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Dealing with critters
First, if your garden is attracting critters, that’s a good thing! Your garden is alive and 
creating a desirable habitat for living things. My 5 tips for dealing with critters:
1. Get to know what your critters like about your garden

• Once you know what they like, identify ways to give them something they like better than, say, your squash or tomato plants
• Plant companion plants that attract critters you don't want away from the plants you want to harvest (e.g., plant nasturtium next to tomatoes to 

attract aphids away)
• Attract beneficial critters that like to eat those critters you don't want in your garden (e.g., plant calendula to attract the tachinid fly if you want 

something that eats earwigs)
• Ask yourself if your critter can be beneficial to the garden in any way and see if you can leverage that benefit, (e.g., ants eat aphids)

2. Focus first on solving “root” causes 
• If you see critters as something you have to battle, you're setting yourself up for an ongoing war with continually-changing tactics
• If you see critters as a sign they like something about your garden, you have a chance to divert their attention to something they might like better 

than your veggies and the problem will solve itself

3. Keep your plants as healthy as possible
• Build healthy soil using the no-dig garden approach Patti described in the last session; also check out the book "Grow your soil” (Miessler)
• Get comfortable with some losses -- and save the seeds from the plants that do best so you can build seed stock over time that works well in your 

own garden
• Healthy plants can recover from pest pressure more easily without treatment

4. If you must intervene directly, use physical intervention first if at all possible
• Install physical barriers to prevent them accessing the garden (fencing, hardware cloth, floating row cover)
• Pay attention to early signs of destructive insects and remove eggs/larvae/young insects by hand or with a blast of water
• Trap/pick up critters and move them elsewhere, even if that "elsewhere" is the compost pile for dead insects

5. Use “non-toxic” chemical intervention only as a very last resort, if at all
• Sprays (e.g., neem oil in a water/castile soap base for aphids/cabbage moths )
• Bacterial controls (e.g., Bacillus thuringiensis [BT] for moth larvae)
• "Natural" substances that kill the pest (e.g., diatomaceous earth for earwigs, pyrethrum for wasps -- though is also toxic to bees, amphibians, and 

other beneficial critters so don't recommend)
• Note that all these can have a negative effect on beneficial critters as well, so use only as a very last resort
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Companion planting
Pairing some of your plants to help with natural pest control and to improve vegetable 
production.

What companion plants can do:
• Control pests naturally

• Lure pests away from a desired crop to 
a sacrificial crop

• Repel pests
• Trap pests

• Create a positive symbiotic relationship
• Give shade, moisture
• Provide a natural trellis for growth
• Add or remove nutrients in the soil as 

the other plant needs for optimal 
production

• Attract beneficial critters
• For pollination of the companion plant
• To eat undesirable insects

My nasturtiums attract aphids 
away from my tomatoes
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Garden Planning: Companion planting chart



Cover crops and mulching benefits
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• Weed suppression – Weeds are opportunists and will 
establish themselves wherever there is open soil. 
Mulching and planting a cover crop in the spring will 
crowd out any room for weeds and keep sunlight 
needed for weeds to grow off the soil’s surface.

• Beneficial critter attractor – Flowering cover crops 
attract honeybees, butterflies, and other insects to 
your garden, which are essential for pollination. 
Mulch will give cover to earthworms, snakes, spiders 
and other critters helpful for pest control and soil 
health.

• Moisture retention – Water evaporates from bare soil 
quickly. Cover crops and mulch keep the surface soil 
cooler which retards evaporation, and cover crop 
roots hold the water in the soil.

• Builds healthy soil – I pull before flower goes to seed, 
chop and add to my compost pile to enrich next 
year’s soil

I like Crimson Clover for a spring cover because it’s fast-growing, a great 
weed suppressant, it attracts hummingbirds and a variety of beneficial 
insects when in bloom, it retains moisture well, and it’s super easy to pull 
before it goes to seed without disturbing the soil. 
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Healthy soil virtuous circle

Organic 
nutrients, 

which feed…

Microorganisms, 
that create…

Aeration, 
which aids…

Water
circulation, 

which 
distributes…

Below is one self-improving cycle of soil improvement showing how each component 
supports another to build healthy soil over time. 



Healthy soil components
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Managing the balance of the four main (and interdependent) soil components will 
encourage your soil to build up and improve year over year, creating an increasingly 
healthy ecosystem to support plant growth over time.

Component What it does
Organic matter – e.g., compost, green 
manure, brown manure, insect remains, 
sand, clay, silt

Provide nutrients, aid in balanced soil 
structure, provide food for microorganisms

Microorganisms – e.g., earthworms, fungi, 
bacteria, protozoa, nematodes

Aerate the soil, provide nutrients through 
waste production and symbiotic 
relationships with complementary 
organisms, break down organic matter

Aeration – air channels that circulate 
oxygen, carbon dioxide, and nitrogen gases

Help maintain healthy roots and 
microorganisms, keep soil from becoming 
waterlogged leading to root rot and 
microbe imbalances

Water retention – ability to hold and 
distribute water throughout the soil

Transport nutrients, facilitate biological and 
chemical decomposition



Questions? Email:

Ise Lund
Ise@PlanetBHarvest.com

THANK YOU!
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