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This wet weather has been a boon to snails and 
slugs which are possibly the most annoying pests 
currently in the garden.  They thrive under high 
moisture conditions, so you may see an increase in 
damage to plants this spring.  Both are members of 
the mollusk phylum and are similar in structure and 
biology, except slugs lack the snail’s external, spiral 
shell.  They move by sliding along on a muscular 
foot.  This muscle secretes mucus, which aids their 
movement and later dries to form the silvery slime 
trail that signals their presence. 
 
Snails and slugs are most active at night and on overcast or rainy days.  On sunny days they seek shelter 
from the heat and light in soil cracks and under garden debris.  During hot, dry weather they may become 
inactive. 
 
Snails and slugs have big appetites for a wide variety of plants.  They chew irregular holes with smooth 
edges in leaves and flowers and can clip off tender plant parts.  Because they prefer succulent foliage or 
flowers, they are primarily pests of seedlings and herbaceous plants.  High populations of slugs can make it 
difficult to establish a vegetable garden.  They are serious pests of fruit that is close to the ground such as 
strawberries and tomatoes.  Fungi and bacteria enter feeding wounds further spoiling the crop. 
 
Slug damage is sometimes difficult to diagnose because some insect damage looks similar.  The presence 
of silvery slime trails is confirmation slugs or snails caused the damage rather than plant chewing insects 
like earwigs, caterpillars or grasshoppers. 
 
A good snail and slug management program relies on a combination of methods.  The first step is to 
eliminate, as much as possible, places where they can hide during the day.  Boards, stones, debris, weedy 
areas around tree trunks and dense ground covers are ideal hiding spots.  Since it is impossible to 
eliminate all hiding places make it a regular practice to trap and remove snails and slugs from problem 
areas. 
 
For smaller gardens, handpicking can be effective if done thoroughly on a regular basis.  Initially look for 
snails and slugs every day, paying attention to potential hiding places.  A weekly handpicking may be 
sufficient after the population has noticeably declined.  The best time to look for them is after dark; using a 
flashlight, pick them up (rubber gloves are handy) and dispose of them.  You can kill them in a bucket of 
soapy water and add them to your compost pile. 
 
Selective use of trap boards, flower pots or moistened newspaper placed on the soil surface can be used to 
concentrate slugs and snails that seek shelter under them.  Upside down melon or grapefruit rinds also 
make good traps.  Check these shelters every morning.  Scrape off the accumulated snails and slugs and 
destroy them.  When not regularly maintained, remove the traps. 



 
Several types of barriers will keep snails and slugs out of planting beds.  The easiest to maintain are those 
made with copper flashing and screen.  It is believed that the copper reacts with their slime causing a 
disruption in their nervous system, similar to an electric shock.  It is best to use copper screens that are at 
least 4 inches tall, so you can bury a portion of it a few inches below the soil to prevent slugs from crawling 
beneath the barrier.  Copper foil wrapped around planters, raised beds or tree trunks will repel snails for 
several years.  If the bands tarnish, you can clean them with a vinegar solution. 
 
Snails and slugs have many natural enemies including ground beetles, pathogens, snakes, toads, turtles 
and birds, but most are rarely effective enough to provide adequate control in the garden.  Ducks, geese, 
or chickens (kept penned in infested areas) can be effective snail predators.  Be careful though as these 
birds may also eat plant seedlings. 
 
Pesticides effective against slugs and snails are known as molluscicides.  These are often different 
chemicals than those used to control insects and other garden pests.  Slugs are not susceptible to 
poisoning by most insecticides.  Snail and slug baits can be effective when used properly along with a 
cultural program using the other methods discussed above.  Using only baits will not effectively control 
snails or slugs. 
 
Snail and slug baits containing the active ingredient metaldehyde are poisonous to dogs and cats.  Do not 
use metaldehyde baits where children and pets can find them.  Iron phosphate baits are considered safe 
for use around children, animals, birds, fish and other wildlife, making them a good choice for an 
integrated pest management program in your garden.  For best results, apply bait on a warm, damp night, 
when the slugs are most active.  Sprinkle (do not make a pile) bait in areas that snails and slugs are likely to 
be or around plants being damaged.  Repeat the treatment 5 days later since not all slugs are active every 
night.  Baiting is less effective during hot, dry, or cold times of the year, because they are less active.  Read 
and follow the label directions when using any pesticide. 
 
Resources for this article include Ohio State University, Colorado State University, University of California 
IPM, US Environmental Protection Agency and University of Vermont. 

 


