously during the day and night.
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Figure 1. Fall armyworm. Credits: J.L. Castner

Monitor by mixing 1 TBSP of liquid 
dishwashing soap in 1 gallon of water; pour the 
solution onto 2-4 square feet near the damage. Insects 
will crawl to the surface if present. Examine several 
suspected areas. Adults can be seen flying to lights at 
night. 

Bermudagrass Mite 

The bermudagrass mite, Eriophyes cynodoniensis 
(Figure 2), is tiny (about 1/125 inch long), and just 
visible with a 15- to 20-power hand lens. It is creamy 
white in color, somewhat wormlike in shape, and has 
2 pairs of legs. 

Figure 2. Bermudagrass mite. Credits: J.L. Castner

Bermudagrass is the only host for this mite 
species. The cultivars FloraTex, Midiron and 
Tifdwarf are resistant, but Tifway and other varieties 
are susceptible to the mite. The leaf tips of infested 
grass yellow slightly and internodes and leaves are 
shortened. This results in a tufted look or "witches' 
broom" effect. Large areas of grass may die and 
become infested with weeds. Damage is worse during 
hot, dry weather. 

One generation develops in 5 to 10 days. All life 
stages (eggs, nymphs, adults) live under the leaf 
sheath. Mites may disperse on the wind, other insects, 
or grass clippings. Infestations usually develop in the 

taller grass (roughs, around sand traps, fence rows, 
etc.), so keep grass mowed as low as possible. 

Cutworms

Several species of cutworms (e.g., black or 
granulate cutworms) (Figure 3) occur in Florida, but 
seldom are serious pests in turfgrass. 

Figure 3. Granulate cutworm.

Larvae usually dig a burrow in the ground or 
thatch (or use an aeration hole) and emerge at night 
to chew off grass blades and shoots. This damage may 
appear as circular spots of dead grass or depressed 
spots that look like ball marks on golf greens. 

Larvae are mostly hairless, have 3 pairs of true 
legs and 5 pairs of fleshy prolegs on the abdomen. 
Most cutworms curl up when disturbed. Moths are 
dull-colored with wing spans up to 1 1/2 inches. Eggs 
are laid randomly on leaf blades, and hatch within 10 
days. Three to seven generations may occur each 
year. 

Monitor using a soap flush, as described for 
armyworms. 

Fire Ants

The red imported fire ant, Solenopsis invicta 
(Figure 4), is an introduced pest that creates large 
mounds in turfgrass and inflicts painful bites and 
stings. Mounds can also damage mowing equipment.

Imported fire ants are aggressive, reddish-brown 
ants that are 1/8 to 1/4 inches long. Mounds (up to 3 
feet wide and 1 1/2 feet high) often occur in sunny, 
open areas. If a nest is disturbed, many ants 
immediately emerge to defend their nest and attack 
intruders. Nests are frequently moved.




