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Slugs, Garden Thugs

by Chris Berg, TNG staff

Since gardens have been cultivated, slugs have been around to destroy them, damaging luscious hostas or rows of lettuce overnight. Gardeners have had ongoing battles with these slithery, slimy, disgusting creatures since time began. In order to control these invertebrates, gardeners have resorted to both chemical and organic treatments in the form of sprays, powders and pellets.  By understanding how the slug reacts in our ecosystem's food web, hopefully the gardener can find a safe and effective way of re-directing these nuisances.  Chemical controls in the form of pellets are widely available at garden centers and hardware stores.  In fact, slug pellets are one of the most commonly bought pesticides worldwide.  These pellets cause the slug to excrete massive amounts of water in the form of mucus, leading to dehydration and death.  The problem with this pesticide, like many others, is that it often harms others for which it was not intended.  For example, birds love slugs and a garden littered with poisoned dying slugs provides the birds with a toxic feast.  Dogs and cats are likely to try the pellets. The biggest concern is that infants and toddlers might be tempted to put the bright blue pellets in their mouths.

The best way to get rid of the slug problem in your garden is to collect them individually at night when they are active.  A less repugnant method involves using baits to lure slugs, and one of the most popular baits is beer.  By placing saucers or other small dishes such as tuna cans in the soil filled with beer, you can lure the slugs to a "drunken" death.  The downside to this technique is that you will have to place the cans every square yard in the area where slugs are active.  Another way to attract them is to place fruit rinds upside down around troublesome areas.  The sweet aromas attract them, and by morning you will find them all clinging to the bottom of the rind. Clean up is easy; just pitch the rind, slugs and all.  

A great way for gardeners to prevent the overpopulation is just to simply improve the garden!  Slugs thrive in a dark moist environment, so by tilling up and amending heavy wet soils and keeping up the weeding and cleaning up dead debris, you leave them no place to reside or lay their eggs. Also try using more plants that show a higher resistance to slugs, such as those with "hairy" or textured leaves.  Placing dense shrubs and nesting boxes in the garden will attract birds that will help control slugs and other small pests. Other organic techniques include surrounding your flowerbeds or individual specimen plants with a coarse dry substance.  Slugs travel on a slimy layer of mucus that their bodies secrete. Their bellies will be irritated by coarse materials like crushed eggshells, wood ashes, coarse sand, cayenne pepper or pet hair, and the journey to your favorite hosta becomes impassible for the slugs. Use caution with material like ashes that could alter the pH level of your soil. The important thing to keep in mind while battling slugs is that the chemicals used can have an effect higher up on the food chain and they can be extremely harmful to children and pets.  Try to treat slugs and many other pests organically by keeping your garden clean and tidy, thereby eliminating any habitat for them.
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