Autumn Gardening for Wildlife 2006: continued.   By Richard Meyers
Some further reflections on the coming season and how best to manage our gardens with wildlife in mind.  A few points to take to heart first: but without meaning to lecture or hector.  After all as I’ve said elsewhere gardening is, or ought to be, about pleasure, and you can’t bully people into enjoying themselves.
Perhaps it’s becoming a bit of a hobby-horse of mine but we really do need to redefine our terms – these creatures are not ‘pests’ but species from which we have much to learn.   Realistically and from a pragmatic point of view, we are often in competition with aphids and snails.  Wasps will eat our apples if we don’t pick them first!    What we need to be concerned with is the quality of our lives and the fact that a world without slugs is a world diminished by their loss.

There are approximately 600 invertebrate species at risk in this country, most of which are subject to either habitat loss, or the chemical cosh, wielded by - farmers, horticulturalists or gardeners.  Most of us are in there somewhere!

How can we learn anything of worth from slugs and other ‘pests’?  We learn the magic of diversity for one thing and I challenge anyone to really look at, close-up, any creature and not be gob-smacked by the miraculous.  Forget objectivity here, don’t be afraid of anthropomorphic projection, we do it all the time anyway.  What has a slug to teach me?  I’ll tell you - it tells me to stay grounded, earthed, to keep my ‘feet’ on the ground.  Not a bad lesson. We occasionally need to get our feet mucky.
Ants, as we all know are industrious.  What we need to do is match our industry with theirs.  If we work in our garden regularly enough the ants will find a corner for themselves where they are not going to be disturbed.  Anyway, you get my drift?
Now is the time to distribute that compost around your garden.  In the first instance earthworms, the gardener’s unpaid helper will receive some remuneration for its unceasing labours. Aristotle described earthworms as the ‘intestines of the soil’ and it is said that they were celebrated as sacred by Cleopatra of Egypt.   The nutrients and fibre will soon be enriching your garden and you into the bargain.
If you have a wildlife pond now is the best time to remove the excessive plant growth, being careful that pond creatures are not harmed in the process.  Pile the material loosely by the pond for a few days to allow any hitch-hiking beasts to return to the water.

Now is also the time to accustom our garden birds to your bird table and its treasures From now on and through the winter you can help many over-wintering species to survive this period of shortage by putting out food, bird-cake is especially appreciated.  You can make this by mixing lard with cereal and crushed peanut’s, you can even decorate it with raisons in the festive season.   If you have not already cleared your garden of seed-heads spare a thought for the birds and the wood-mice that may be sheltering in your garden.  Leave a few on if you can.  If you are disheartened by the constant poaching by Grey squirrels, invest in a squirrel-proof feeder.  They can be a bit pricey but they work and your Great tits, blue tits and House-sparrows et al will thank you for it by their presence.
