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Looking after Insects in the Garden –Our unsung heroes. 

    Life on Earth cannot go on without insects. This is a fact. They pollinate our food crops, 

provide food for many of our more well known and loved wild creatures such as birds and 

they get rid of our waste.  

     Yet 41% of all our insects are threatened with extinction for many reasons. 

     Yet again gardeners can come to the rescue by providing food, shelter and breeding 

places for plenty of insects in quite a simple way.  

Remember not all insects sting, bite, eat lettuces and cabbages or damage precious plants 

such as roses and lilies. Some do this but there are others who prey on such insects or work 

hard in the compost heap. It is all a matter of balance but you’ll need to garden organically 

(see Fact Sheet 1) 

Why has such a devastating loss of insects happened? 

1. Climate change so that insects must adapt to changes in their living conditions if they 

are to survive. Some manage better than others. 

2. Loss of habitats for insects because land is taken up increasingly by development, 

(houses, shopping centres, houses and large scale intensive farming practices 

including the loss and or degradation of hedgerows. Large habitats become broken 

up into smaller and smaller separate areas (fragmentation) 

3. Routine use of harmful chemicals including pesticides, fungicides and herbicides 

both on farmland and in gardens. 

4. People becoming disconnected from wildlife, the countryside and plants. We 

actually totally depend on the latter for our very lives. They are the only organisms 

that can make the food we eat. Without repercussions. 

 Can you think of a food that does not come directly or indirectly from a plant?  

At best we take our environment for granted. At worst we think that we can 

dominate it. 

How can Gardeners Help? 

Now in this time of social isolation we may choose to take more time to be more aware of 

what’s around us in plain sight. Look closely and whole new worlds may open up just 

outside the door bringing joy, fascination and inspiration. 

Invite and look after more insects into your garden 
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First a bit of background 

 There are likely to be many insects already living in your garden but many of them are shy, 

like to stay hidden and are often nocturnal like beetles There is a wonderful book written by 

who recorded all the species in her very ordinary garden. 

Insects are the most successful creatures on earth! Wait for it! Scientists estimate that there 

are 1.4million billion insects alive on the earth. That’s 200 million for each human. 

The insect body has a hard outer casing made of chitin which is hard enough to protect and 

support the rest of the body. It is known as an exoskeleton. The body is divided into 3 parts 

the head, thorax and abdomen.  

Insects breathe in air through ‘holes’ called spiracles in their abdomen and thorax but do 

not have lungs. Air diffuses through the body by tubes leading from the spiracles. Most have 

3pairs of jointed legs and 2 pairs of wings. Most can fly as adults. They may hatch from eggs 

as crawling grubs or larvae. 

 There are many, many species of insect but can be divided into 4 groups: 

1. Pollinators. All insects help with pollination but some are particularly good at it like 

bees and hoverflies 

2. Predators. These are the natural predators of other garden insects that we call pests 

such as aphids, mites and mealy bugs. Examples are ladybirds, lacewings and 

hoverflies. 

3. Prey. Insects provide food for other insects and other popular garden residents such 

as robins, hedgehogs and badgers. 

4. Parasites. Some insects lay their eggs directly into the chosen insect host. When the 

eggs hatch the larvae eat the insect from the inside outwards so killing it. They also 

help to break down materials in the compost heap or leaf litter. 

So let’s invite more insects into the garden all through the year 

How?  

Did you know that Insects need different habitats at different stages of their life. 

       Did you know it is best that all these different habitats connect together (corridors) in     

your own garden but even better with those of neighbours. 

Create homes food and shelter for insects  
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•  Make piles of logs, old plant stems such as raspberry canes or even dried 

grass depending on the size of your garden   Insects can take shelter in these. 

Remember not to cut down back shrubs or dead plants such as foxgloves, 

verbascum, teasels because they may be overwintering places or insects such 

as lady birds or spiders may have laid eggs in little niches. I once was so sad 

that I had cut off some poppy heads because inside were hundreds of baby 

spiders and an adult. Larvae of beetles such as the rare stag horn beetle may 

live in rotting wood for several years as that go through different 

development stages. TRY NOT TO BE TOO TIDY at least in one part of your 

garden. 

• Long grass. A short mown lawn doesn’t provide much food or shelter for 

wildlife but some grass could be left long with perhaps a path running 

through it so that it looks like a feature. It will be surprising to see which 

plants grow that have been lying dormant for a long time, 

• Make a pond of almost any size. This topic will be discussed in another fact 

sheet. 

• Choose plants that attract insects for food such as nectar and pollen. Again 

this will follow in another fact sheet but most adult insects are not fussy 

about their sources of nectar but single flowers are certainly more accessible 

than double ones. Breeders have sacrificed anthers with pollen for more 

petals. It is the larvae of insects that are very fussy about their food source 

for example Peacock butterfly larvae will only eat nettles, Brimstone larvae 

only Buckthorn and so on. Plant in groups of the same plant so that the 

insects save energy since they tend to focus on their favourite plant of the 

day. 

• Have places that are safe for insects such as cracks between paving stones,  

cracks in walls, sheds, fences that have not had preservatives on them These 

will provide spaces for insects such as leaf cutter bees, and mason bees and 

overwintering spaces for butterflies that survive the winter such as the 

peacock butterfly. 

• Ambitious and challenging – make a bee hotel see the web site below. 

• Encourage a wide variety of insects. Some will be predators such as the 

ladybird that loves aphids whilst ground beetles enjoy snails and slugs. 

• Avoid areas of bare soil and paving since most insects like to be move about 

in a secretive way to avoid predators including humans. 
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• Garden without chemicals. In an organic way see Fact Sheet 1. All pesticides, 

fungicides and herbicides are designed to kill. They are often based on nerve 

gases introduced during WW2. If you disallow chemicals in your garden you 

will have to enlist the help of insects good and bad so that the goodies are 

able to find food. 

Think more about how you garden 

• Spend some time and we all have that now so that you become familiar with 

different aspects, soil types and areas of light and shade. 

•  Add plenty of organic material to the soil to keep it healthy. The plants that grow in 

it are then likely to be more resistant to pests and diseases.  

• Choose plants that suit your garden conditions rather than persist in growing ones 

that are not happy. Plant catalogues now give information about varieties that resist 

certain pests and diseases. 

• Confuse certain pests by mixing up your planting. Herbs are always a good solution 

to grow because they frequently have strong aromas that put insects off the scent of 

for example carrots pests. They also look attractive and have culinary uses too 

Marjoram, thymes, fennels and sages are good examples. 

• Be watchful of what is going on and take early action. 

• Make up your mind that wildlife of many sorts is welcome in your garden and it in 

turn will almost certainly give you pleasure and a sense of wonder at what you see. 

Useful web sites. 

Wildlifetrusts.org      I have used this as a guide. 

rspb.org.uk    armentsoc.org. (gardening for insects)    fantastic gardeners.co.uk 

gardeningknowhow.com   countryfile.com 

edenproject.com (make an insect hotel) 

gardenorganic.org.uk    friendsoftheearth.org.uk (bug hotels but most of these sites help 

 


