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During the autumn of 2014 and 2015, timothy hay producers in central Washington reported 
damage to their fields resulting in large (1/4 acre) patches of poor stands, sometimes dead grass, that 
appeared in the autumn.  Soil samples and digital images of potential perpetrators were brought into WSU 
Extension offices, but suspect identity could not be confirmed.  Evidence indicated that the damage 
consisted of timothy hay corms, overwintering structures, that had been fed on and in some cases 
completely hallowed out.  Yield productivity of these fields was marginal at best.   
 A list of potential arthropod suspects was generated.  A number of sampling strategies were 
employed to trap or sample both the adult and larval stages of these suspects with a focus on lepidoptera 
and coleoptera.  Sampling strategies included Japanese beetle traps, pitfall traps, sweep net sampling, and 
soil sod sampling on roughly every other week starting in April and continuing through October.  In 2016, all 
fields sampled were in Ellensburg, WA and most of the fields had reports of poor stands attributed to the 
perpetrators.  
 The Japanese beetle traps did intercept a wide range of soggy moths (difficult to identify 
microlepidoptera) and pollinators, but few coleoptera from our list of potential suspects.  Pitfall traps 
yielded lots of ground beetles, rove beetles, wolf spiders and a few ‘billbugs’ that remain an arthropod of 
interest.  Sweep net samples captured a number of caterpillars and a flush of Clover Looper (Caenurgina 

crassiuscula).  During the first two weeks of July, we witnessed a flush of tiny moths in our sweep net 
samples that were identified as the Topiary Grass-veneer moth, Chrysoteuchia topiarius, AKA the Cranberry 
girdler or the subterranean sod webworm.   
 By far, the most telling sampling strategy was hand sorting through 4” X 4” X 4” deep soil sod 
samples.  Damaged corms and evidence of damage to the hay root zone were found.  A couple ‘smoking 
guns’ were uncovered including lepidoptera and coleoptera larvae captured in the act of feeding on and in 
timothy hay corms.  We also uncovered multiple individual adult weevils late in the season (October) that 
have been identified as the Rocky Mountain billbug, Stenophorus cicatristriatus. Through DNA 
fingerprinting, the larvae were confirmed as the subterranean sod webworm and matched to the Topiary 
Grass-veneer moth, Chrysoteuchia topiarius.  The coleoptera larvae have been identified as weevil grubs 
and assumed to be the larvae of the Rocky Mountain billbug.   
 At this stage of the investigation, we have evidence indicating that the damage to the timothy hay 
corms is due to feeding activities of both the subterranean sod webworm, Chrysoteuchia topiarius, and the 
larvae of the Rocky Mountain billbug, Stenophorus cicatristriatus.  

 

 


