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EIGSA TALK TO GARDEN AND NATURE CLUB
Monday, 14th August
EARTHWORM MANAGEMENT IN URBAN GARDENS

Background

Why waste waste?  

Our society is far too incline to discard materials which still have many uses.

Among these materials we must include all forms of domestic waste, whether from our kitchen or from our garden.

What we tend to ignore in doing this, is that almost all organic waste can be re-cycled and put to further use.

The organic material that we put into our waste bins, to be collected by Pikitup, accounts for between 60-80% of what goes on to landfill sites.  I do not need to tell you about the negative impact this has on our environment.

In other countries, which have developed a positive approach to re-cycling, they have reduced the impact on landfill sites by more than 60%, by converting organic domestic waste into fertile vermicompost.

We could do the same, provided we become more proactive about our own domestic waste management.  The most effective way to do this, when it comes to organic domestic waste, is to start working with worms.

There are two main approaches:

The first is to invest in a worm bin into which almost all of our kitchen waste is fed.  The earthworms in these bins eat this material, digest it and pass it out as earthworm castings.  These castings are full of nutrients for both plants and soil.  The bins also provide a means to harvest the very rich earthworm urine, which some experts claim to have even more beneficial ingredients than the worm casts.  Both are infinitely more beneficial to plants and soil than ordinary compost is.
The second is to introduce Eisenia fetida worms to your compost heap.  They are the same worms used in the worm bins.  While they produce copious amounts of vermicompost within less than 6 months, only very specialised compost heaps can be used to produce the liquid vermicompost.

Both systems are very easy to manage.  I am going to focus more on the worm bins this morning, because it is becoming more imperative by the day that every home should have one of them.  A recent report by Pikitup indicates that in the last 3 years, domestic waste collected from each household in the Greater Johannesburg metropolitan area, has increased by 10%.  Waste collected from restaurants has escalated by 27% in the same time.  Just think what this is doing to our environment.
These bins come in three sizes.  The smallest, which I am showing today, has a capacity of 56 litres.  It is suitable for households of 3-4 persons.  The middle size is 70 litres and the biggest is 120l.  They all work in the same way, so the only real difference is in the amount of waste they can handle.
Each bin comes with a set of guidelines for setting up and managing.  There is one feed tray, with plenty of E. fetida worms in their bedding (a vermicultural term for their food and living quarters!) and 4 other feed trays which are added at intervals of about 3 weeks.  Into each feed tray, you put a spacer ring before starting to introduce fresh food.  This is to keep the casts formed from compacting too much, as compaction robs the contents of air, which is essential for the well-being of the worms.

Food is supplied in small quantities at first.  As the worms grow bigger and more numerous, they will consume more food, so you increase the amount you supply.  If you find food has not been eaten after 7-10 days, it should be removed and placed on your compost heap.  This is because it becomes acidic as it gets older, and the worms cannot survive in acid conditions.  Furthermore, acidity encourages ants and they are the worms’ worst enemy.

You will notice that each feed tray has had a number of large holes cut into the base.  This is to allow the worms to progress from the full tray to the new one.

After about 3-4 months, when the ingredients of the bottom tray are uniformly dark brown to black, these casts (vermicompost) are ready to be harvested and used either in your garden or for your potplants.  Vermicompost, in either solid or liquid form, is completely safe to use on any plants.  It cannot burn or harm either plants or soil.  In fact, by introducing vermicompost to your garden soil, you are stimulating dormant earthworm populations to become active.  These are different species and they perform different functions in the soil—all beneficial.
