
As an entomologist and extension  
   specialist, I usually have recom- 
     mendations (if not solutions) to 

most insect problems. But for the past 
few years, the bermudagrass mite, 
also known as the bermudagrass stunt 
mite, has severely bruised my ego.

Never heard of the bermudagrass 
mite? Well, you are not alone. When- 
ever I show a picture of the typical 
“witch’s broom” damage (Image 1) in 
South Carolina or Texas, I can see 
eyes widening and heads nodding. 
Many golf facilities in the southern U.S.  
may be infested, but few superinten- 
dents, managers, and owners recog- 
nize the damage. Many think that 
those bunchy stems are just mutations.

The bermudagrass mite is a species 
of eriophyid mite. The characteristics 
of the eriophyid mites, as a group, are 
their small size — a bermudagrass 
mite is about the size of the full stop, or 
period, at the end of this sentence —  
banana-shaped body, and two pairs  
of legs (as opposed to four pairs on 
typical mites and three pairs on typical 
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Image 1. Infestation by the bermudagrass mite stunts stem growth in common and hybrid bermudagrass, causing the 
characteristic “witch’s broom” symptom in stem (left) and the entire tuft (right). (Photos courtesy of J.-H. Chong, Clemson 
University, and Maria Tomaso-Peterson, Mississippi State University.)

Image 2. Adult bermudagrass mites are tiny, with a banana-shaped body, two 
pairs of legs, and a whitish cream or translucent color. Eggs are oval and 
translucent. (Photo courtesy of David Shetlar, The Ohio State University.)
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insects). The bermudagrass mite is 
whitish cream in color or translucent, 
as seen in Image 2. A large number 
feed under the leaf sheath, causing 
stunted internodes and a typical witch’s 
broom symptom (Image 1). Because of 
their small size, color, and habit of 
feeding under the leaf sheath, individual 
bermudagrass mites are extremely 
difficult to see even with a hand lens. 
The witch’s broom damage is a more 
reliable diagnostic characteristic. 

A few years may pass before the 
number of witch’s brooms reaches a 
noticeable level. The witch’s broom 
formation is permanent, and the 
infestation causes the stunted stolons 
even under higher fertilization and 
irrigation levels. Over time, turfgrass 
stems and stolons die. The stunting 
and death of stems and stolons leave 
behind bare spots (Image 3), which 
continue to expand and coalesce as 
more stems and stolons are stunted 
and killed (Image 4). The end result is 
a large patch of bare soil or weeds. 
The damage appears to be most 
severe on slopes and at the edges  

of bunkers, indicating a correlation 
between the severity of damage and 
soil dryness at a particular spot.

AN INCREASING
TURFGRASS PROBLEM
“Why are they becoming more prob- 
lematic?” is a question I am asked 
often. The bermudagrass mite has 
been with us for a very long time. It is 
believed that it originated in Australia 
and spread around the world with the 
shipment of bermudagrass to other 
countries. The first case of bermuda- 
grass mite infestation in the U.S. was 
reported in a lawn in Phoenix, Ariz., in 
1959. In 1962, it was found in Florida. 
Now it is widespread in most states 
south of the 35° N latitude. 

Historically, bermudagrass mites 
have only been an occasional pest  
of bermudagrass. The recent gain in 
notoriety may be the result of better 
education of superintendents. It also 
could be the result of reduced rainfall 
in recent years or changes in irrigation 
practices, as evidenced by the fact  
that the problem is more pronounced 

during dry times or in dry locations. It 
could be changes in rough mowing 
practices, because as the mowing 
height is raised, the damage becomes 
more noticeable on longer stems. It 
could be changes in pest management 
practices, because as some pesticides 
that have good efficacy against the 
bermudagrass mite are phased out or 
restricted, pressure is reduced on the 
mite population. It could be changes in 
bermudagrass cultivar selection. For 
instance, the popular fairway cultivar 
Tifway is very susceptible. Or, it could 
simply be bad timing, because as the 
turf ages the damage becomes more 
noticeable. As with most pest problems, 
the recent flare-up of bermudagrass 
mites is most likely the result of a 
combination of several factors.

Those unlucky few who have to 
manage the damaged turf soon realize 
there are no effective management 
options against the bermudagrass 
mite. We know so little about this pest 
that it is almost impossible to formulate 
an effective management program at 
the moment.
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Image 3. As stunting 
and death of stems 
and stolons continue, 
the turf fails to recover 
from the damage and 
bare spots begin to 
appear. The stunted 
tufts are quite 
noticeable. (Photo 
courtesy: Maria 
Tomaso-Peterson, 
Mississippi State 
University.)
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