Cúrsaí teagaisc

Grow and garden
with Paddy Madden

In my latest column, we look at decomposers
and detritivores, with a particular focus on
November/December
Decomposers and detritivores
are important in the garden for
the maintenance of healthy soil.
Decomposers are organisms that break
down dead plants and animals into
substances that plants need to grow.
They absorb the nutrients. Examples of
these are fungi and bacteria. Detritivores
are animals that obtain nutrients by
eating detritus which is dead animal and
plant parts. They ingest the nutrients.
Examples: earthworms, slugs and snails.
millipedes, woodlice, dung beetles, larvae
of beetles and flies.
Did you know? Relatives of the
woodlouse roamed around Ireland
c. 360 million years ago.

Suggested plans for
individual classes
INFANTS: Hedgehogs are
useful predators in the
garden because they eat
slugs. Make a hibernaculum
for hedgehogs so they can have
a safe hibernating
haven over the winter.
Detailed instructions
can be found below.
Make bird feeders
from apples and
sunflower seeds.
1ST CLASS: Make bird feeders from suet
or lard. Fat provides carbohydrates and
calories for birds to keep them warm and
give them energy.
Lard and suet are suitable but not
cooking fat, polyunsaturated margarine
or vegetable oil. Fat can be provided on
its own or melted and
mixed with seeds, nuts,
fruit and oatmeal. It can
be bought especially
prepared for birds.
However, a fat mixture
can be prepared in

Decomposers
Fungi Organisms that live on living or dead matter. They favour damp, dark places. They do
not have stems, leaves or flowers like plants. Neither can they make their own food
using chlorophyll.
Bacteria These are microorganisms consisting of one cell, which are found everywhere. To view
them one needs a microscope. Some are very good; others are harmful.

Detritivores
Earthworms Earthworms belong to a group of invertebrates called annelids. Leeches are also in this
group. Earthworms have segmented bodies. They aerate and add nutrients to the soil.
Slugs and These belong to a group of invertebrates called molluscs. Squids and octopuses belong
snails to this group too. They have soft bodies. They do eat and damage living plants, but
many species also eat decaying material such as rotting leaves and dung.
Millipedes These belong to a group of animals called myriapods which also includes the predatory
centipede. Millipedes eat dead leaves and decaying plants.
Dung These invertebrates belong to the insect group. They consume dung and use it to rear
beetles their young.
Woodlice These invertebrates belong to the crustacean group which includes crabs, lobsters,
shrimps and barnacles. Woodlice are useful recyclers and consume decaying leaves,
wood and fungi.
school by pouring hot fat onto a mixture
of seeds, nuts etc. and then the mixture
is stirred. (A task for teachers only using
great care when dealing with hot fat).
A ratio of one-third fat to two-thirds of
ingredients is ideal. This is then placed
into a container such as a yoghurt carton.
A string is pushed through from a hole in
the base. The container is removed and
hung up when the mixture is hard.
2ND CLASS: Woodlice are useful
garden inhabitants because
they eat rotting leaves and are
a food source for birds, pygmy
shrews and centipedes. The
latter also prey on plant
devouring slugs. Make a
woodlousery with the class
so that these crustaceans can be studied
indoors. Detailed instructions can be
found below. Feed birds with apples and
pears. These have high water content
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and give birds energy.
Cut into halves and
leave on the table or
on the ground. They
will be eaten by robins,
blackbirds and thrushes.
3RD CLASS: Grow an autumn
fruiting raspberry. It fruits between
September and October. Grow in a 38cm
pot with drainage chippings in the base.
Fill this with 80% peat-free compost
and 20% John
Innes No. 3
compost. Keep
the container in
a sunny place. In
March feed with
fish, blood and
bone fertilizer,
mulch, and
feed monthly
thereafter with

Teaching matters
a general-purpose fertilizer
such as liquid seaweed.
Prune all canes to ground
level in February.
Purchase a special feeder
for small seeds such as
nyger seeds. They are a
good source of fat and oil.
Goldfinches and finches love these.
Hang the feeder within sight of the
classroom.
4TH CLASS: Grow a thornless blackberry.
Use a container 40 cm to 50 cm in
diameter. Place drainage chippings in the
base and fill with a mixture of 80% peatfree compost, 20% John Innes No. 3 and
a few handfuls of grit. Plant about 2.5 cm
deeper than it was previously planted and
water well. In March feed with a general
fertiliser such as blood, fish and bone and
mulch. Keep it in a sunny place and do
not let it dry out.
Feed monthly thereafter with a liquid
fertiliser such as seaweed. Remove
fruiting canes after it has finished fruiting.
Repot every three years.

Make a bird table. A bird
table can be made from
marine ply, four laths and
a tree stake or similar.
Place sunflower seeds on
it daily. These are rich in
protein and unsaturated
fats. Ones with no husks
leave very little mess. Tits
and greenfinches love
these. Grate mild cheese
onto the bird table.
This will be eaten by song thrushes,
robins, dunnocks, blackbirds and wrens.
Bird hygiene. Scrub the bird table
at least once a week using a mild
disinfectant (5% of disinfectant in
solution). Wear disposable gloves. Move
the table or feeder to a different place at
least once a month. Check daily to see if
there is uneaten food on the ground or
table and reduce food if there is.
Uneaten food attracts rats. Prevent
rats and cats from climbing on the table
using an inverted biscuit tin, pet cone or
flowerpot on the supporting post

Purchase first early seed
potatoes as soon as they
become available and chit
them in the classroom in
January. Home Guard is a
good choice.
5TH CLASS: Propagate
plants from
hardwood cuttings.
Willows are ideal
for demonstrating
the technique to
children. If space
is limited, they can
be propagated in a
container in which a
50:50 mix of peat-free compost and grit is
mixed. Keep the pot in a sheltered place
outdoors. This class could also propagate
hollies from berries.
Make a birdbath.
Birds will use it
for drinking and
keeping their
feathers in peak
condition. Do bird
survey on www.
birdwatchireland.ie.
Purchase early seed
potatoes (as for 4th class
above).
6TH CLASS: Leaf mould is an excellent soil
conditioner. This class could gather leaves
and place them in a container made
from netted wire. Or they could fill black
polythene refuse sacks with the leaves.
These need to be pierced with holes to
allow fungi access so that they can break
down the leaves. N.B. Decaying leaves
mixed 50:50 with grass cuttings makes
excellent, cheap compost for the garden.
If possible, a school should have a slatted

wooden container such
as a New Zealand bin to
contain the mix.

Birds in December
Make a bird hide from a
cardboard box to observe
birds and record sightings
for www.birdwatchireland
survey.

ALL CLASSES: Study simple decomposers,
detritivores, wildflowers of November
and December, hedgehog, woodlouse,
millipede, centipede, dung beetle,
birds and hibernation. Information on
all these plus gardening activities can
be found on www.engagewithnature.
ie.

PADDY MADDEN was a primary teacher and
lectured in SESE in the Marino Institute of
Education. He established the first school wildlife
garden in Ireland in 1984. His book, Go Wild
at School, has been reprinted three times. He
established a new website last year with Des
Murtagh: www.engagewithnature.ie
Glossary
Woodlouse: Cláirseach
Centipede: Céadchosach
Millipede: Mílechosach
Pygmy shrew: Dallóg fraoigh
Leaf mould: Múirín duillí

Links to further learning
• Organic vegetable seed:
www.seedaholic.com/;
www.theorganiccentre.ie/;
www.fruithillfarm.com/;
ww.irishseedsavers.ie/;
www.brownenvelopeseeds.com/and
www.greenvegetableseeds.com/.
• Hibernaculum for hedgehogs:
https://bit.ly/3mf2jRa

• Taking hard wood cuttings: https://
bit.ly/3Bexale
• Propogating hollies: https://bit.
ly/3pEEqEQ.
• Making leaf mold: https://bit.
ly/3vJinxL
• Bird table: https://bit.ly/30SXC7g
and https://bit.ly/2Zvxv6a/.
• Bird bath: https://bit.ly/3Beo3AL.
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• Bird food bird cakes and apple
feeders:
https://bit.ly/3EgctHf and https://bit.
ly/3bc6Nlb.
• Woodlice: https://bit.ly/3vPdJym.
• Earthworms (Péisteanna talún):
https://bit.ly/3jCHopB.
• Fungi (Fungais): https://bit.
ly/3pBFitF.
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• Going on a minibeast hunt:
https://bit.ly/3nuVQ3V;
• Millipedes (Mílechosaigh); https://
bit.ly/3EezRFh.
• New Zealand bin: https://bit.
ly/3jyKNWn.
• Dung beetle: See David
Attenborough’s video:
https://bit.ly/3Ehii7l.

