Debby Finley
Ask a Master Gardener

uestion: There is a new inva-
sive species of earthworms
found in Oregon that I’d like
to know about.

Answer: A new invasive earthworm
species called a Jumping Worm is
causing alarm. Jumping Worm refers
to three similar species of worms:
Amynthas agrestis, Amynthas toki-
oensis and Metaphire hilgendorfi.
The most aggressive and widespread
in the United States is the Amynthas
agrestis, but all incur similar environ-
mental damage, and all are cause for
concern if discovered in the Pacific
Northwest.

Gardeners generally welcome earth-
worms into their gardens as they help
to increase the amount of air and water
that gets into the soil. They help to
turn the soil, bringing down organic
matter from the top and mixing it with
the soil below. They break down or-
ganic matter, like leaves and grass into
things that plants can use, increasing
decomposition, and creating usable
nitrogen. When they eat, they leave be-
hind castings that are a very valuable
fertilizer.

The invasive Jumping Worm is
thought to have been brought to North
America in the 19th century with
plants and other imported agricultur-
al materials. Since then, the worms
have spread widely. Jumping Worms
are insatiably hungry and leave behind

W | Worms that jump may sound
fun, but they can leave your soil
dry, loose and lacking nutrients
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The Jumping Worm resembles the common Eauropean nightcrawler, but is slightly
smaller, a brownish color rather than pink and appears sleeker and smoother.

loose, granular soil the texture of cof-
fee grounds.

This altered soil can no longer re-
tain moisture, lacks nutrients and
quickly erodes, jeopardizing gardens
and forest ecosystems, researchers
report. Jumping Worms are consid-
ered extremely invasive because
they can reproduce without mating,
proliferate quickly and lay eggs that
resemble the soil.

Resembling the more common
European nightcrawler, the Jumping
Worm is slightly smaller, a brownish
color rather than pink, and appears
sleeker and smoother. Their clitellum
(color-like ring) is white in color and
constricted.

They are also known as “crazy
worms”, “Alabama jumpers” and
“snake worms” because they thrash
and snap their bodies like a rattlesnake
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when touched or held, and are remark-
ably fast. They can even spring into the
air and shed their tails to escape.

A useful fact sheet on jumping worms
can be found at bit.ly/3wqJXPx.

Consider following these simple steps
recommended by Oregon State Univer-
sity to reduce the spread of Jumping
Worms:

1. Do not buy Jumping Worms for
composting, vermicomposting, garden-
ing or bait.

2. Monitor your garden for Jumping
Worms and their unique soil signature

3. Avoid introducing organic mulch
or soil from outside sources

4. Plant bare root stock or seeds
when possible

5. If you have Jumping Worms re-
move and dispose of them and monitor
your plants for drought and root loss.

Jumping worms can spread when
gardeners move soil, landscape plants,
sod, mulch or compost. In addition,
earthworms such as red wigglers
(Eisenis fedida) purchased for com-
posting or European nightcrawlers
(Lumbricus terrestis) used for fishing
bait may be contaminated with Jump-
ing Worms.

Any findings of Jumping Worms
or questions can be directed to the
Douglas County Master Gardeners, or
contact the Invasive Species Hotline at
oregoninvasiveshotline.org/reports/de-
tail/2824, phone: 1-866-INVADER.

Do you have a gardening or insect
question? Contact the Douglas County
Master Gardeners via email at
douglasmg@oregonstate.edu. Douglas
County Master Gardeners are trained
volunteers who help the OSU Extension
Service serve the people of Douglas
County.



