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GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS

             TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

VERMICULTURE – RAISING WORMS

By Ceil McKinney, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener

As gardeners we continue to find the worm to be one of the most beneficial creatures of the earth. By tunneling, they help open up heavy compacted soils, provide aeration, increase the organic matter, and continue to improve the soil. They add organic matter, which increases moisture retention, microbes, and life sustaining qualities in sand. Additionally, their castings (the digested materials) are rich in nitrogen, calcium, magnesium, and phosphorus easily available to plants. 

Worms are primarily used for fresh water fishing, vermicomposting, which is the making of organic plant fertilizer from kitchen scraps, and improving the soil. Two common worms are red wigglers, Eisenia fetida and earthworms, Lumbricus terrestris. Red Wigglers create excellent compost to add to the soil and earthworms are more useful in tunneling through the soil. Both are great for fishing. 

Worms need air to breathe, organic materials to eat, grit to help digest their food, and a very humid environment in which to live. Worms prefer temperatures of 60º - 80º F, but can survive in temperatures of 40º - 90º. Keep your worms in a very shady, cool spot outdoors or perhaps an indoor laundry room. A large 18-gallon darkly colored (not-clear) plastic container works best for vermicomposting and vermiculture. Worms need plenty of air so to make these containers useful, make a row of 20 1/4” holes about 3 inches apart and 3 inches high parallel to the bottom of the container. Then add two more 20-hole rows each 3 inches above the lower row. You may not be interested in this size of production, so any plastic container with plenty of holes would be fine, I started with a 10”x 9”x 9” container with one row of holes. Some vermiculturalists build a wooden rectangle of 2’x 3’x 1’ and place it directly on the ground in a shady spot. The worms will stay very close to where you feed them if the temperature is in their preferred range. 

Initial bedding can be made of many different substances. Shredded used copy paper is excellent bedding. Laser/copy toner does not seem to create problems for the worms. Most inkjet ink is water-soluble which could be absorbed through the worms’ skin. Test your brand of inkjet ink on just a few worms to see if they can handle the chemicals in the ink. Shredded newspaper with black ink is great bedding. Many newspapers publishers are now using colored soy ink on their regular pages, which does not harm the worms. DO NOT USE THE SLICK COLORED ADVERTISING OR THE SUNDAY COMIC SECTIONS. Straw, cardboard, paper, peat moss and crushed dried leaves are also good bedding materials. Worms need grit to digest their food, therefore add some clean sand to the initial bedding mixture so that there is grit available. Soak all bedding materials in water, drain off the water, place the bedding in the worm bin one-third to one half full, sprinkle 1 cup of sand over the bedding, then add the worms. Since worms will eat the bedding as well as what you feed them, be careful that what you use for your worm bedding is free from any toxins. Worms may be killed by many pesticides, herbicides, and the de-worming chemicals that many livestock are given may show up in the manure. 
Worms eat one-third to one-half of their weight daily. Luckily, feeding your worms is very easy, just use your kitchen scraps. Fruits and vegetables, eggs shells, bread, left over pasta without the butter or sauces, coffee grounds and filters, and tea bags (no labels) are fine. Once the liquid leftover from cooking vegetables has cooled, add it your worm bin. Worms do not live in water, but adding vegetable liquids once a week keeps their environment humid. First, chop the solid scraps into small pieces, since worms have very small mouths, then drop them into the bin. Some vermiculturalists make it easy for their worms to eat by using a food processor to grind up all their scraps before feeding them to the worms. DO NOT USE ANY ANIMAL PRODUCTS, WHICH INCLUDES CHEESES, BUTTER, EGGS, OR ANIMAL FAT.

The best worms for vermicomposting are the red wigglers. Many different places sell these worms. E-bay has worms for sale, as well as books to learn more about growing and using them in your garden. Many different “worms for sale” locations are found on the Internet. You do not need many worms to begin vermicomposting, just lots of patience. Start with a very small container and just a few worms and move up in size every other month or so. Worms will double their population in about 60 days. You will have an 18-gallon container of worms in no time.

There is no truly easy way to separate the worms from their castings. The simplest is to place the materials from your container onto a plastic bag, or tarp. Then shine a bright light on the pile. The worms will move away from the light. Remove an inch layer of material at a time into a bucket, so the worms have a chance to move away. Once you have the material separated, replace the worms in their old bin filled with new bedding and food. Don’t forget to add some sand so they will have the grit to begin their digestion process. 

Add the vermicompost to your potted plants, vegetable garden, flower garden, around shrubs, the drip-line of trees, anywhere that this very rich compost is needed. In a very short time, your plants will be thriving and you will have a continuous supply of compost for the future.

For more information or questions about local gardening, contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at Texas Cooperative Extension, Aransas County Office, by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa, Rockport. Visit the Extension web page and Master Gardener Newsletter at http://aransas-tx.tamu.edu. Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is co-located with Texas Cooperative Extension, Aransas County Office. The gardens are free and open to the public during daylight hours, seven days a week.

