
The Garden Plot, December 2008 

By Robin Mittenthal, University Apartments Community Gardens Committee 

 

Many people think that to be “organic,” a gardener or farmer must simply avoid using chemicals that are toxic 

to people.  There’s more to it than that, but avoiding toxic pesticides is an important part of the definition.   

 

This does not mean that organic growers cannot use any pesticides, and last month I provided a very general 

overview of the materials organic gardeners are allowed to use to try to manage weeds, insects, and diseases.  If 

you didn’t read that column but want to use organic pesticides, I encourage you to go have a look (see 

http://www.eagleheightsgardens.org/tips/monthlyadvice.shtml).  Two of the points I tried to emphasize are that 

a) organic pesticides are often not the best option for dealing with a pest, and b) as safe as they generally are for 

people, you need to be careful when you use them.   

 

If you decide you do want to use a pesticide, there are a few options for pests that are commonly encountered by 

Eagle Heights and University Houses gardeners.   

 

Let’s start with herbicides, which are pesticides used to kill plants.  Many organic gardeners and more than a 

few organic farmers wish for an herbicide that would completely and permanently kill any weed they put it on.  

As far as I know, there is no such herbicide approved for organic use.  There are, however, materials that have 

some effectiveness.  One of these is acetic acid, the main ingredient (other than water) in plain old household 

vinegar.  Acetic acid is what makes vinegar bitter for your tongue, and it is harmful to the membranes of plants’ 

cells.   

 

Some essential oils are also toxic to plant cells, at least when concentrated.  Essential oils are the compounds 

responsible for many of the strong smells of herbs like basil and spices like cinnamon.  One of the most 

effective herbicidal oils is clove oil.  Some herbicides contain both vinegar and clove oil together with 

something to make the oil mix with water and something else to make the active (harmful) ingredients stick 

better to plant leaves.   

 

Because of their limited effectiveness, organic herbicides are best used on either very young, small weeds that 

will die after one application, or on large, perennial weeds (comfrey, Canada thistle, and burdock are three 

common ones here) that are too deeply rooted for you to dig them out.  These weeds will not die after a single 

application, but if you treat them twice or three times a few days to a week apart, they may.   

 

There are brand-name organic herbicides whose active ingredient is acetic acid and/or essential oils (two that 

have performed best in research trials are called Burnout and Alldown), but you may be better off just buying 

actual vinegar (five percent acetic acid) at the grocery store.  You can buy pure essential oils, but they don’t mix 

well with water and can be bad for you if you get them on your skin. 

 

If you decide to use an organic herbicide, be aware that it can also kill or damage your crops.  Unlike some 

synthetic (“man-made”) herbicides that affect only certain plants, organic herbicides are harmful to all plants.  

 

There are some reasonably effective organic fungicides, but identifying fungal problems can be difficult, and I 

don’t know many people here who have severe fungus problems (if you think you do, let me know!).  You 

might have problems with slugs, but they are most realistically dealt with by a) moving mulch away from the 

bases of your plants (slugs need wet places to hide) and b) accepting some slug damage when it happens.   

 

The other kind of organic pesticide you are most likely to want would be an insecticide.  Whatever you buy, it 

should be chosen with a specific pest in mind.  The insect pests that I see most often in Eagle Heights and 

University Houses garden plots are all beetles -- flea beetles, cucumber beetles, Mexican bean beetles, Colorado 

potato beetles, and Japanese beetles.  There isn’t space here to talk about insecticides for each of these, but most 

are based on either a toxic compound made by the bacterium Bacillus thuringiensis (often called just “BT”) or 



an extract made from the seeds of a South Asian tree called neem (Azadirachta indica).  For bean beetles and 

potato beetles in particular, organic insecticides are only effective on wormlike larvae, and not on adults.  

Follow the instructions on the label of whatever you buy! 

 

While I am usually reluctant to mention particular companies in this space, Peaceful Valley Farm and Garden 

Supply of California provides a very useful chart that can help you choose an organic pesticide for each of these 

pests (see http://www.groworganic.com/pdf/pestsolutionschart.pdf).  Peaceful Valley also sells the materials, 

but so do some Madison area garden stores, including Johannsen’s and Jung’s.  Call local companies before you 

order from far away! 

     

For those who want to know more about dealing with specific pests, I recommend a set of detailed pest 

management guides prepared by the National Sustainable Agriculture Information Service (see 

http://attra.ncat.org/pest.html).   

 

Beginning next month, I will start each column with a short list of garden tasks that are appropriate in that 

month.  As always, e-mail me if you have questions (mittenth@gmail.com).   


