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PEST MANAGEMENT & NATURE'S 

RHYTHMS:   PHENOLOGY FOR YOU 

AND ME 

Rebecca Last  
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

 
As any gardener dealing with the vagaries of weather and pest infestations can tell you, our 
natural world is a complex system!  Repeating or cyclical patterns make it a little easier to 
understand.  Cyclical events in nature range from daily cycles of light and dark to millennia-
long cycles in the tilt and wobble of the earth, which affect how much sunlight and heat 
reaches our planet.  The study of these cyclical events in nature, their causes and relation-
ship to other natural phenomena, particularly weather and climate, is called phenology. 
 
Our hunter-gatherer ancestors were experts in phenology.  
They had to be to predict the weather, understand when 
and where to hunt for migrating animals, and know when 
edible plants would be ready to harvest.  Some of the earli-
est human monuments – Stonehenge and various ancient 
pyramid structures, for example, were sophisticated calen-
dars used to calculate planting and harvesting times for 
early agriculture.  
 
However, the term phenology did not enter the scientific 
lexicon until 1849 when Belgian botanist Charles Morren 
used it during a public lecture at the Academy of Brussels.  
The definition he presented was … a question that important of the periodical phenomena 
of the vegetation.  We view this study taken on the whole as a particular science to which 
we have given the name ‘Phenology’.  This modest statement represented Morren’s capitu-
lation to his mentor, noted Belgian mathematician Adolphe Quetelet, after a 10-year heat-
ed debate.  
 
Morren believed that all observations of natural cyclical phenomena were important.  
Quetelet’s perspective was that to make phenology a science it needed to be both rigorous 
and replicable.  Against the backdrop of mid-19th Century interest in nature, and the myri-
ad of naturalist clubs that sprang up across Europe, both Morren and Quetelet had access 
to millions of observations of hundreds of different natural phenomena generated by hun-
dreds of thousands of citizen scientists.  However, these different data sets were often in-
compatible, inconsistent and incomplete.  It is hardly surprising that Quetelet insisted that 
the study of phenology should be restricted to a few significant data points that could easily 
be collected, compared and replicated.  In short, Quetelet’s reductionist approach won the 
day.  
 
Both the focus on a few key indicators and reliance of observations by citizen scientists con-
tinue today in such initiatives as Nature Watch  and Plant Watch (https://
www.naturewatch.ca/plantwatch/), with the latter focusing on collecting data about flow-
ering times for key indicator plant species.  Knowing what we know today about complex 
systems, it is tempting to wonder how much more sophisticated our approach to the natu-
ral world might be if Morren’s more comprehensive perspective had won out. 
 

BEE LINE  
Julianne Labreche  

Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 
 
Welcome to Bee Line, a new bi-monthly 
column in The Edible Gardener newsletter 
produced by the Master Gardeners of Otta-
wa Carleton (MGOC). 
  
Frankly, a gardening column about bees 
couldn’t have come at a better time.  Now-
adays, bees are under threat for a host of 
reasons: habitat loss, pollution, invasive 
plants and animals, pesticides and climate 
change.  Newspapers are full of the news 
of colony collapse disorder (CCD).  
 
In the United States last year, it was report-
ed that bees are endangered there for the 
first time in American history.  First came 
the yellow-faced bees whose range is the 
Hawaiian Islands.  Soon after, it was an-
nounced the rusty-patched bumblebee is 
also at risk and is the first bee in the conti-
nental US to be protected under the En-
dangered Species Act.  
 
Closer to home, nearly half of Ontario’s 
honey bee colonies died in 2013, blamed 
on the harsh winter that year and pesti-
cides.  In particular, neonicotinoid pesti-
cides are being examined.  
 
No matter if you own a wildflower meadow 
on a large country property, tend a subur-
ban-sized back yard or have a few patio or 
balcony containers, you can make a differ-
ence.  Vegetable gardeners too can sow a 
few seeds for bees. 

Need help? Contact us at: 
Telephone help Line: Wednesday and 
Thursday 1–3 pm (all year)  :  

613-236-0034 -  
Ottawa E-mail help Line, monitored daily : 

mgoc_helpline@yahoo.ca   
Lanark E-mail help Line:  

lanarkmg@gmail.com 

 

Summer Solstice Sunrise over 
Stonehenge.  

Andrew Dunn, 21 June 2005. 
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Phenology cycles that influence gardening include: air and soil temperatures; hours of day-
light versus dark; and the difference between night and day temperatures.  All these factors 
influence plant growth and development, as well as the interaction of plants with problem-
atic pests and diseases. 
 
Understanding how to use phenology in the garden begins with understanding the concept 
of Integrated Pest Management (IPM).  IPM uses an escalating arsenal of tools to first de-
tect, then understand and address plant problems.  The Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, 
Food and Rural Affairs (OMAFRA) defines IPM as: 

… an approach to pest management that utilizes all available tools to reduce pest popula-
tions to an acceptable level in a cost-effective, environmentally rational manner. These tools 
include monitoring, cultural control, physical control, biological control and chemical control. 
 
The first step in IPM is monitoring, or scouting for problems.  Phenology helps to know 
when and where to look for what.  For example, most gardeners know that aphids prefer 
the delicate tissue of new plant growth so we look for them where new leaves and buds are 
sprouting.  Other indicators of aphid problems include distortion or puckering on leaves 
where aphids have fed, and the sticky honeydew they exude, which may attract ants. 
 
One of my Explorer roses falls victim almost every year to rose sawfly larvae.  The first sign 
of these nasty little caterpillars is black frass (bug poop) that appears about the same time 
the roses start to bud.  And of course, we all know to start checking for the dreaded Japa-
nese beetle about Canada Day.  
 
Timing control for other pests can be a bit trickier.  For example, grub damage in lawns is 
most obvious during a dry spring.  This can be the work of one or several species of “white 
grubs”, including larvae of Japanese beetles, European chafers or June bugs.  However, the 
best time to apply parasitic nematodes to control these pests is in late summer when the 
grubs are still small enough to be vulnerable to the tiny nematodes and are feeding near the 
soil surface. 
 
This past summer was my first encounter with a relatively new invasive pest called the leek 
moth, which feeds on all species of alliums, including ornamental alliums.  These little 
beasties attacked my garlic and damaged about a third of my crop before I got a handle on 
the problem.  After consulting the OMAFRA fact sheets (Guide to Nursery and Landscape 
Plant Production and IPM, OMAFRA publication 841, page 27), I found out they have three 
complete life cycles per year, and first emerge when temperatures reach 9.5°C.  Next year, 
I’ll know to put row cover on my garlic before this temperature is reached.  This will 
(hopefully) solve the problem by preventing the moths from laying their eggs, as it is the 
larvae that cause damage, not the adults. 
 
Some pests, such as thrips, are almost too small to see with the naked eye.  Thrips are tiny, 
agile insects that are only about 1.5–2 mm in length when fully developed.  Thrips have 
piercing / sucking mouth parts that cause white streaked areas on leaves and translucent 
spots on flower petals.  Thrip eggs laid on tomatoes can cause uneven fruit ripening.  This is 
a case where indicator species can be helpful.  Before you notice the damage on your toma-
toes, you might see problems in your petunias, as thrips enjoy the taste of petunias and 
tend to show up there before they land on developing tomatoes. 
 
The OMAFRA website (http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/) is searchable, and offers 
tables that will help you identify the kind of pest from the symptoms you observe on plants.  
Once you know what species of pest you’re dealing with, the next step is to understand its 
life cycle and when it’s vulnerable to control.  In many cases, a pest insect will feed on sev-
eral plants, and OMAFRA also provides tables to guide you in seeking pests out on indicator 
species, which can be especially helpful when dealing with tiny or microscopic pests. 
 
Knowing a little about phenology, combined with our everyday garden observations, can 
help us become better gardeners and better at managing the curves Mother Nature some-
times throws our way. As climate change increasingly affects us, we can expect more of 
those curves! 

 
Besides, bees are such fascinating insects. 
There’s so much to learn about these 
amazing pollinators.  Did you know, for 
instance, that the honeybee was actually 
imported from Europe and non-native to 
Canada?  Those of us raised as children on 
Winnie the Pooh story books know these 
generally non-aggressive European honey 
bees produce delicious honey, a delight not 
only for timid bears but people too.  
 
Most of us are not so familiar with our na-
tive bees, so different from the big, fuzzy 
yellow and black honey bees.  Canadian 
bees tend to live solitary lives, don’t sting 
or produce honey, come in many colours 
and live in the ground, not a hive.  They too 
however play a big role in pollination. In 
economic terms, the value of pollination is 
immense.  It’s roughly estimated at $1.2 
billion a year for Canadian food crops.  
 
Over 70 percent of our plants depend on 
bees of all kinds for pollination.  These in-
clude apples, peaches, pumpkins, cucum-
bers and melons.  Our dinner plate would 
look very different, and certainly more 
empty, if pollinators were not working 
away spreading pollen from plant to plant.  
 
As gardeners, maybe it’s time to take a 
fresh look at the space in our front and 
back yards?  The traditional green grass 
lawn is not only high maintenance and diffi-
cult to maintain during summer droughts, 
it’s also an unfriendly habitat for pollinators 
of all kinds, not just bees but humming-
birds, butterflies, moths and other crea-
tures.  
 
In the months ahead, we’ll be looking at 
pollinator friendly plants, including annuals, 
perennials, shrubs and trees specific to our 
climate zone.  We might even share a few 
honey recipes, learn the latest buzz on bees 
and learn ways to attract bees to the gar-
den.  
 
Oh, by the way, no fears. Unless you or 
someone in your family has a life-
threatening allergy to bees, they are usual-
ly harmless, gentle creatures, especially 
native bees whose sting can barely be felt.  
 
In truth, it’s quite simple, really. If we help 
the bees, they’ll return the favour. Seems 
like a good deal to me.  

of 
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VALENTINE 
Judith Cox 

Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 
Deep in winter’s slumber 
I dream of your fragrance 
  your soft, warm petals 

The swirl of green around your  
  straight, thorny stems 

Sometimes I watch videos 
  of strict horticultural masters 

They walk past your beauty 
  into ancient disciplined gardens 

I miss you 
  and in my deep winter’s slumber 

I wait for you 
  and that first flush of spring. 

Watch for Trowel Talk the Master Gardeners of Ottawa Carleton electronic monthly gardening newsletter available 
on the 15th at http://mgottawa.ca/ 
 
Visit the Almonte online community newspaper ‘The Millstone’ - http://millstonenews.com/ -for a column by David 
Hinks of the Ottawa Carleton Master Gardeners; under the Gardening tab. 
 
Master Gardeners of Ottawa-Carleton and Master Gardeners of Lanark County are member groups of Master 
Gardeners of Ontario Inc., a registered charity with the mission of providing gardening advice to homeowners. 
The Edible Garden logo was created by Jon Last (jonlast13@rogers.com). 

EDYTHE'S VERY BRIEF UPDATE RE YEAR ROUND GARDENING, OCT/NOV 2016: 

"The following are doing well indoors - two pots of Swiss chard, five sweet potatoes sprout-
ed from some tiny little tubers - some ready to be potted, onions, sage and one rosemary 
plant.  Rumex is supposed to be edible but I haven't tried it yet.  The plant is doing fine.  
Several non-edibles are fine as well.  A composter moved from the back-yard and parked 
near the back door is receiving our winter compost material layered with shredded news-
paper and/or soil put aside for this purpose in the fall.  Seeds for claytonia and mache 
(spring greens) have arrived and will be planted indoors in late March."  

POLLINATORS IN OUR GARDENS  
Helen Halpenny  

Master Gardener of Lanark county 
 
One of the joys of gardening is to sit for a spell and just watch the pollinators who 
flit and buzz about amongst the flowers.  As hummingbirds, bees, butterflies, some 
types of moths, flies and  beetles go about their work of  feeding themselves and 
offspring they are also transferring pollen from male to female parts of plants.  This 
plant sex is necessary for this year’s production of fruits and vegetables and for 
next year’s seed. 
 
Some plants are pollinated by wind (such as corn, beets and spinach) but most re-
quire pollinators.  Over a billion dollars worth of commercial crops depend on polli-
nators, including blueberries, strawberries, apples and pumpkins.  With the decline 
of honeybees and many other species of bees, home gardeners are reporting de-
clining crop yields and fewer berries and seeds.  Some native bees live under-
ground and as their habitat is destroyed, their numbers decline.   
 
So, what can we do to help? First of all, when it comes to pests in the garden, we 
need to know who are the good guys and who are the bad guys. 90 % of the insects 
are beneficial. 
 
Understanding life cycles of insects, close monitoring to catch problems early and 
using physical barriers to protect crops enables us to forgo pesticides.  Many insec-
ticides, including organic ones, are lethal to bees.  If you must ‘save’ a crop, use 
spray only on calm early mornings or late in the evening when bees are not in the 
garden. 
 
A little benign neglect in tidying your garden will provide homes for pollinators.  
Leave a pile of stones, a stump or some unmown grass for nesting sites.  Allow 
some crucifers, like lettuce. and herbs to flower. Construct a ‘bee house’ with holes 
for insects to crawl into.  Pieces of dowel, dried grass, drilled holes in wood, bark, 
etc. will provide homes for pollinators. 
 
Planting flowers in drifts will enable pollinators to do their job efficiently and native 
plants are especially important.  Gardens that have blooms from early spring to 
late fall are needed.  Coltsfoot is a very early bloomer and sedum and wild asters 
provide food in late fall.  Different colours appeal to varied pollinators.  Bees do not 
see red, preferring blue and yellow flowers. Hummingbirds love red. Evening 
bloomers like moonflower and Datura attract moths.  A sheltered garden with a 
few flat stones and a very shallow source of water will be appealing to pollinators. 
 
Let us give our pollinators a helping hand  by providing  vital food and lodging in 
our gardens  

GARDEN NOTES 
Towards the end of February, or in ear-
ly March just before the buds swell is a 
good time to prune fruit trees. 
 Start with the 4D’s—the dead, dis-

eased, damaged and dangerous. 
 Prune away only to a maximum of 

25% of the tree. 
 Prune to thin branches to allow in 

light and air flow throughout the 
tree.  Remove crossing branches and 
inward growing branches. 

 Prune to encourage horizontal 
growth on laterals (branches grow-
ing out from the trunk) by pruning 
out branches and twigs pointing up 
or down. 

 Prune back 20 to 30% of last year’s 
growth on branches to a bud facing 
the direction you want growth—
Spur pruning.  This restricts size and 
encourages strong branches and in 
many cases fruiting. 

 Pruning stimulates growth so prune 
where growth is wanted. 

 Use sharp tools to make clean flush 
cuts. 

 Disinfect tools between cuts. 
 
Many on-line catalogues are now offer-
ing smaller bare-root trees for spring 
planting.  They often offer more unusu-
al trees and varieties than garden cen-
tres.  Remember to check for disease 
resistance and the hardiness zone,  4 or 
less to be safe, zone 5 only for a shel-
tered location in the Ottawa area. 

 


