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IN THE GARDEN 

 Under natural conditions the earthworm will feed on surface organic litter 

and deposit its cast in the plant root zone. After further microbial decompo-

sition of the partially digested residues, plant nutrient elements are released. 

 There are over 3,000 worm species that have been identified. Experts disagree 
as to what distinguishes one type of worm from another and if one species is a 
true earthworm or not. All soil worms are beneficial and most references lump 
all soil worms into the category of “earthworms”. Two basic types of worms are 
those that feed on the surface and those that feed in the subsurface. The sur-
face feeders eat plant residue, are generally large worms and live in vertical 
burrows often over 6’ deep. Subsurface feeders are smaller than surface feeders 
like nightcrawlers but outnumber them 9 to 1. They eat their way through the 
subsurface loosing, aerating and improving soil structure in the process. 

Educational programs of the Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service are open to all people without regard to race, color, religion, sex, national origin, age, disability, genetic information or veteran status. 

The Texas A&M University System, U.S. Department of Agriculture, and the County Commissioners Courts of Texas Cooperating 

Although earthworms are considered beneficial to soil 
productivity or plant growth, few valid studies have been 
made to determine whether their presence will significant-
ly improve plant growth. Some of the reported benefits: 

 They aid in the degradation of organic residues in the 
soil with the release of elements such as carbon, nitro-
gen, sulfur and other nutrients. 

 The action of the digestive fluids and increased microbi-
al activity in the casts tends to solubilize inorganic plant 
nutrient elements present in inorganic soil minerals. 

 The extensive burrowing of the earthworm improves soil 
aeration and may increase water penetration into the 
soils.  
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IN THE GARDEN (continued) 

 A few categories of worms are: 
 Redworms, often called manure 

worms, branding worms, or red 
wigglers. They are reddish, brown 
in color and live in the soil in the 
surface layer of decaying vegeta-
tion. They feed on this layer, mul-
tiplying rapidly in numbers, ex-
pand into poorer surrounding soil 
and die thereby 
distributing the 
nutrients con-
tained in the ex-
cess wastes over 
a larger area. 

 Earthworms, of-
ten called soil 
p r o c e s s i n g 
worms, are a 
burrower, a soil 
processor, eating 
dead organics and rock particles, 
grinding and excreting them as a 
finely ground mix which serves as 
food for bacteria. They tend to 
survive in hard conditions better 
than redworms.  

 Nightcrawlers, also called dew 
worms, rain worm, orchard worm, 
etc. They are dig burrows and do 
not like to have their burrows dis-
turbed. They come to the surface 
to feed on dead plants drawing 
them into their burrow hence tak-
ing organic matter deep into the 
soil layer. 

Most worms found in U.S. soil are 
not native. Some earthworms from 
the southern hemisphere can grow 3
-5’ long, 1” in diameter and weight 
up to 1.3 pounds. They have other 
uses beyond soil farmer or food for 
animals. Most recently they have 
been used as a diagnostic tool since 
they have the ability to hyper accu-

mulate toxins and 
environmental pol-
lutants found in the 
soil. As a result 
they are sometimes 
collected and their 
tissue analyzed for 
chemical contami-
nants.  
Much interest in 
vemiculture (worm 
raising) has been 

kindled by people wanting to raise 
worms as a hobby, for their own use 
or as a source of income. The major 
use of earthworm is still as bait for 
freshwater sport fishing. But some 
are sold to home and organic gar-
deners for soil improvement and 
composting of organic refuse.  
If you have need for additional in-
formation there is plenty available: 
a g g ie - hor t i c u l t u r e . t amu . edu /
archives/parsons/publications/worm/
worm.html 
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HORTICULTURE TIPS  

Watch for pests on your vegetable 
plants. Aphids, caterpillars and beetles 
are among the more common early-
season pests. Early action 
means that you can control 
pests before damage is sig-
nificant and you’ll have bet-
ter options for control. 
Stink bugs will be hatching 
out on tomatoes and the 
nymph stage is easiest to 
control. Young weeds can be con-
trolled with a thick layer of mulch; 
large weeds should be destroyed with 
a hoe before mulching. Another tech-
nique is to wet the weeds and then 
lay newspaper 4-6 sheets thick over 
them, overlapping the edges a couple 
of inches to block out all light. Wet 
the newspaper as you lay it to help it 
stay down. Then put leaf mulch over 
the paper for effective weed-blocking 
mulch that will last several months. 
Our weather will be warming up so 
that means that summer isn’t very far 
away. Many of the flowers that look 
great in the spring get wimpy in our 
Texas summer. Choose more heat-
tolerant types to plant right now. Try 
the dwarf or standard garden zinnias, 
purslane/portulaca, sunflowers or be-
gonias. Periodic feeding is helpful to  
maintain good vigor, which is needed 
for continued bloom production. In 
the absence of a soil test, apply a cup 
of fertilizer with a 3-1-2 or 4-1-2 ratio 
of nutrients per 25 square feet of bed 
area. 

Check the soil moisture around new 
trees and shrubs by digging down a 
few inches into the root ball and feel-

ing the soil. Water when it is no 
longer moist to the touch. Re-
member the roots are still large-
ly confined and haven’t had 
time to spread far and wide yet. 
When you water, provide a 
good, deep soaking by filling 
the berm with water so it all 

soaks into the area around and just 
beyond the plant’s roots. Mulch is an 
important factor in all areas of the 
landscape and maintaining a 3-4” 
berm around trees will aid them. Cre-
ate a “forest floor” type environment 
for the roots by replenishing the sur-
face of the mulch regularly as it de-
composes.   
Peaches and plums are often plagued 
by the plum curculio, an insect that 
lays eggs on the fruit resulting in lar-
vae feeding around the seed inside the 
fruit. Affected fruit often falls prema-
turely. If you have had this problem or 
just want the information, you can 
contact our office for a spray guide. 
This pest begins to attack fruit about 
the time the blooms fall and can con-
tinue doing damage for weeks, even as 
the fruit is nearing harvest. Also pick 
up any fallen fruit from the ground 
and dispose of it properly. Rotting 
fruit on the tree should be disposed of 
since it can be a sign of brown rot; 
sanitation is always a good practice. 
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HORTICULTURE TIPS - continued 

FEATURED  PLANT - Pear Tree  

Lawns are waking up from the winter 

rest; sharpen the mower blade prior to 

starting the mowing season. This puts 

less strain on the motor and results in 

clean cuts for a more attractive, green-

er lawn. And wait to fertilize until you 

have mowed your turf twice.   

If you haven’t had your soil tested 

recently, use a product with a 3-1-2 

or 4-1-2 ratio of nutrients. If you 

have had a soil test, you may find 

you only need nitrogen; so a 1-0-0 

or similar ratio of nutrients will be 

a better choice.  

I’ve received several calls in the last few 
months from people with questions 
about their pear tree. The most com-
mon question I get pertains to why 
their pear tree is blooming 
but not putting on any fruit. 
Usually that problem has to 
do with a lack of pollinators 
in their area but also they 
could need a second variety to 
cross pollinate their blooms in 
order for a full crop. Some of 
the other subjects that come up are if 
pears should be fertilized, but really 
they shouldn’t to reduce the possibility 
of fire blight disease. Container trees 
can be planted anytime of the year 
though the fall is a good time since 
that gives the tree time to get estab-
lished before the summer heat sets in. 
And it is usually better to remove the 
fruit from young plants to allow devel-
opment of a strong tree. 
European pears are the classic pears 
that we are familiar with and they 
don’t ripen on the tree. European pears  

will be soft and juicy, with a sweet 

and mellow taste. Some European 

varieties to consider: 
 Acres Home. Very precocious, 

often bearing at three years with 

large, uniform and attractive 

pyriform fruit; mild citric acid 

flavor with some crunchiness; 

somewhat blight resistant. 400 

chill hours 

 Biscamp. This is a great pear 

for southeast Texas, but it is hard 

to find. Good for cooking, canning 

and fresh eating. 400 chill hours 

 Southern Bartlett. Excellent quality 

pear. 400 chill hours 

 Pineapple. The tree is very pro-

ductive and bears at an early age. 

The Pineapple pear is self-fertile 

but does better with a pollinator. 

The fruit ripens in August. 200 

chill hours 
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 Keiffer. This is the most com-

mon pear in the South. It is a 

course pear that is better suited 

to canning and processing, ra-

ther than fresh eating. Tolerates 

fire blight and is a reliable, con-

sistent bearing tree. 300-400 

chill hours. 

Asian pears reach optimum quality 

when allowed to ripen on the tree, 

similar to apples or peaches. Asian 

pears will be crisp and juicy, with 

some tartness, especially near the 

core. 

Some Asian varieties to consider: 

 Ya Lee. Perhaps the most widely 

grown pear in the world and 

one of the few pyriform Asian 

pears. 250 chill hours 

 Kikusui. Ripens in August with 

greenish yellow skin. The fruit is 

crisp, sweet and juicy. 400 chill hours 

 Kosui. This pear ripens in late July-

August. It is yellow with russet skin, 

The fruit is smaller but with a very 

sweet taste. 500-600 chill hours 

Now all these varieties will grow a beau-

tiful tree how much fruit it produces is 

another matter. You can purchase trees 

though a web site or catalog but it 

would be a good idea to contact your 

local nursery to verify the rootstock of 

the trees they have available and thereby 

have a better chance of survival in our 

area.  

  

Occasionally I get a request from 
someone seeking a listing of green 
insecticides. Of course this is a dif-
ficult question to answer without 
knowing exactly what someone 
means by a “green insecticide”. 
Green means different things to 
different people. To some it means 
something natural or organic, over-
looking the fact that many highly 
toxic compounds are found in na-
ture. Others might not restrict a  

list of acceptable insecticides to only 
products that occur in nature, but 
might include some man-modified 
compounds if they were sufficiently 
easy on the environment. 
Personally I prefer the concept of low 

impact pesticides. I define “low impact” to 

include any pesticides (man-made or 

natural) that pose low risk to humans 

and to beneficial organisms (including 

wildlife, pets and beneficial insects). Us-

ing this definition, it’s not too hard to  
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find products that fit the descrip-
tion from both the organic and the 
synthetic side of things. 
Examples of man-modified or pro-
duced insecticides that meet the low 
impact criteria include soaps and 
oils, insect growth regulators, micro-
bial-based products, and reduced 
risk pesticides identified by the 
U.S.EPA. If the properties of such 
products were understood properly, 
most of these insecticides would be 
acceptable to most people. 
So are there any lists of low-impact, 
or green pesticides? A few resources 
come to mind. First, Texas has a 
loose definition of green pesticides 
in its Green Category products that 
schools are encouraged to use. For a 
summary of these pesticides, see 
http://citybugs.tamu.edu/factsheets/
ipm/ent-4003/. 
Another resource is the U.S.EPA list 
of reduced risk products. This list is 
tucked away online in an obscure, 
online EPA cubbyhole on the Con-
ventional Reduced Risk Pesticide 
Program. While this is a regulatory 
concept and not intended as a list of 
the lowest risk pesticides, it does list 
some interesting insecticides that 
might not be otherwise noted by 
people seeking lower impact alter-
natives to more conventional prod-
ucts. For a list of RR pesticides, see  

http://www2.epa.gov/pesticide-

registration/conventional-reduced-risk-

pesticide-program#status and a link is 

at the bottom of this page. 

One of the frequently cited sources of 

“acceptable” pesticides in green circles 

is the City of San Francisco’s Reduced 

Risk Pesticide list. The list is designed 

around professional products that can 

be used by city employees, and is not 

intended for consumer reference. It is, 

however one of the few sites that has 

some scientific review and is continu-

ally updated with new products—a lot 

of work. Municipalities and LEED 

building architects frequently refer to 

Tier III pesticides on this site as the 

standard for acceptable pesticides. 

Lastly, the EPA’s list of Minimum Risk 

compounds that are considered ex-

empt from standard label require-

ments bears mention. This list con-

tains ingredients that are “generally re-

garded as safe” by the EPA. Unfortu-

nately, being safe doesn’t always make 

for an effective pesticide; but manufac-

turers continue to roll out new prod-

ucts with these ingredients because of 

the economic advantages of not having 

to register with the EPA. 

None of these lists are perfect and all 

are highly arbitrary in some respects.   
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They all have their uses and limitations. 

All of them leave out some very useful 

pesticides that can solve otherwise in-

tractable pest problems at reasonable 

risk to the environment. Some “green 

pesticides” may be very green, but not 

make very good pesticides—a common 

problem. For these reasons, my advice 

would be to not commit oneself to a 

course of saying that “only these (select, 

green, organic, etc.) pesticides will be 

used” in our city, or our school, or our 

place of business. 

Pesticides are power tools. Like any 

power tool, along with their advantages, 

they have potential hazards. That 

doesn’t mean we shouldn’t use them, but 

that we should choose them and use 

them with caution. If you’re committed 

to using pesticides from a green list for 

your school, city or business, give your-

self options. The Texas school regula-

tions and the San Francisco program 

have both been relatively successful. But 

they both allow for exemptions or ex-

ceptions for using pesticides not on the 

preferred lists. The worst mistake any 

green pest control program can make is 

to limit itself so that it cannot effective-

ly or economically respond to all pest 

problems. That’s the quickest way to 

discredit any green program as imprac-

tical. 

As Kermit the Frog would tell you, 

“it’s hard to be green”. It’s also hard 

to find the perfect green list of 

pesticides that will cover all pest 

problems. Keep this in mind and 

these lists might actually help you. 

Source: Insects in the City, Author-

Mike Merchant, Professor and Exten-

sion Specialist 

  



 

 

1225 Pearl Street, Suite 200 
Beaumont, TX  77701 

Texas A&M AgriLife 
Extension Service 

Phone: 409-835-8461 
Fax: 409-839-2310 
E-mail: jefferson-tx@tamu.edu 

We’re on the Web! 

http://jefferson.agrilife.org 

UPCOMING EVENTS 

The Jefferson County Office of Texas A&M 
AgriLife Extension Service educates 
Texans in all areas of agriculture including 
horticulture, marine sciences, 
environmental stewardship, youth and adult 
life skills, human capital and leadership, 
and community economic development. We 
offer the knowledge resources of Texas 
A&M and Prairie View A&M Universities to 
educate Texans for self-improvement, 
individual action and community problem 
solving. We, the Jefferson County Office of 
Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service, are 
part of a statewide educational network and 
a member of the Texas A&M University 
System linked in a unique partnership with 
the nationwide Cooperative Extension 
System and Jefferson County 
Commissioners Court. 

 
Annual Jefferson County Fruit & Vegetable Show 

June 14th - Entries accepted 9 - noon 
Judging begins promptly at Noon 

Call our office for a copy of the Rules and Regulations 

Entry is free and open to all  
 

Jefferson County Master Gardener 

Short Course 

July 14th through 25th – 9 am to 4 pm 

Registration deadline June 27 - $175.00 Fee 

Held at the Texas AgriLife Extension Service Auditorium 

1225 Pearl Street, Suite 200, Beaumont 

Educational programs of the Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service are open to all people without regard to race, color, religion, sex, national origin, age, disability, genetic information or veteran status. 
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