SPRINGTIME IN YOUR GARDEN 

By Richard Meyers, Islington Ecology Centre:

Allow me to start with a brief disclaimer.  I'm sure many of you are already keen wildlife gardeners, are conscientious about issues of pesticides and take an organic line when it comes to gardening.  I don't mean to preach to the converted and hope you will find interest rather than irritation in what follows!

At the start of the year it feels like a good time to encourage those not already gardening organically to begin to do so.   Slugs and snails are a nuisance but less so than soil that is contaminated with pesticide residues.  Try beer traps or grapefruit halves, barriers of soot, eggshell or coarse grit.  Evening patrols after dark using a torch will reap quite a snail harvest and help reduce their numbers in your garden.  Don't throw them in next door’s garden, instead take them to your local nature reserve and let them go in a suitable place, with somewhere for them to hide during the day.

The dawn chorus begins as soon as things start to warm up.  The 'territorial imperative' will have started in earnest.  This is serious stuff and the survival of the species is being fought for.  Bird song is about territory and sex and is not taken lightly by either the performers or the intended audience.

Scientists have established that female songbirds will always choose the male with the most interesting song.  In other words the bloke with broadest vocabulary gets the bird!  Isn't that the way of things?  It may appear that she is being wooed by the poetry;  the truth is connected to matters more materialistic.  Fair enough.  It's about intelligence and being able to provide for your family.  Having a lot to say, it seems, indicates resourcefulness.  What's romance got to do with it?

Just in case there are any very early birds out there, let me invite you to join us at the Ecology Centre (Gillespie Park, 191 Drayton Park, Highbury) for this year’s Dawn Chorus.  It's on Sunday,  May 7th, between 4.00 - 6.00 a.m.  We promise you it will be worth the effort to get here.  On a good day the effect is positively orchestral with each species coming in at its own designated time.    There will be a breakfast of tea and toast provided by the Centre as we recap on the species heard during the morning’s concert.

Back to our gardens - apart from birds, there will be a flush of brightness to enjoy in the shape of primroses, daffodils, crocus and wallflowers, to name just a few.  Aphids and other pests begin to attack the garden plants, which once again brings in an array of predators, such as Lacewings, Centipedes and Ground beetles.  Blue tits too, love aphids, as do Ladybirds, both of whom are a welcome sight in any garden.

If the invertebrates and the birds are not up to the job, try spraying them off with soft soap (the aphids not the birds!), or squishing them between your fingers.

The compost spread over your garden in the autumn will have started to enrich the soil and provide food for a wealth of micro-organisms and nutrients for this year’s vegetable crop and border plants.  Hopefully a bumper harvest and competition-worthy blooms will reward your efforts.

