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Spring has always been a particularly exciting time for me, and this year is no exception. For me, the first day of spring not only marks an end to a long dormant season, but it also falls one day after my birthday. 

Even more exciting than my birthday, however, is the upcoming gardening season. Each year, I continue to learn more about the natural processes at work in the garden ecosystem, and the more I learn, the more I am astounded at the elegance and beauty of nature. 
“An ecological approach to lawn and garden care is based on learning to understand the natural processes at work,” says Cathy Dueck, manager of landscape programs at Peterborough Green-Up. “It makes a lot of sense once you start to understand how nature works. What people might find intimidating initially can be absolutely fascinating once you get beyond a few basics.”

Some of the most important things to consider in ecological garden and lawn care, says Krista Macklin, garden advisor at Peterborough Green-Up, are maintaining healthy soil and using the correct plants for the environment.

“Before you plant your garden you should examine the soil to see what type you are dealing with,” she says. “Clay is often either dry and hard to work or excessively wet.  Sandy soil is often dry and low on nutrients. Choosing plants that will tolerate these conditions will result in healthier plants. Using native plants that are already adapted to the conditions and environment will also help reduce problems in your garden.”

Keeping the soil healthy by adding compost every year will also help keep plants healthy (including grass) and will stave off problems with insects and disease, Macklin says.
“Ultimately when problems arise, I think that you need to asses if the problem warrants intervention,” she stresses. “Could the caterpillars eating your flowers turn into a butterfly that is worth saving?”

One major area of concern each year, says Macklin, is skunks digging up peoples’ lawns. 

“Skunks dig up lawns to get at the insects that they like to eat,” she explains. “In the springtime it is usually grubs that they are digging for. Preventative measures would include monitoring the grub population in your lawn in early September. You can do this by cutting three sides of a square and peeling back the turf to expose the grubs at root level. They will look like small white C shaped insects. If you find more than 10 grubs per square foot you can apply nematodes to you lawn.”

Nematodes are microscopic worms that seek out and kill grubs. By using them in September you can increase their effectiveness, because grubs are smaller and easier for the nematodes to kill then.


“We don’t want to paint the picture that it’s totally trouble free to go cold turkey and stop using synthetic pesticides,” says Dueck. “You can’t just stop and expect that everything will be just peachy. There are many proactive ways of building the health of a lawn or garden. They don’t need to be complicated, but you do need to follow some basic guidelines. That’s what we’re trying to help people learn about. You really need to think and plan when trying to swing the natural balance of things in your favour. It’s not just a matter of spray and forget.”
This upcoming season will be the third growing season that Peterborough’s no pesticide bylaw has been in place, and Peterborough Green-Up is continuing to offer a variety of services to help people make the transition to ecological gardening.

One such service is Green-Up’s personalized one hour “green garden visit,” which involves a consultation with an expert horticulturist. The service costs $25 within the city and $50 outside the city (plus milage).

During the consultation, the garden advisor assesses your lawn and garden problems and offers an ecologically safe action plan. At the end of the visit, you will get a Green Garden Kit that includes additional information on creating a naturally healthy landscape. 
Green-Up is now accepting bookings for the service, which will be available as soon as the weather is favourable.

Another service that Green-Up offers is our garden hotline. Calls to Green-Up with gardening or lawn care questions will be directed to our garden advisor. 

“This is a great service for people who need help finding solutions to issues where pesticides would have previously been used,” says Macklin. “There is a lot of confusion regarding products that can or can't be used anymore under the pesticide by-law. We can offer advice and direct people to products and business that offer pesticide free products.”

Macklin offers advice on all aspects of lawn and garden care, including planting, pruning, plant selection, lawn care, natural gardens and more. The phone service will be starting on April 1.
People can also visit Ecology Park to ask staff questions and learn about ecological gardening. The park opens on April 27. 
Garden Market also opens at that time, and during business hours people can pick up supplies such as city compost and get advice from garden experts. Park hours are Tuesday from 1 to 5 p.m., Thursday from 1 to 5 p.m. and 6 to 8 p.m., and Sunday from 1 to 4 p.m. 

There will be a variety of gardening workshops at Ecology Park this year as well, which you will be able to find out more about at www.greenup.on.ca, or by calling Green-Up at 745-3238. 

Finally, Green-Up will also be offering an ecological garden design service this year, which you can learn more about by contacting us.
Whether you’re an experienced gardener or landscaper, just starting out, or you simply want your lawn to look nice, the important thing to remember is that we’re all on a never-ending learning curve when it comes to unveiling nature’s secrets. 

As Dueck puts it, “What we are working towards in this shift in our approach to garden care is long term community health. We’re looking beyond the individual lawn and looking at what will maximize the health and beauty of our entire community. That’s something that’s worth investing a little time in understanding.”
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