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Solarize Your Garden to Kill Pests
By Richard Snyder, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener
If you live in an area with long winters and deep snows, your garden will rid itself of many troublesome pests. Here in South Texas, we last had snow at Christmas in 2004 and it was gone the next day.  With our relatively warm winters, we have to find other methods for controlling garden pests. One technique has been developed that is totally organic, involves no chemicals, leaves no toxic residues and, as a bonus, gives the gardener a vacation break during the hottest summer months.
This method is called solarization, and it uses high temperatures during July and August to kill pests residing in the garden soil. The concept is simple--cover and seal your garden space soil with clear (not black) plastic for 6 weeks during the hottest part of the year.  Soil temperatures will rise to as high as 140°F, killing not only pests such as nematodes but also weeds, fungal and other disease pathogens, and insects.
“But wait, there’s more”, as the TV infomercials say.  Soil enrichment is a side-benefit of solarization. Organic material is broken down, releasing much needed nitrogen, calcium, magnesium and phosphorus. Your plants will grow better in solarized soil.
But won’t the good guys be killed with solarization? Some beneficial soil organisms either survive solarization or regenerate more quickly than the pests. The increased populations of beneficial organisms can make solarized soil more resistant to disease than non-solarized soil. Earthworms will move deeper into the soil to avoid the heat.
This technique works for in-ground gardens and raised beds. It is especially helpful with vegetable gardens, but solarization will improve the soil for all plants.  
July and August are the best months to solarize. Your garden plot should be in full sun although some shade is okay. You will need to leave the garden idle for 6 weeks. It is better if you can solarize your entire garden.
Materials

· large bags/containers for refuse removal (composting is better but that’s another article)

· spading fork, rake, trowel or shovel

· cotton burr compost or other suitable organic composted material

· clear plastic:  You’ll need a piece large enough to cover the whole garden, including the trench you dig around the perimeter.  Thin painters’ drop cloths will work but may break down before the 6 weeks is up.  Wind may also be a factor with the thin plastic. Thicker plastic may be reused over several seasons.  It is important to use clear plastic, because it lets in the heat and traps it in the soil.  Black plastic absorbs and even deflects some of the heat, so the soil temperature doesn’t get as high.

· pieces of wood or rocks to go around the perimeter of the garden
Method

1. Remove all plant material from the area you wish to solarize.

2. Rake all woody mulch and debris aside and remove.

3. Spread cotton burr compost evenly over the garden to a depth of about one inch.

4. Using the spading fork, turn-in the compost to a depth of 6 inches or less.

5. While turning the soil, inspect for grubs--mechanically remove them.

6. Rake the plot smooth and level--break up any large clods.

7. Using a trowel or shovel, dig a trench around the plot.  Put the removed soil outside your garden area.

8. Water the plot thoroughly--REALLY SOAK IT!  This water will have to last for 6 weeks.

9. Place the plastic over your garden and use landscape timbers, scrap wood, or rocks to seal the edges.  The plastic must lay as flat as possible on the soil.  You can secure the plastic with the soil you removed from the trenches, but it will not be solarized and could re-infect the area with pests when the plastic is removed.  

10. Do not disturb for at least 6 weeks.  Do not water, as this will cool off the soil and lessen the high-temperature effects of solarization.

11. After solarization, be sure the soil removed when digging the trench has been placed outside your garden. Since it has not been solarized, it may contain undesirables. Remove and conserve the plastic sheet (if serviceable).

12. If you must till the area, TILL ONLY 2 INCHES DEEP, NO MORE.  It’s possible to dig up nematodes and other pests that have survived in the cooler portions of the soil.

13. Get ready for fall planting.
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