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Florida’s warm, subtropical climate is a paradise for many, but it is also an ideal
environment for one of the most destructive lawn pests in the state: the southern
chinch bug. For homeowners across Palm Beach, Broward, Martin, and St. Lucie
counties, these tiny insects can turn a lush, green St. Augustinegrass lawn into a
patchy, brown wasteland in a matter of weeks. The combination of sandy soil, high
humidity, and intense summer heat creates the perfect breeding ground for chinch
bugs, making proactive management essential for maintaining a healthy landscape.

Understanding how to identify, treat, and prevent chinch bug infestations is crucial for
Florida homeowners. Because these pests reproduce rapidly and can develop
resistance to common pesticides, a comprehensive approach that includes proper
cultural practices, accurate identification, and targeted treatments is necessary. This
guide will walk you through everything you need to know to protect your lawn from
chinch bugs and keep it thriving year-round.

Identifying Chinch Bugs and Their Damage

The first step in managing a chinch bug infestation is accurate identification. Chinch
bugs are incredibly small, making them difficult to spot with the naked eye. Adult
southern chinch bugs are about one-fifth of an inch long—roughly the size of a grain of
rice. They have black bodies with distinctive white wings that fold flat over their backs,
creating a dark, triangular shape in the center. The immature nymphs are even smaller
and are typically bright orange or red with a characteristic white stripe across their
midsection.

Because chinch bugs are so small and tend to hide deep within the thatch layer of the
grass, homeowners often notice the damage before they see the insects themselves.
Chinch bugs feed by inserting their needle-like mouthparts into the grass blades and



sucking out the plant’s sap. As they feed, they also inject a toxin that causes the grass
to wither and die.

The damage typically begins as irregular yellow or brown patches in the lawn, often
starting in areas that receive full sun or along the edges of sidewalks and driveways
where the soil is warmer and drier. These patches can expand rapidly as the chinch
bugs move outward from the dead grass into the surrounding healthy turf. It is
important to note that chinch bug damage is frequently mistaken for drought stress or
fungal diseases, which are also common in Florida. However, if watering does not
improve the appearance of the grass, or if the brown patches continue to spread,
chinch bugs are a likely culprit.

Conducting the Coffee Can Test

If you suspect a chinch bug infestation but cannot see the insects, you can perform a
simple diagnostic procedure known as the flotation test or the coffee can test. This
method is highly effective for forcing chinch bugs out of their hiding places so they can
be counted and identified.

To conduct the test, you will need an empty metal coffee can or a large soup can with
both the top and bottom removed. Select a test area on the border between the dead,
brown grass and the healthy, green grass, as this is where chinch bugs are most active.
Push one end of the can about two to three inches into the soil. You may need to use a
knife to cut a circle in the turf to make inserting the can easier.

Once the can is firmly in place, fill it with water. If the water drains quickly into the
sandy Florida soil, continue adding water to keep the level above the grass for about
five to ten minutes. As the water floods the thatch layer, any chinch bugs present will
be forced to the surface and will begin to float. If you count more than two or three
dozen chinch bugs floating in the water, you have a significant infestation that requires
immediate treatment.

Effective Treatment Strategies

When a chinch bug infestation is confirmed, prompt treatment is necessary to prevent
further damage to the lawn. Because chinch bugs can reproduce rapidly—completing
their life cycle in just six to eight weeks during the warm Florida summer—a single
application of pesticide is rarely sufficient to eliminate the problem entirely.



Contact vs. Systemic Insecticides

There are two primary types of chemical treatments used for chinch bug control:
contact insecticides and systemic insecticides. Understanding the difference between
the two is key to selecting the right product for your lawn.

Contact insecticides kill insects that come into direct contact with the chemical. These
products are typically available as liquid sprays or granular formulations that must be
watered in. Contact insecticides provide a quick knockdown of adult chinch bugs and
nymphs currently active in the lawn. However, they do not kill the eggs, which means a
new generation of chinch bugs can emerge a few weeks after the initial application.
Furthermore, contact insecticides can also harm beneficial insects, such as the big-
eyed bug, which is a natural predator of the chinch bug.

Systemic insecticides, on the other hand, are absorbed by the grass roots and
transported throughout the plant. When chinch bugs feed on the treated grass, they
ingest the pesticide and die. Systemic treatments provide longer-lasting control and
are generally more effective at managing severe or recurring infestations. Because the
chemical is inside the plant, it is less likely to harm beneficial insects that do not feed
on the grass. The University of Florida’s Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences
(UF/IFAS) often recommends systemic insecticides for comprehensive chinch bug
management.

DIY Treatment Tips

For homeowners attempting to treat a mild chinch bug infestation themselves, spot
treatment is usually the best approach. Rather than applying pesticide to the entire
lawn, focus on the active zones where the bugs are feeding. Treat the brown patches
and a ten to fifteen-foot buffer zone of green grass surrounding the damaged areas.

When selecting a product at your local garden center, look for active ingredients
specifically labeled for chinch bug control in St. Augustinegrass. Always read and
follow the manufacturer’s instructions carefully regarding application rates and safety
precautions. Because chinch bugs are notorious for developing resistance to
pesticides, it is crucial to rotate products with different modes of action if multiple
applications are necessary.



Preventing Chinch Bugs Through Cultural Practices

While chemical treatments are sometimes necessary to control an active infestation,
the most effective way to manage chinch bugs in the long term is through proper lawn
care and cultural practices. Chinch bugs are opportunistic pests that thrive in stressed,
poorly maintained turf. By keeping your St. Augustinegrass healthy and vigorous, you
can significantly reduce the likelihood of a severe infestation.

Proper Irrigation

Water management is one of the most critical factors in preventing chinch bug
problems. Chinch bugs prefer hot, dry conditions and are repelled by moisture.
However, overwatering can also be detrimental, as it encourages shallow root growth
and makes the grass more susceptible to fungal diseases and other stressors.

In Florida, it is best to irrigate your lawn deeply and infrequently. Most St.
Augustinegrass lawns require about three-quarters of an inch to one inch of water per
week during the growing season. Rather than watering a little bit every day, apply the
full amount in one or two sessions per week, depending on local water restrictions.
This encourages the grass to develop deep, robust root systems that are better
equipped to withstand drought stress and pest pressure. Always ensure your sprinkler
system is providing uniform coverage, as chinch bugs will quickly exploit dry spots in
the lawn.

Thatch Management and Mowing

Thatch is the layer of dead and living organic matter that accumulates between the
soil surface and the green vegetation of the grass. A thick thatch layer provides an ideal
habitat for chinch bugs, offering them protection from predators, extreme
temperatures, and pesticide applications.

To minimize thatch buildup, avoid over-fertilizing your lawn with high-nitrogen
fertilizers, which promote excessive vegetative growth. Follow UF/IFAS
recommendations for fertilizing St. Augustinegrass based on your specific location in
South Florida. Additionally, ensure you are mowing at the correct height. St.
Augustinegrass should generally be mowed at a height of three to four inches. Mowing
too short stresses the grass and reduces its ability to recover from insect damage,



while mowing at the proper height encourages deeper root growth and helps shade
the soil, keeping it cooler and less hospitable to chinch bugs.

Resistant Grass Varieties

If your lawn has been severely damaged by chinch bugs and requires replacement,
consider planting a chinch bug-resistant variety of St. Augustinegrass. For many years,
the ‘Floratam’ cultivar was the standard recommendation in Florida due to its high
resistance to chinch bugs. However, in recent years, chinch bugs have begun to
overcome this resistance in some areas.

Despite this, ‘Floratam’ remains a strong choice for many South Florida lawns,
provided it is maintained properly. Other cultivars, such as ‘Captiva’ and ‘Bitterblue’,
may also offer varying degrees of tolerance or resistance. Consult with a local turfgrass
professional or your county extension office to determine the best variety for your
specific landscape conditions.

Seasonal Timing in Florida

In South Florida, the warm climate means that chinch bugs can be active year-round.
However, their populations typically peak during the hot, dry months of spring and
early summer, just before the rainy season begins. This period, from April through
June, is when lawns are most susceptible to drought stress and when chinch bug
damage is most likely to become severe.

Homeowners should be particularly vigilant during these months, regularly inspecting
their lawns for signs of yellowing or brown patches. Implementing proper irrigation
practices and monitoring the lawn closely during the spring can help catch an
infestation early before it causes widespread damage. Once the summer rains arrive,
the increased moisture often helps naturally suppress chinch bug populations, though
they can still cause problems in well-drained, sandy soils.

When to Call a Professional

While minor chinch bug infestations can sometimes be managed with DIY treatments
and improved cultural practices, there are several situations where it is best to call a
licensed pest control professional:



1. Extensive Damage: If the brown patches in your lawn are spreading rapidly or
cover a large portion of your yard, professional intervention is necessary to save
the remaining grass.

2. Recurring Infestations: If you have treated for chinch bugs multiple times but
the problem keeps returning, the insects may have developed resistance to the
products you are using. Professionals have access to a wider range of specialized,
commercial-grade insecticides and can implement a rotation strategy to break
the resistance cycle.

3. Difficulty with Identification: If you are unsure whether your lawn’s decline is
caused by chinch bugs, drought stress, or a fungal disease, a professional can
provide an accurate diagnosis and recommend the appropriate treatment plan.

4. Desire for Systemic Protection: Because systemic insecticides are often the
most effective long-term solution for chinch bugs, and many of these products
are restricted to licensed applicators, hiring a professional ensures your lawn
receives the most effective protection available.

O’Hara Pest Control has been helping homeowners across Palm Beach, Broward,
Martin, and St. Lucie counties since 1973. If you need expert help with treating and
preventing chinch bugs, call us at 561-655-9011 or visit oharapestcontrol.com to
schedule a free consultation.

https://oharapestcontrol.com/

