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With the interest in reducing pesticides on our gardens comes the question, “What can I do to control this problem without pesticides?”  Most often, though, it is easier to prevent problems than to cure them.  This is something the prospective organic gardener or low-input gardener needs to learn.  Here are few tips to getting a jump on garden pests.

(1)    When planning the garden, rotate vegetables away from the spot where they were grown in last year.  Pests that occurred on that crop last year overwinter in the soil and emerge with the crop to wreak havoc on it.  Vegetables are grouped into families based upon similarities of culture and pest problems.  Do not plant one member of the family behind the other in successive years.  

Vegetable Families:

Solanaceae - tomato, pepper, eggplant, potato

Salad greens - lettuce, endive, escarole

Cole Crops - broccoli, cauliflower, turnip, radish, cabbage, kale, collards, Brussels sprouts

Beets - beet, Swiss chard, spinach

Vine crops - melons, squash, cucumbers

Onion - onion, leek, chive

Legume - beans and peas

(2)     A well-fed plant is a healthy, disease-resistant plant.  Take a soil sample and follow the recommendations.  Improve soil with organic matter (compost or cover crops).  Mulch around plants.  This provides a more even water supply and prevents water stress. Stress weakens plants and opens the way for disease.

(3)     Plant early.  Early plantings avoid much of the pest pressure by maturing a crop before the pests build up to high levels.  Plant the main crop to be used for preserving early in the season when pest pressure is low.  This will allow you to get your freezer full early and subsequent plantings can be small, just enough to give a supply of fresh produce for the table.

(4)     Hand-picking and sanitation is very important.  If you see badly diseased plants or plants heavily infested with harmful insects, consider picking off and killing the bugs or pulling and destroying the plants.  This destroys the source of pest problems for the rest of your garden.  Remember, though, not all bugs are bad.  Learn to distinguish between pest and beneficial insects, destroy the pests and leave the beneficial bugs.

(5)     Finally, learn to accept a little damage.  Not all produce has to be picture perfect.  Timely harvest may help you get to the harvest ahead of pests, but some insect and disease damage is to be expected.

(6)     Consider using a starter fertilizer for faster early growth.  Large plants are better able to resist insects and disease.  Starter fertilizers promote good early season growth in plants by providing soluble phosphorus. A phosphorus deficiency may lead to poor root growth.  Cool soils, like those we experience in the spring, may make it difficult for the plant to obtain adequate phosphorus early in the season, causing plants to get off to a slow start.  This problem can be avoided by using starter solutions with a higher percentage of water soluble phosphorus.

Starter fertilizers can be bought or you can make your own.  For homemade solutions, place one pound of general fertilizer with a high phosphorus content (the middle number should be a least 8 to 10%) in five gallons of water.  Dissolve as much of the fertilizer as possible and let it sit for 24 hours.  Drain off the liquid and use at the rate of one-half pint per plant at transplanting.

For further information on organic gardening, call the Extension Office and ask for a copy of Growing Vegetables Organically, Extension Service Bulletin 1011, or Organic Gardening and Pest Control, Extension Service Bulletin 1007.  We can be reached at 542-2020 in Warner Robins or 987-2028 in Perry.  

