
Dear Dr. Fill 

This isn’t exactly a gardening question, but I’m hoping you can help me as I couldn’t find an answer on the 
internet.  And it does involve an insect eating my trees.  About a week or two ago I saw what I thought might be 
June bugs but they were much smaller and we’d already had a long bout with June bugs earlier in the month so I 
thought that we were finished with them.  They also seemed to be eating the leaves on our trees which we’ve 
never seen June bugs doing.  Would you know what they were?  They were really doing some damage to our 
trees, and they didn’t seem to be attracted to our porch light the way June bugs are.  Is it possible that they were 
young baby June bugs that eat at tree tops rather than the adults that apparently eat grubs in the ground?    

Sincerely,                                                 
Bugged Out 

Dear Bugged Out 

I’m not surprised that you thought they were baby June bugs but I think I know exactly what you’re talking about.  
They sound like European Chafer Beetles.  They actually are a relative of our native June bug but they are not 
native to Canada.  They first showed up in B.C. about 20 years ago and have been spreading across the country 
ever since.  The timing you described sounds about right since that time of year is when they change from a grub 
to a flying beetle to  mate and they fly (often in swarms) to the top of small trees and shrubs.   They don’t actually 
eat tree leaves – in fact they don’t eat at all during the part of their life cycle when they are flying beetles.  
Therefore if you saw leaf damage on your trees and shrubs, then it was likely caused by something else.   

However… that really isn’t good news! While they aren’t damaging your tree leaves, if you’re seeing them in your 
yard, then they are probably damaging your lawn!  My last letter a few weeks ago was about chinch bug and 
chafer beetles do just as much (and often more) damage. They only spend one or two weeks as an adult beetle – 
then they die.  Most of their life is spent in their grub form.  The adult beetles only show up on warm, clear nights; 
they emerge from the ground around dusk and fly around for the night, mating and then returning to the ground 
before daylight.  After about two weeks of mating, you may notice that there are carcasses of the beetles all over 
the ground where you saw them flying.  But before then, you may have noticed that your lawn was feeling a bit 
“spongy”.  

Like so many other grubs in our lawn, these guys are a yummy treat to animals like skunks and raccoons and 
many birds. So if you see them digging up your lawn, now you know why!  Chafers reproduce very fast and you 
rarely have just a few.  They can become a real problem since they feed on the roots of all kinds of plants, 
including grass.   The larvae are white-coloured and C-shaped grubs, with a yellow-brown head and six jointed 
legs.  For an average gardener, it would be tricky to identify them as they look like so many other lawn grubs 
(none of which are loved by gardeners!). 

Many New Brunswick cities have spent a lot of money to try to fight these insects.  A few years ago, St. John and 
Fredericton both had huge infestations.  Fredericton had five of their baseball fields totally destroyed and two 
others that were terribly damaged.  This year many people who play on Moncton ball fields have also reported 
seeing them swarm in nearby trees and I’ve heard a few reports of swarms in the area of the Moncton hospital.  
Mild winters usually mean chafer beetles will be back with a vengeance  and this past winter was certainly a mild 
one, so it’s no surprise that they are in high numbers this year.   Hopefully your lawn didn’t sustain too much 
damage, but you should check your trees to see what was eating them!  We gardeners always seem to be battling 
one pest or another!   

Sincerely                          

Dr. Fill 

 


