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Maybe you’ve seen videos on-line of these crazy worms that actively slither and violently thrash or flip 
when touched.  They may even jump into the air!  Some even shed their tails to escape.  Hopefully you 
haven’t seen them in your garden.  “Jumping worms” (Amynthas species) which are native to East Asia, 
also go by the names of crazy worms, snake worms, or Alabama jumpers.  Amynthas worms have been 
present in parts of the United States for over a century.  They have been in the southeastern states for 
many years and have also been reported in Wisconsin, Illinois, Vermont, New York and other northeastern 
states.  Jumping worms are on the NYS DEC invasive species prohibited list which means that they cannot 
be sold, transported, or purchased. 

 
Jumping worm adults are 4 to 8 inches long.  They have 
glossy dark grey to dark brown skin.  Their skin is 
smoother and shinier than that of European earthworm 
species which are pinker in color.  The clitellum (band-
like segment) of the common earthworm (Lumbricus 
terrestris) is raised above the body while jumping 
worms have a smooth clitellum that is gray to white and 
it completely encircles the body.  Jumping worms also 
have tiny, bristle-like setae all around each segment, 
whereas most other earthworms have paired setae. 
 
Jumping worms are parthenogenetic, which means that 

their eggs can develop without fertilization.  Think of it as female worms who never need to mate - ever.  
Individuals can reproduce on their own.  These worms reach maturity within 60 days of hatching so 
populations can grow rapidly.  The adult worms do not over winter but the cocoons (eggs) are reportedly 
hardy at soil temperatures below minus 4 degrees F.  Cocoons are hard to detect since they are less than 2 
mm in diameter and the color of dirt.  The temperature requirements needed for cocoons to hatch is not 
fully understood but they probably begin hatching after the spring thaw.  Adults will not be obvious until 
mid to late summer (late June to early July) and can be found until a hard freeze (October).  Since jumping 
worms reach maturity by early summer this allows for a second hatch of cocoons that can lead to 
infestation levels by early fall. 
 
Jumping worms live in the leaf litter and upper part of the topsoil.  In a garden you will find them just 
below your mulch.  They love decaying leaves and twigs which poses a significant threat to forest health.  A 
big problem with jumping worms is that they remove organic matter from the soil which degrades the soil 
structure and reduces soil fertility.  Jumping worms leave a distinctive grainy soil that looks like coffee 
grounds.  In a forest setting, this grainy, dry worm poop cannot support forest understory plants.  It makes 
the soil prone to erosion and compaction and leaves it open to invasive plant species.  In residential and 
urban areas they can also harm ornamental plantings and turf.  A decline in European earthworms has 
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been observed where jumping worm populations are established. 
 
Because jumping worms reproduce asexually it only takes one worm (or cocoon) to start a new infestation.  
They can be spread into new locations as live worms or cocoons in soil, compost, municipal leaf litter 
waste, mulch, containerized plants and nursery field stock.  They may also be spread in soil on tires, shoes 
and garden tools.  Elsewhere they have been sold as fishing or composting worms although that is 
prohibited in New York. 
 
The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources has come up with some “best management practices” for 
dealing with jumping worms to help slow their spread.  First, educate yourself to recognize jumping worms 
and watch for signs of their presence.  “Arrive clean, leave clean.”  Clean soil and debris from vehicles, 
equipment and personal gear before moving to and from a work or recreational area.  Only use, sell, plant, 
purchase or trade landscape and gardening materials and plants that appear to be free of jumping worms.  
Only sell, purchase or trade compost that was heated to appropriate temperatures and duration following 
protocols that reduce pathogens. 
 
Gardeners love to share their plants with other gardeners, but be careful when sharing and moving plants.  
Know where they came from and check for jumping worms.  If you think you have them, do not transplant 
mulch, soil, or plants.  Cocoons are hard to see, so err on the side of caution. 
 
When bringing home new plants for the garden, check for stowaways.  Turn the pot upside-down and 
gently remove the root ball.  If jumping worms are present, some of the roots, as well as some potting soil, 
may be missing.  Damage might not be evident if only young worms or cocoons are present.  You can use a 
mustard solution to draw them out.  Mix a gallon of water with one-third cup of ground yellow mustard 
seed and pour this slowly into the soil.  The solution irritates the worms and they will come to the surface 
if present.  It won’t hurt the plant, but don’t get it in your eyes. 
 
There are currently no treatments recommended for managing jumping worms.  Preventing them from 
getting established in your garden is your best defense. 
 
Resources for this article include: Cornell University, NYS IPM, University of Wisconsin, Wisconsin 
Department of Natural Resources, University of Wisconsin-Madison Arboretum, University of Minnesota 
and California Department of Food and Agriculture. 
 

 


