Those slimy, soft and gooey things for your garden……..compost.........and fish hmmmm good!
There are always continuous cycles of biological activity that surrounds us, and many people don’t often think about it.  There are the micro-organisms in the water which filter out algae, then the invertebrates which feed on the micro-organisms, and then there are other larger invertebrates or fish which feed on the smaller invertebrates, and birds which feed on the fish, and so on.  These biological cycles occurs all the time and in many different ecosystems.
One major group of organisms which plays an important part in the ‘biological’ cycle is the decomposers.  Decomposers do exactly what the name implies, they break down things.  In fact, any one can say every organism is a decomposer, since it utilizes energy to grow and produces a by-product.  The specific decomposer I am referring to are those which can help our plants grow, aerate our lawns, eat bits and pieces of decaying plant materials, and in fact, eat vegetable and grass trimmings.  We see them quite often, especially after large rainfalls……..yup, you may have guessed it…….earth worms.

These critters can be found in almost any soil in the lower mainland and hence easily accessible, however, there are many varieties of earth worms and the most common ones, at least in the gardening, fishing, and fish breeding/keeping world are dew worms and red wrigglers.  Both the dew worm and red wrigglers are edible by fishes (and humans, just watch a few episodes of Fear Factor on television) just as long as they are chopped up into tiny mouth sized pieces.  These critters have high levels of protein and are deemed as very safe to feed to your fishes.  I am not going to go into detail of the different types of worms, but instead focus on how I keep and raise red wrigglers for compost, plants, and most of all, my fish.
First is the container for the worms.  Before you purchase these worms, make sure that you have their ‘home’ ready for them, that way when you get the worms you can dump them right in.  What I use is a Rubbermaid tote with holes drilled out on the bottom.  The holes are important because it helps to drain excess liquids from the decomposition of the worm food e.g. vegetable scraps, and also allows for air circulation.  Keep in mind that a tray is required if holes are drilled through the bottom of the Rubbermaid tote to collect the liquid.  The liquid also known as ‘Liquid Gold’ to gardeners since it is a great fertilizer and can be diluted and fed to your terrestrial plants.  To get their bedding ready, you will need a lot of newspaper (preferably black and white) and a paper shredder.  Shred all the newspaper and dump into the Rubbermaid container.  It is best to prepare the worm box outside since it can get messy.  Then, you will need to add some sort of grit e.g. sand, so the worms can use it to crush their food in their digestive system.  I also like to add a bit of soil to the mixture.  Once you have the cut newspaper, sand, and soil mixed together, add water by the cup full and mix until everything is moist but not too wet.  You want it moist enough so that one or two drops of water is squeezed out when you squeeze the newspaper mixture.  Then the next step is to add the worms.  The bedding should be at least 4 inches deep so that the worms have space to crawl around.  Make sure there are also enough holes on the lid of the Rubbermaid so that the worms can breathe from the top.
The next step is feeding your worms.  This part can be a bit complicated if you want to follow the ‘golden rules’ of keeping worms which can be found on the internet, but for me I keep it simple.  Basically I just add vegetable trimmings.  These include all fruits (cores) except very acidic stuff such as orange, lemon and grapefruit peels.  Usually my trimmings include all leafy veggies, potato peels, green onions and onion peels, banana peels, bell peppers, tea bags, coffee grinds, garlic peels, and pretty much anything that is organic.  Keep in mind you don’t want the culture to be too wet and may have to add a bit of lime to neutralize the pH after a while.  If the culture is too wet, just add more newspaper.  Once the culture is going strong, these worms can eat a lot of compost and will also have lots of worms to harvest as fish food.  Feedings may have to be increased or harvesting of worms should be implemented if the culture becomes too big.  Regular maintenance ……just feed at least once a week or when all the compost is gone, keep an eye for moisture, and that’s it.  After about a year or so or whenever the newspaper is all gone, you will have to either start a new culture or remove a majority of the old worm bedding and replace it with more newspaper.  As for harvesting….simple, pick worms, cut into little pieces or for larger fishes take whole, rinse and feed.  Presto, and easy as 1, 2, 3! 

