
In the garden with Shobha
Vanchiswar

Basil

July 11, 2008
Garden pests be gone!

Imagine this: you’re feeling rather satisfied about being on top of things in the
garden. Your plants have been weeded, fertilized, and staked as needed, and
the rains have obliged by watering frequently. You are walking around your
garden, drink in hand, literally smelling the roses. All your hard work has been
worth it.

Then, from the corner of your eye, you notice something amiss. You look closer.
There are holes in the leaves of your roses! You examine other plants and
notice spots on some, mildew on others, and curled leaves on choice treasures.
Your dream has turned into a nightmare!

Now is exactly when you become aware of garden pests. It isn’t that they
weren’t around earlier, but you’ve been too busy with so many chores to
notice. The plants have only now matured. You’ve just begun keeping watch
over them as you anticipate yields of flowers and vegetables. Thus only now
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have you become acutely aware of the pests.

Although you took proper steps to prevent such attacks, it happened anyway.
This is no different from doing everything right and still coming down with a
cold. One simply does what one can. Don’t beat yourself up over it. You simply
have to identify the pest and treat the problem.

Thank you to my readers whose questions prompted this pest
discussion

I’m readdressing this subject of garden pests as lately I’ve received several
queries from readers about the problems they’re facing. Thank you for the
great feedback and timely questions. Keep them coming!

First and foremost, plants like room to breathe and grow. Overcrowding is
never a good idea. Like people, plants need their personal space. This allows
for good air circulation. Our weather has been very warm and humid lately,
which has provided an excellent breeding climate for pests. You cannot control
the weather, but you can help by making sure there is the requisite air
circulation.

What we think of as tidy work, deadheading, cutting back and such, is also
essential for plant health. You are eliminating debris that can harbor pests.

Finally, when pests attack, do what is recommended. Organic pest
management is never 100%. It is all about balance. When considering pest
control, start with the least toxic (but organic) methods first.
Begin by use of barriers and repellents. Introduce beneficial insects like
lacewings and ladybugs. Aphidoletes aphidimyza is a natural aphid predator.

Use biological pesticides, soaps and oils. Then, if those fail, move onto more
toxic but short lived botanical or natural insecticides.Overuse of any method of
pest control can upset the natural balance in the garden. Getting rid of one
pest in exchange for another is a real danger.

Aphids away!

I will speak of some specific common pests as they seem to be a pressing
subject of my reader mail.
The first is the problem of aphids, which are particularly attracted to the color
yellow. Jean, a fellow gardener, has them on her perennial sunflowers and
other readers are dealing with them on roses and vegetables.

There are several methods recommended for aphid removal; I shall restrict
myself to those that are straightforward and sensible.
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1. Squashing a few aphids around the infested plant releases a chemical signal
that makes other aphids drop off. If you are not queasy, give it a try!
2. Garlic spray. In a blender, grind up garlic cloves with water. Spray liberally
on plants.
3. Stinging nettle spray. Cover one quart nettles with water. Cover with lid
and let it ferment for approximately three weeks. Mix one part of this infusion
with seven parts water. Spray on plants.
4. Organic soap sprays.
5. Neem oil spray.With all sprays, you must reapply after every rainfall.
6. Toss banana peels at base of plants. It is supposed to repel aphids. I haven’t
tried it but it intrigues me. If anything, this will enrich the soil’s potassium
level. If any one tries it, tell me if it worked.
7. Biological pest control of aphids is usually done by introducing Aphidius
colemani, Aphidius ervi (both of which are small wasps native to N.America)
and Aphidoletes aphidimyza. This method is actually most effective in
greenhouses.
8. Increase the ladybug and lacewing populations in the garden. These two are
some of the best aphid controls.
9. Finally, bring out the big guns. Apply diatomaceous earth. This is an
organic, natural method, lethal to arthropods. Diatomaceous earth consists of
fossilized remains of single celled organisms called diatoms, a type of hard
shelled algae. It is used for many things, for example, as a mild abrasive in
facial scrubs, in DNA purification, kitty litter, filtration, and pest control.The
soft, chalk-like sedimentary rock is easily crumbled into a fine, white powder.

    As a pest control, diatomaceous earth works by dehydrating the insects. It is
not selective in its
    targets so be careful. Use only if the aphids are beyond all other control
measures and apply only
  on infected plants. You don’t want to harm the good insects.

Use untreated, unheated, amorphous agricultural food grade freshwater
diatomaceous earth. Wear gloves when handling as it can dry the hands. It is a
fine powder, so wear a mask when applying because you don’t want to inhale
it. Sprinkle only where required. The powder will not bother you once it has
settled on the surface of the plants.

How to slug the slugs

Slugs and Japanese beetles,along with aphids, are the three most common
pests that attack basil plants. So I particularly hope Sarah, a reader who wrote
to me of her troubled basil, is reading this.
For slugs, copper collars around plants, pots and even as edging around the
beds are effective deterrents. You can also try sprinkling sand or ash or lime
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around the plants. But remember, you will need to re-sprinkle after it rains.
Beer traps are also effective. Place a shallow container filled with beer near
where the slugs hang out. They will be attracted to the beer, get into the
container and drown themselves. There are also organic pellets available for
killing off slugs and several gardeners find these to be effective.

You can watch slugs literally melt away if you sprinkle table salt on them. A tad
sadistic but for those gardeners plagued by slugs, this can be cathartic. I’ve
seen how the salt works but don’t actually use this method. Copper collars are
my preferred choice.

How to beat the Japanese beetles

The only truly effective way to take care of Japanese beetles is to treat the
plants with milky spore powder. This is a powder that contains Bacillus
popilliae or B.thuringiensis. The bacilli are consumed by the Japanese beetles
when feeding on your basil or prize roses. Once in the insect’s gut, they
multiply and burst the gut, killing the insect. The cycle is repeated over and
over till the pest is no more. The bacilli lie dormant till the next infestation. It
is not harmful to pets, humans, beneficial insects, birds or bees. It does not
effect wells, ponds or streams.

Basil requires full sun, regular watering, fast draining rich soil and fertilizing
twice in the season. It is often a suggested companion plant to ward off flies.
Marigolds and hot peppers are recommended as companions for basil. Basil
next to tomatoes and hot peppers next to basil sounds like the makings of a
great pasta sauce! How wise those early gardeners were.

So, stay vigilant and take prompt actions to control pests. Above all, keep that
sense of humor. Every good gardener has one. This is how I see it. Pests and
other natural disasters keep me humble in the garden. They are there so no
gardener thinks he or she is ever totally in charge or in control.
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Emerging figs

Young Concord grapes
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Russian sage and mallow

Apples sprayed with a kaolin clay based cocktail.
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Marigolds on guard
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