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Compost either made in your own garden or sourced locally has many benefits which allow us to
reduce our dependence on chemicals both in terms of fertilisers and pesticides. The biggest ben-

efit o{ compost is in soil improvement, opening up clayey soits providing aeration and drainage
while also helping in dry sandy soils as it binds the soil and helps to retain moisture. Plants given

compost will develop better roots and will as a result be stronger and more resistant to attack from

pests and disease. Compost contains micro-organisms and micro-nutrients which also help plants
to fend off pests and disease.

Why not make your own compost and start to use this as an alternative to stbre bought fertilisers?
A third of all househotd waste is organic, all raw fruit and vegetable matter can be comPosted
making a nutrient rich product suitable for gardening. Add in your green and brown waste from
gardening too. There is a wealth of information on composting available locally from the Environ-

ment Section of your local Council and at wwwstopfoodwaste.ie where you can download a free
guide.

Worm composting ;s another option. Wormeries can handle small quantities of cooked food as

well as the fruit and veg which go into the ordinary composter. The worms also love plenty of
paper and cardboard diverting even more waste from the bin. Worm composting needs a little
bit rnor. attention to detail than ordinary composting. The worms can be a little fussy about their
living conditions and food. The contents o{ the worm bin must be moist but not too wet and the
worms like a balanced diet with a good mix of paper or cardboard added to the kitchen waste.

Getting it right for the worms can take a bit of practice but once you get it right they will provide
the best and richest compost for use in the garden. Some worm bins even have a tap to collect the

liquid that drains off for use when diluted es a fertiliser, always dilute this "worm tea" with water
as it is extremelv potent.

Use your compost {or:

- Mulching; - as a layer in the autumn/winter on raised beds

- Digging into the vegetable garden in autumn/winter

- Use it with soil as a potting mix

- Making a compost tea for watering plants

- Put some in the hole when planting plants

- For top-dressing lawns

lf you reqrire more specific
in{ormation on composting

systems, including how to
build one yourself, please visit

STOPFoodwaste.ie where each
system is discussed in detaii
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Fertilisers promote growth and are extensively used for flowers and vegetables. There is a wide
range of non-chemical feftilisers on the market today and some you can make yourself at home.
Non-chemical fertillsers usually have a better range of nutrients and minerals so they produce
healthier and more solid growth. Don't always reach for the same brand, have a look at the ingre-
dients be{ore you pu rchase.

Manure is widely available; even in cities it can often be acquired. Horse manure is regulady used
in gardening but manure {rom cattle also works well. Ask your local farmer as he may be happy to
give a bit to a neighbour. Horse manure is often available from equestrian facilities but you may
be charged. Home deliveries can be arranged from some facilities. When buying horse manure
always make sure it has been aged for a few months - you can always do this in your garden.
Manure is very nitrogen rich so care should be taken when spreading to avoid contamination of
water-ways. Also avoid direct contact with plants as {or all strong {ertilisers.

An easier to use alternative to raw manure is chicken manure pellets - available in most garden
centres and occasionally in supermarkets. Chicken manure pellets are very nutrient rich. Being dry
they a.e easy to handle but be aware there is a slight smell when handling and always wear gloves.

Seaweed is used to make the liquid and dried {ertilisers available in many garden centres. Sea-
weed has been traditionally used as a fertiliser for potatoes in coastal communities. lt can be col-
lected when it washes up - you should never remove living seaweed still attached to rock. After
a spring tide is a good time to collect it on a beach. A quick rlnse or leaving it out in the rain will
remove any excess salt before it is used. The seaweed can be dug into the soil, used as a mulch
or added to the comoost heap.

Both nettles and comfrey can be used to make a home-made liquid fertiliser. The technique is the
same for both plants. The nettles or comfrey are cut and placed in a bucket with water for several
weeks. As they break down in the water they release nutrients. The resulting liquid can be diluted
and used as a liquid feed. Both these plants are rich in nutrients, part;cularly nitrogen. The liquid
can be a bit smelly but this dissipates quickly. With nettles there is the added bonus of control of
their growth. This type of fertiliser is very fast acting as the nutrients are dissolved and easily avail-
able to the plants.

Coffee grinds are also a useful fertiliser since being the seeds of the plant they are packed full of
nutrients. Spent coffee grinds can be added directly to the soil where it will break down quickly
providing nutrients to nearby plants. While coffee itsel{ is acidic the spent grinds are close to
neutral (acidity gets washed out into the coffee). The small quantity of coffee grinds produced at
home can be targeted at specific plants that need a lot of feeding such as roses, clematis or toma-
toes. Your local coffee shop may be willing to give you used coffee grinds thereby providing you
with larger quantities. Coffee grinds can be used on the lawn as well when spread thinly - rain and
worms will ensure it quickly disappears down into the soil.

Bone meal or fish meal is another organic fertiliser. lt is made from waste materials from the fish
and meat processing industries. lt has a good range of nutrients with high levels of calcjum but
nitrogen levels are low. lt is often used at the stage o{ putting new plants into the ground but can
also be spread around the garden. Gloves should be used when handling it and keep pets away
when it is freshly spread. Never spread near ruminant animals.
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Lawn care accounts for the biggest use of both fertilisers and weed killers in the garden. Feed and
weed combinations are widely used. Moss herbicides are also frequently used. Spray lawn weed
killers are also available for targeting individual weeds such as dandelions adding to the amount of
chemicals we use on our lawns to get the perfect green sward. Good lawn management can help
to maintain healthy g:'ass without the need for chemicals.

Cutting the grass and removing the clippings depletes nutrients over time. Grass cycling is a more
natural and effective treatment which sees gardeners leaving the clippings on the lawn which al-
lows the grass to be returned to the soil as mulch. This methodology returns nutrients to the soil
and improves the soil structure making the lawn less susceptible in periods of dry weather. Grass

cyciing will only be effective if the grass is cut very regulady to avoid excessive accumulations of
clippings on the lawn. lt is also best done in dry weather as it is more likely to clump in wet weather
Short clippings will break down quickly and return naturally into the soil. Many of the natural ferti-
lisers mentioned previously including comfrey, nettles and coffee grinds can be used on the lawns.

Excessive moss in the lawn is common. lt is usually caused by either bad drainage or too much
shade over the lawn. lf drainage or water logging is the problem spread lawn sand to improve the
drainage. Where compaction o{ soil is adding to the problem use a fork to create drainage holes.
Push the fork down into the soil and gently tease loosing the soil slightly. This can be combined
with sand if needed where soils are very wet increasing the penetration of sand down into the soil.
Annual scarification of the lawn helps to remove moss. Scarification involves raking over the lawn

to remove moss. This is traditionally done in autumn as it also removes excess debris that has built
up in the lawn. lt is labour intensive but a good workout! Scarification is parlicularly effective for
moss in shaded areas. Where shade is too much for grass to grow it may be worth replacing part of
the lawn with an alternative form of ground cover. There are a range of ground cover plants which
are better adapted to living under tree cover. In some cases care{ul pruning of trees and large
shrubs can help to allow a bit more light on to the lawn allowing better grass growth.

Regular mowing helps to keep weeds under control in the lawn and prevent them spreading fur-
ther. For weeds such as dandelions (when not present in large quantities) use a tool to lease them
out o{ the lawn trying io get a ll of the root or as much as possible without tearing sods of grass out.
It is worth remembering that a few weeds in the lawr are very beneficial for biodiversity providing
nectar for bees and other insects.

Where suitable, opt for a wildflower lawn rather than the traditional perfect green carpet. This re-
quires less effort! lt! easy to convert an existing lawn - use no fertilisers or weedkillers, mow less

often and at a higher blade height. Daisies, clover and buttercups should flourish.
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All plants have specific requirements for the type of environment in which they like to live. Some

like shade while others like sun. Some need well drained dryer soils while others like wetter solls.

Some like alkaline soils while others need acidlc soils. lf you put the wrong plant into the wrong

place it will never thrive and will as a result be more susceptible to pests and diseases.,When buy-

ing plants think about where you are going to put it, and what the conditions you will be giving

it ire. And remember staff at garden centres and hardware stores can help you to pick the right
plant for your conditions.

Some plants are loved by slugs and snails. Sometimes it! best to avoid these plants if you don't
want to be fighting off the slugs and snails afterwards. lf it! a plant that you really want, choose

a good planting location where slugs and snails will be less of a problem. Beside a wall or hedge

wiil often be a spot frequented by snails. Slugs like to live in damper conditions particularly where

there is plenty of vegetat;on providing cover. Plant slug sensitive plants close to the edge of the

border, with some bare soil surrounding them where you can keep an eye out for any damage.

Choosing the right cultivar can also make a big difference, e.g. there are modern roses available

that have better disease resistance than more traditional varieties. lt can be worth paying a lit-
tle more for a plant that you know will thrive better and need less maintenance in the long run.

Choosing the right cultivar is particularly important with fruit and veg as a lot of breeding has been

undertaken to produce different varieties which have different tyPes of qualities with relation to
pests and disease. Knowing the type of problems experienced can help to choose the variety of
vegetable to plant in the future to avoid a return of the same pest or disease. Potatoes are a good

example. Many of the old {avourites have speci{ic pests or diseases that they are susceptible to.

There are varieties of potato that have good blight resistance, other with good resistance to eel

worms or slugs. Choosing the right variety of vegetable will help you to avoid the use of chemi-

cals. With fruit trees and bushes choosing a good variety is particularly impodant as they will be a

permanent {eature in your garden. Cheap apple trees will not be a good investment if year after

year you are battling to save a crop.'Companion 
planting can be a very effective method of deterring pests. Strong smelling plants

such as herbs, garlic and French marigolds can mask the smell of plants attractive to pests. Plant-

ing rows of carrots between rows of onions works in this way. other companion plants work by

atiracting the pests away from what you want to protect. A few nasturtium plants in the veg patch

will keep the cabbage white butterfly away from brassica crops. Some {lowering plants such as

borage will work by attracting predator insects such as hoverflies, which wlll then target aphids.

All fruit and vegetables will also have preferred soil types. In some cases deficiencies in the soil

can be corrected e.g. by adding garden lime. However in some cases there may be a specific

vegetable that will never thrive in your particular garden and it may better to give the space to an

alternative crop. Again advice is readily available at all garden centres and there are lots of good
gardening programmes on TV to record and watch on a wet day!
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Garden furniture, fences, sheds and decking reqr-iire maintenance to prolong their li{e as well

as ensuring they look well in the garden. Maintenance extends the;r life and ultimately prevents
waste as they won't need replacing. Wood that is in regular contact with the soil needs particu-
lar attention, e.g. raised bed edges, {ence and decking post ends, etc'

However, before you reach tor a preservative or paint it's worth doing some research about
alternative products that have less impact on the environment.

There are products now available that have environmentally friendly ingredients but still pen-

etrating properties for wood treatment. Many are water-based, others use natural ingredients

like linseed oil- Alternatives to heavy metal-based wood preservatives should be looked at.

Check out your local DIY or hardware store and ask the retail assistant for advice, read the labels

carefully to ensure the product suits your needs. Buy only what you need and use sparingly.

Using metal shoes or concrete bases for the ends of fence posts and decking posts may help

reduce potential for rotting.

Over the whole year, water use in the garden is only a small percentage of a household! use,

but during peak demand in the summer the garden can account for over half of household
waler use.

Consider using a barrel or butt for rainwater harvesting for use in the garden. This can be as

swanky or as improvised as you like. A tap is usually useful to draw offthe water. This will help
you save on forthcoming water charges.

There are other things you can do to help reduce water use when gardening:

. A layer o{ mulch around plants belps retain water

. Only water what needs it - usually vegetables and fruit, recently planted items, as well as

container-grown plants.
. When watering, try to do it in the eady morning or late evening to

would otherwise evaporate i{ done in the middle of the day.
o Heaviet intermittent watering is better than a little and oJten.
. In any (rare) long dry periods, raise the mower to cut lawns at a higher level, and mow more

infrequently.
. Certain garden features like hanging baskets and window boxes will be heavy water users - if

you must have them, consider plants that are more tolerant of dry conditions, and use water
retaining measures like mulches and hanging basket liners.

. Check the {orecast before watering; being lreland, rain may be on it's way!

minimise amounts that
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