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NEW
INVADER
TWO YEARS AGO, ANNE LIPPIN
had a memorable, but “very demoralizing,” summer. A test by the Minnesota
Department of Natural Resources
confirmed she had a jumping worm
infestation in her large St. Paul yard
and garden. “It seems like every time I
went out and dug something or planted
something, I saw one,” she says. “You
work and you work and you work and
try to create something beautiful. I
reached a point that I was going to rip
up all the dirt and start over.”

“

It seems like every time I
went out and dug something or planted something,
I saw one.”
– anne lippin, st. paul
In the end, Lippin didn’t remove the
soil. Instead, this past summer became
a time to act, to do something about
the worms—if she could. “Trying to
figure out what action that is, with
so little knowledge, is challenging,”
Lippin says.

St. Paul gardener Anne
Lippin’s yard has had jumping
worms for at least two years.
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Loie Lenarz, an avid gardener in
Golden Valley, believes jumping worms
were brought into her wooded yard by
a home construction project next door.
“I’m not alarmed; I’m concerned,” she
says. “My husband and I are pretty diligent about mitigation strategies, but
I’m also 100 percent clear that given
these woods, there’s no way to get rid
of them.”

Jumping worms
can destroy soil
and forests,
and gardeners
are on the front
lines.
Experts say she’s right. The jumping
worm (Amynthas spp.), also known
as the “Asian jumping worm,” “crazy
worm” and “snake worm,” multiplies
rapidly, weakens and even kills plants,
stresses trees and radically alters soil
structure and chemistry causing soil
erosion not only in our yards, but in forests. The worms live in the top 2 inches
of soil, voraciously eating leaf litter on

Left: Loie Lenarz digs for
worms in her Golden
Valley garden.
Below: Lee Freelich and
Erin Buchholz remove
leaves at a Minnesota
Landscape Arboretum
research plot.
(inset) Buchholz examines
maple tree roots exposed
by jumping worms.

“

I’m also 100 percent
clear that given these
woods, there’s no
way to get rid
of them.”
– loie lenarz, golden valley
the surface and large wood chip mulch.
They prefer shady, moist sites.
Preventing the introduction and
spread of jumping worms is the only
defense for gardeners while researchers test scientific-based management
solutions, according to Lee Freelich of
the University of Minnesota, one of the
country’s top forest ecologists.

Where’s the Worm?

The wildly wiggly pest has been reported in 15 states, including Minnesota. It
has been found across the Twin Cities,
St. Cloud, Rochester and in southeastern Minnesota. Freelich suspects
jumping worms are most likely in
Duluth, too. He says researchers have
a lot to learn about this invasion. “We
are starting from scratch, essentially,”
he says.
While not legally obligated to alert
the state to infestations, four nurseries
and landscape companies in Minnesota have reported finding the worms
on site and in plants shipped to them
this past season, including Sargent’s
in Rochester where the worms have
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A New Invader

“

The really big thing is
the massive damage that
[jumping worms] are likely
to cause in forests, especially
with the soil eroding away.”
– Lee Freelich,
University of Minnesota

been “identified in isolated locations”
at both of the nursery’s retail sites,
according to its website. Sargent’s
and others have begun following the
Minnesota Nursery and Landscape
Association’s (MNLA) new guidelines
for best management practices.
The pest is not only invading residential gardens, but parkland, such
as the century-old sugar maple forest
at Three Rivers Park at Lake Rebecca
in Rockford. Last August, Freelich
confirmed it was “totally infested.” He
says that “the really big thing is the
massive damage that [ jumping worms]
are likely to cause in forests, especially
with the soil eroding away.”
This grave danger for erosion could
be easily felt under my feet as I explored sloping sites with Freelich at
the Minnesota Landscape Arboretum
in October. Typically compacted soil
had been transformed into a slippery,
coffee grounds-like texture from the
casts (poop) the critters leave behind.
“This is like the deepest, loose soil
granules I think I have ever seen from
jumping worms,” Freelich said as he
examined soil in the rhododendron
collection. “It’s got to be like 4 inches.”
He estimates the worms have infested
about 30 percent of the mulched beds
and about 30 percent of the woodlands
at the arboretum.
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Plan of Attack

Freelich and his research team have set
up an area at the arboretum to study
a range of environmentally friendly
treatments, including BotaniGard®
ES, which contains a beneficial fungal
spore used to target soft-bodied insects;
elemental sulfur, which acidifies soil;
diatomaceous earth made up of sharpedged silica stone; and saponins, a natural, detergentlike chemical made from
tea leaves that is thought to irritate
the worms’ mucus membranes. “We’re
trying several different things that we
think might work,” Freelich says.
The results won’t be ready for a year
or more. While Lippin waits for answers, she’s been running some experiments of her own. Last spring, she
ordered Yucca Wet, an organic wetting
agent that contains saponins. Golf
courses use saponin-rich fertilizers to
reduce earthworm castings, which cause
lumpy surfaces on putting greens.

Lippin sprayed two areas where
she’d seen the most worms—a front
boulevard pollinator garden and another bed with fruit shrubs and perennials.
The plants weren’t flourishing and her
wood chip mulch had “disappeared
immediately.” She hoped the saponin
mixture would kill the worm hatchlings
or their cocoons (eggs). “But there

Page 28: Anne Lippin
is experimenting with
products (inset) to prevent
jumping worm hatch.
Left: She replaced wood
mulch with coir since the
worms don’t seem to like
it as much.

wasn’t any
great extrusion
of worms,” she says. “It
would have been gratifying, I think.”
In August, she sprayed a mustard
solution—another irritant used by
researchers to force worms to surface.
Even after digging down into the soil,
she couldn’t see any jumping worms.
“Nothing! It’s really hard to believe,”
she says.
Lippin bought coconut coir, instead
of wood chips for mulch—a suggestion
she’d read about on the internet. “It
looks great—supposedly the worms
don’t like to eat it,” she says. By the
end of the season, she had only found a
handful of adult jumping worms.

Temporary Reprieve?

After the warmest summer in Minnesota since 1988, Freelich believes the
drought and heat reduced the number
of active jumping worms. “[Gardeners] will have some problems that will
be weather dependent,” he says. “The
jumping worms have huge fluctuations
from year to year in their populations …
so the damage for gardens is sporadic.”
“I had the lowest numbers of jumping worms I’ve ever had … because it
was so dry in much of the early summer,” says Angie Gupta, a University
of Minnesota Extension educator in
Rochester. “The question for my yard
and probably for many Minnesotans,
with the dry summer we had and a
late hatch that I experienced, is ‘Have
those individuals reached maturity and
reproduced eggs?’ ”

Coping Strategies

As a home gardener with jumping
worms, Gupta says she’s changed her
expectations. “My goal was survival, it
wasn’t robust growth or looking pretty,” she says. Gupta is transitioning her
yard to tough native plants, and heating or solarizing the soil with transparent plastic before she plants. Initial
studies have shown jumping worm eggs
die at 104 degrees F., while the adults
are killed at 130 degrees after three
days of heat. Gupta also decided to
plant only in early spring or late fall so
her plants have time to get established
before jumping worms become adults
and do damage.
Lenarz is no longer mulching with
leaves, choosing to bag them instead.
She solarized her vegetable garden
with black plastic for several weeks last
spring and noticed fewer worms. Lenarz also worries about spreading tiny
cocoons around. “Anytime I move a
plant, I rinse its roots, and then I rinse
the roots again,” she says.
Arboretum officials believe their
jumping worm population grew via
wood chip mulch and plant divisions,
says Erin Buchholz, the arboretum’s
integrated pest management specialist.
“That’s also where we have the most
control,” she says. “Now we can look
at our mulch piles, and now we know
to clean off our plants [before dividing
them] and clean off our tools.” Three
boot brush stations have been set up
for visitors at the entrances of trails to
clean off any cocoons they might
pick up.

IS THAT A JUMPING WORM?
Jumping worms hatch from tiny eggs
in the spring but can’t be properly
identified until they mature in late
July. Watch for unusual behavior
when the worm is disturbed. This
nonnative species is very active,
moves like a snake and secretes
yellow mucus and drops its tail
when agitated. A light-colored ring
(clitellum) encircles the body, closer
to the nose than on nightcrawlers
and is barely raised above skin.
If you think you’ve found an adult
jumping worm (see photo page 26),
take a clear, high-resolution photo
and send it to laura.vanriper@state.
mn.us for confirmation. The DNR asks
that you store the worm in alcohol
in your refrigerator in case an expert
needs to examine it. —G.H.

Home gardeners can also learn a
lot from those MNLA guidelines for
nursery and landscape professionals.
They recommend buying supplies like
plants, heat-treated mulch and other
garden materials from reputable suppliers, and to avoid storing them on the
ground, even if they’re in bags. Follow
the “arrive clean, leave clean,” practice,
removing soil and debris from tools
and shoes before you put them away or
move to another location.
Number one on their list? Educate
yourself and others and be vigilant
and always on the lookout for jumping
worms and signs of their presence. For
more information, go to the University
of Minnesota Jumping Worm Project:
jwp.cfans.umn.edu.
Gail Brown Hudson has a Master’s degree
in horticulture from the University of
Minnesota. She is an Emmy® awardwinning journalist, writer and video
producer, as well as an avid gardener
in Minneapolis.
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