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White Curl Grubs

White curl grubs can be responsible for a lot of damage to plants and lawns. Plants invaded by curl grubs can be lost and the cause will often be attributed to other factors. Unless the curl grubs are found either by lifting the plant out of the soil or digging around and discovering them, the death of a plant may remain a mystery to the gardener.  
Curl grubs feed on the roots of plants, and in sufficient numbers the grubs can destroy a plant’s root system. The affected plant fails to thrive and symptoms can resemble water stress despite the ground still being moist. As the roots are consumed, the plant’s ability to take up water is reduced. 
With the exception of legumes (beans and peas), curl grubs will feed on a wide range of plants. Damage is most noticeable in lawns where large dead patches appear as the summer progresses. Potted plants are particularly vulnerable as their root system is limited by the pot size and any loss will affect growth more than if they were in the ground. 
The curl grub, otherwise known as cockchafer, scarab beetle larva or white curl grub, is the juvenile or larval form of the Christmas beetle or any of the scarab beetles. The beetles, 15–30mm long, burrow into the soil or potting mix and lay their eggs from late spring to early autumn. The beetles live for 1–9 weeks and each female may lay 20–40 eggs. The larvae of the small cockchafers have one-year life cycles. The larger cockchafers and scarabs have two-year cycles. Species with two-year life cycles have overlapping generations of larvae, so the larvae can be found in the soil all year round. In its earliest stages of larvae development, the curl grub feeds on plants or turf roots just below the soil surface. The larvae grow and pupate. During the warmer weather a new life cycle begins with eggs hatching and older larvae moving closer to the soil surface feeding more heavily on plant roots. It is possible to have both adults and larvae feeding at the same time during two-year life cycles.
Curl grubs are whitish with an orange-brown distinct head and long jointed legs and can easily be mistaken for witchetty grubs. They grow to be plump and around 2.5cm long. It is their habit of curling up into a “C” shape when disturbed that gives them their common name.  

Damage generally occurs mainly in spring. However, the actual damage does not become apparent until the hot dry days of summer set in. The hotter weather adds to the burden of plants trying to survive with a diminishing root ball. Grass roots – being sheared off just below the soil – are unable to absorb any water or moisture from the soil and consequently the lawn dies in the patches where the curl grubs have been active.

Curl grubs like the soil to be dry so a suggested way to confirm you have them in your lawn is to empty a bucket of very soapy water onto the affected area after aerating the lawn with a garden fork. Check the area after 10 minutes for grubs coming to the surface. You can also place a covering, such as a moist hessian bag or piece of carpet, on the lawn overnight after drenching with soapy water. By morning this will often attract curl grubs to the surface for disposal. Alternatively, do this early in the morning, and birds such as magpies and currawongs will quickly clean them up!
In the garden, affected plants may need to be disposed of, moved to another site or treated with insecticde. Replanting needs to be into fresh soil after removing the majority of the old soil from the root ball, ensuring removal of all larvae and eggs. Before planting again in the contaminated site, the area will need to be cleared of soft roots, then soaked with insecticide and left for several weeks to break the cycle.
Having consulted three local nursery experts, the recommendation is to use Confidor. Confidor is a systemic insecticide which enters the sap and root system of the plant. There are differing opinions as to whether it also kills the good things in the soil such as worms and good bacteria. It seems that drenching with Confidor does run a greater risk of doing this. Confidor tablets are available which should be pushed down into the centre of the roots and watered in. The tablet breaks down and is absorbed by the roots. However, it does take longer to act and curl grubs can damage roots quite quickly. Confidor will break down after a few weeks.
One suggestion for plants at risk of dying is to give the plant a smallish drench with liquid Confidor solution in addition to inserting the tablet into the root system. Another option you may choose is Econeem which is less toxic but, according to those consulted, not as effective. Econeem is a contact insecticide and made from Neem oil. 
For lawns one of the insecticides available at the local hardware is Richgrow Granular Lawn Beetle and Grub Killer, which is watered into the lawn, kills the larvae and breaks the breeding cycle. Other brands are also available. They are all heavy-duty insecticides. Following a rest period the lawn will need to be regenerated and/or replanted. One way to help avoid lawn grub infestation is to include a percentage of clover seed in the lawn – the grubs hate clover and will avoid areas so planted. Lawn seed in other cool climates, such as Hobart and Canberra, include clover seed as a matter of routine.
Unfortunately, once eradicated there is no guarantee the beetles won’t return to lay their eggs. Finding one or two curl grubs when digging in your garden is not a problem. Finding three or four means you should investigate further. Being watchful and more aware increases the chances of eradicating grub infestations early. 
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