Crane Flies

In the fall around late August and early September the home gardener is likely to see these insects flying around their lawn and resting on the sides of their house.  They can be a nuisance, but stay calm and think of them as “bird food” rather than your garden’s enemy.  Here are some facts to help you deal with them.


All crane flies are not serious pests.  The two species are the European crane fly and the common crane fly plus dozens of relatives.  The European crane fly is the “potential” pest and the rest are generally good guys.


OK, so what are they doing in my yard and around the lawn?  They have most likely emerged from the lawn having grown from the eggs which were laid there last fall.  The eggs develop into larvae (gray-brown grubs) and finally into the adult flies.  The adult fly is about one inch long, and resembles a large mosquito-like insect with long legs.  Ready to mate, they fly around hoping to propagate and lay next year’s eggs in the turf.


Generally, the larvae (grubs) do not cause much damage in the spring and early summer while they feed on the grass roots, and before they change into the adult fly.  Since a healthy lawn is likely to withstand the larvae living in the roots of your lawn, spraying with pesticides is usually not recommended.


Cultural management works best.  Crane flies are semi-aquatic insects which enjoy a moist environment, so watering less frequently is recommended.  Healthy turf will recover from any dry spells if you choose not to water at all.  Mow regularly and consider leaving grass clippings on the lawn occasionally as they provide a nitrogen source for the roots.  Encourage birds to visit your yard, especially in the winter and springtime by providing bird feeders and water.  Robins, starlings, and predacious insects can provide effective crane fly control.  Think “bird food.”


How do you sample for crane fly larvae in your lawn?  In the late spring, dig a 6x6-inch square using a knife cutting down approximately three inches.  Pull this area of grass up checking the hole, and around the roots for grubs.  Then, replace  the samples of turf back in the hole.  Most healthy lawns can tolerate up to dozens of these grubs per square foot of lawn.  Try other areas of lawn taking several samples.  If you determine that you actually have a serious crane fly problem and would like to bring in a sample grub, the WSU Cooperative Extension office in Mount Vernon can recommend a suitable treatment.  Also available on the internet are several helpful sites through WSU Hortsense (Horticultural Sense) http://pep.wsu.edu/hortsense.
