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Managing those pesky slugs and snails

Pacific Northwest gardeners probably spend more time discussing slug damage than
almost any other garden problem. Slugs require moisture in the soil and vegetation, both
of which are abundant in our area.

During cold or dry weather, they can move down into the soil. Adult slugs and snails live
through the winter in this region, seeking shelter underground. In dry or hot weather, they
can go borrow down as much as 6 feet to find cool dampness. They can seal themselves
off with a parchment-like membrane for protection from the elements. They are
Gastropods from the Greek meaning “belly foot™.

Most of the slugs and snails you see in your yard are non-native, invasive varieties. The
native Banana slug, a good guy, is found mostly in wooded areas, not suburban
landscapes, and tends to eat only decaying matter. There are many species of non-native
slugs that attack your plants.

Two of the most destructive are the common gray field slug, genus Arion (several colors
of these large slugs), and the brown snail that is becoming more common as it can
survive drier conditions easier than slugs.

Slugs eat young vegetables starts, strawberries, daffodils and tulips, and many other
things, with new dahlia shoots and marigolds being among their favorites. You have to
start early and be vigilant in your efforts to manage the slug and snail population in your
yard. There is no such thing as just one slug. Slugs can lay anywhere between 30 to 100
eggs at a time, several times a year, mostly in late summer. Slugs are hermaphrodites:
adults have both female and male organs, so all can lay eggs. Sometimes the eggs hatch
right away and other times they hatch the following spring. Look for clusters of tiny,
pearl-like eggs beneath leaf debris, boards, garden pots, and other damp places and crush
them immediately.

Those little eggs will soon turn into ravenous baby slugs which eat 30-40 times their
body weight every day! Their teeth are like a rasp that shreds the vegetation as they glide
along. Slugs tend to come out at night or on cloudy days when it is cool and damp. This
is your clue as to when to head out to hand-pick. However, only about 5% of the slugs are
above ground at any given time, thus making control efforts difficult and ongoing.



There are 5 main types of control and for best results, you may have to utilize all of them,
though you will never be able to eliminate slugs completely.

This large red slug (Arion rufus) is one of the
larger slug varieties, with an appetite to match.
This photo shows the slug’s round pneumostome
(nose and breathing hole) and the black optical
tentacles protruding from its head. © Photo by
Jason Miller.

Mechanical:

Biological:

Some predators eat slugs. Toads, frogs,
snakes, and beetles will eat small slugs,
S0 encourage them in your yard.
Sometimes chickens and wild birds will
eat baby slugs, but gag on large slugs.
Ducks and geese eat slugs, but this
poultry solution is not for everyone.

Cultural:

Change the conditions so the area is not
conducive to slugs. Keep the soil dry.
Mow nearby meadows or grassy areas.
Keep a 6-foot-wide strip of dry, bare
ground around your vegetable garden,
use arborist chips for pathways, till your
soil in early spring to expose the slug
eggs, and plant things that slugs tend not
to eat. Crushed eggs shells, ashes, and
diatomaceous earth do not work. The
slug’s mucus thickens to protect it from
sharp surfaces.

People love to talk about their favorite tools for slug control.

- Asharp shovel or weeding tool, a Hori-Hori knife, an old kitchen knife or scissors, or
a hoe. Keep them all handy. Many people regularly go out at night or early morning
with a bucket of soapy water on a search and destroy mission. The frequency is up to
you, but the more often the better the results. Be sure to wear disposable gloves as
slugs carry diseases such as Salmonella. Be sure to keep a lid on the container.

- A wide band (3”) of copper tape firmly attached around the base of containers and
raised beds will prevent slugs from climbing up. They will not cross copper. But
make sure there are no slug eggs in the soil already in the pot!

Chemical:

There are many products on the market to kill slugs and snails. Read the label before
purchasing and using it at home. Follow the directions exactly. The newer products are
distributed differently than was done with the products of a few years back. Newer
products use ferrous (iron) phosphate as the active ingredient and require only sprinkling
sparsely over an area. Slugs are attracted to the bait, they eat it, and it makes them stop
eating and slither away to die. You won’t see the dead bodies, but after a few days, you



will notice the damage has stopped. These newer products remain active for up to 2
weeks, even if it rains. They are safe to use around children, pets, and wildlife.

There are some products available that use metaldehyde as the active ingredient and it
works very well, but they can be poisonous to children, pets, and wildlife.

Home Remedies:

Do not use salt. Slugs rehydrate and salt damages your soil and plants.

Fermenting yeast attracts slugs, so some
people use beer. You provide the party,
and the slugs show up, drink their fill
and drown. It has its advantage. The
slugs come to you; you don’t have to go
out looking for them. You can use a
cottage cheese carton, cut a couple of
openings in the side, set it in the ground
up to those holes, fill it with beer or your
homemade brew, and put the lid on.
Check and empty it every couple of
days. Slugs are also attracted by the
smell of dead slugs and show up to join
the party. Keep your dog away since
dogs are known to slurp up the whole
thing, dead slugs, and all. You can use
old beer, but not wine or stale beer.
Apple vinegar sometimes works. You
can also make your own fermenting
recipe: 1 Tbsp brewer’s yeast or baking
yeast, 1 Thsp sugar, 2 Thsp flour, and 2
cups tepid water. Mix and allowed to
stand for an hour or so. It will last for 2
or 3 days.

Large red slugs descend on a pile of discarded
raspberry canes. With voracious appetites, these
slugs can devastate many small plants overnight,
skeletonizing the leaves and diminishing the
plants’ chances at survival. © Photo by Jason
Miller.

Remember it takes regular attention and vigilance to manage slug and snail populations.
Keep at it and over the years you will see a decline in the numbers you have in your yard.
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