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CFCA’s Growing Gardeners Newsletter aims to support gardeners of all experience levels in
Medicine Hat and area. To sign up for our mailing list, email CFCAGarden@gmail.com. 

Intro to common garden
insect visitors

Info about our organization



Community Food Connections Association is thrilled to be the recipient of a
$5000 donation from the Medicine Hat & District Horticultural Association
towards the further development of our Osborne Park Community Garden.
These funds will be used towards the purchase of additional beds and fill to
help reduce that wait list for community garden beds. Thank you Medicine
Hat & District Horticultural Association for your generous donation! Learn

more about this great local garden organization at MedHatHort.ca.
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As we return to the garden in early spring, some of the insects we may encounter are cutworms. Not
technically worms, cutworms are the larvae of several native and introduced moth species from the
Noctuidae family. Most species overwinter as larvae, hairless, pale to dark brown caterpillars that
curl up when disturbed. They usually have 3 pairs of front legs and 5 pairs at the back. We may also
find cutworm pupae in the garden, which look like brown shiny capsules that are pointed at one end
and may wiggle when disturbed (see image below). 

The classic children’s book The Very Hungry Caterpillar can give us
some insight into the trouble that cutworms cause. They get their
name from the way that they feed, chewing through and severing
plant stems just above or below the surface of the soil. Larvae of
most insect species tend to be voracious eaters as they need a lot
of energy to grow. After pupating, the adult moths feed on nectar
from flowers, causing no damage to plants.
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CUTWORMS

Image: Floate, K.D. 2017. Cutworm pests on the Canadian Prairies: Identification and management field guide. Agriculture and
Agri-Food Canada, Lethbridge, Alberta.

Cutworm damage is typically easy to spot; tops of plants will either be lying down or look wilted and
dead (if the stem was not fully severed). Often the perpetrator can be found lying low right next to
the scene of the crime. Gently dig around in the top 1/2" of soil in the area to find the cutworm and
then implement physical control methods (ie. squishing). 

Because most of the 1,500 noctuid moths in Canada are not
only harmless garden guests but also important members of
a healthy ecosystem, we want to be cautious in dealing with
the few that are causing trouble. Applying insecticide will
harm natural cutworm predators, like parasitic wasps and
ground beetles, as well as pollinators.

Some cutworms feed during the day while others feed at night. Diets can vary; some species eat a
few types of plants, while others have a broader palate. Legumes, brassicas, corn, strawberries,
tomato, potato, peppers, spinach and sunflower are on the menu for various cutworm species.

When the first cutworm is found, or plant is damaged,
consider putting a metal ring around other high value plants  
of the same type made from a soda can or other thin metal.
Thoroughly searching the area for cutworms, and even
keeping an eye out as we are digging in the soil, moving
compost, etc. is a good idea. A final word of warning: bulk
manure and compost brought in from farms that is stored
uncovered can introduce cutworms to the garden. Check it
before spreading to save yourself from heartache!

https://prairiepest.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Cutworm-booklet-Final-EN-May1-2017.pdf
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Image: Blossom end rot (calcium deficiency) on a tomato by A13ean. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Blossom_end_rot.JPG

It’s mid-summer and the tomatoes are beginning to form. The green orbs swell, eventually developing the
first signs of blush. It is typically early in in the season that we may find the first sign of trouble: a dark,
water-soaked spot forming on the bottom of the tomato, where the blossom once was. This spot will
continue to grow wider and deeper into the flesh of the tomato, eventually causing it to rot. Meet Blossom
End Rot (BER): not a contagious disease, nor is it caused by pests, bacteria, or fungus. So what is it?

It has been known for over 75 years that BER is related to a calcium deficiency in the fruit. New research
suggests that plant stress damages the fruit limiting calcium availability. This is the cause of BER, not
calcium deficiency in the soil. Native prairie soils, and the soil in our backyards, typically have an abundance
of calcium, so adding more is unlikely to help. “But I sprinkled crushed Tums/eggshells/etc around the plant
and there’s no more BER!” This is because earlier in the season, plants experience more stress like
rapid growth, volatile temperatures, etc. As tomato plants become established, and the weather settles
down, there is less stress on the plant.  

Plant stress can be caused by several things like high-salinity, drought, high temperatures, and excessive
light. In most cases, BER is related to watering issues; most plants grow best in soils that are consistently
moist, not drying out then flooded. Another stressor can be overfertilizing with Nitrogen which promotes
vegetative growth at the expense of the fruit. 

When dealing with BER, start with ensuring consistent soil moisture levels. Adding organic matter, like
compost, will improve how water moves through most soils: in clay soils it improves drainage and in sandy
soils it acts as a sponge to hold moisture. A few inches of mulch will not only conserve moisture, but also
help regulate soil temperatures. We want to apply water slowly and evenly so drip irrigation and soaker
hoses are great options. Ollas (buried unglazed clay that slowly release water as needed) may also be
helpful in areas where hand watering is the only option. Check that soil is moist at least 6" deep.

For anyone growing tomatoes in containers, this is where adding fertilizer with calcium is likely necessary.
Potting mix contains no minerals to speak of, but has plenty of organic matter typically in the form of peat
moss. Limiting stress is still a must, especially because potting mix can dry out and heat up quickly in the
heat of summer. 

While fruit with BER is safe to eat (excepting the blackened spots), it is best to remove damaged tomatoes
immediately to avoid wasting the plant’s energy. A limited number of cultivars resistant to BER are available,
but improving plant management and limiting stress should successfully prevent this pesky problem. 

T h e  P r o b l e m

T h e  S o l u t i o n



PAGE 05



PAGE 04www.foodconnections.ca PAGE 06



Community Food Connections Association is a non-profit
organization based in Medicine Hat, Alberta. Launched in
2003, we have been working to support food security in the
community through education, programming, partnerships
and policy support for improvements in food, nutrition,
health and local agriculture.

ABOUT COMMUNITY FOOD CONNECTIONS ASSOCIATION (CFCA)
Our programs include the Good Food Club, Community

Kitchens, the Local Food & Producers Directory,
Medicine Hat Community Gardens, and Growing

Gardeners Education Program. To find out more, head
over to our website, FoodConnections.ca, or social

media accounts: 

@COMMUNITYFOODCONNECTIONS @CFCA_MH +
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2025 will be our 4th year offering Growing Gardeners Education Program, CFCA’s free garden
club. We are excited to continue to provide ecologically-responsible advice and the opportunity
for gardeners of all experience levels to learn from one another in Medicine Hat. We are
tremendously grateful to be able to host garden club at the Root Cellar Food & Wellness Hub. We
also plan to explore some other garden sites in the city this season to highlight different types of
growing conditions. Sign-up for our mailing list to get up-to-date information about Growing
Gardeners and events like the Seedy Sunday below! Email CFCAgarden@gmail.com.

http://foodconnections.ca/
https://www.facebook.com/CommunityFoodConnections/
https://www.instagram.com/cfca_mh/

