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Companion planting is a natural phenomenon. You can see the benefits of companion planting in a range of ecosystems from rainforests to deserts and mountains to coasts. In fact, all natural ecosystems exhibit companion planting. Companion planting also has a long history of use in home gardens and some commercial farmers use companion planting too.

Much of the information in books and on the internet, is based on companion planting that has evolved and is very effective in European and American gardens. But Australian gardening conditions are very different to those experienced by gardeners in these areas. 

Our weather, for example, is vastly different and our pests and diseases are also very different. Since many companion planting combinations work so well because they prevent disease or deter pests, this means that the companion plants that work so well in European gardens for example, often don't work nearly as well, or even at all, in our gardens. A perfect example of this is demonstrated by aphids. In Europe and America, there are a range of companion plants that protect against aphid infestations by interfering with aphid mating. In Australia however, very few male aphids are present and thus the females mostly reproduce via parthenogenesis meaning that mating does not occur and thus such companion plants are not effective here.

Many Australian gardeners hear about companion planting and think it might be a good way of helping to control pests and diseases in their gardens, only to be disappointed because nothing they try has the desired effect. That is where this book comes in. All of the companion planting options displayed in this book have been specifically selected because they have demonstrated effects under Australian conditions. Where results are highly subjective (for example, when a companion seems to improve a plant's perfume or taste), this is noted so that you may feel free to experiment without getting let down if you don't notice a beneficial effect. Australia has a wide variety of growing conditions and companion planting knowledge is still developing here so some specific companions may be effective in certain areas only, however many of the suggestions provided in this book will be effective in most areas of the country.

This book also focuses on companion planting strategies. Understanding how you can use companion plants in your garden is the secret to getting good results from companion planting. Once you understand the principles behind companion planting, you can effectively use the companion plants discussed in this book to help solve problems that you experience in your garden. More than that, you can use this knowledge to investigate new companion plants that are effective in your personal garden situation. When you do find new effective plant combinations, feel free to post them on my Facebook page and together we can grow our list of effective companion plants.

Whether you're thinking of starting your first garden or have been gardening all your life, the tips and principles I explain in this book, are easy to understand and apply to your unique situation. By using these tools and implementing these ideas, you will soon be well on your way to a healthy and enjoyable garden that takes less time to maintain. As an added bonus, you'll also be helping to provide food and habitat for a variety of local fauna, something that is great for the environment but also increases the enjoyment you can derive from your garden.
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What is companion planting?

[image: ]


Simply put, companion planting is planting a variety of plants together (polyculture) to produce a better result than planting rows or blocks of a single type of plant (monoculture) could achieve. Polyculture reduces competition for space and nutrients, enabling you to grow healthier plants and fit more plants in a given area. It also makes it harder for pests to find the plants they are looking for and slows the spread of diseases from one plant to the next (where the disease doesn't affect all of the plant families used in the polyculture). Planting alternating rows of carrots and onions to combat carrot flies is one very basic example of companion planting. Often, a greater benefit can be achieved by planting a wider variety of companions, particularly plants from a variety of plant families (adding aromatic herbs to the above example helps repel the flies that produce the onion maggot pest). Diversity is the key! And companion planting isn’t just useful in kitchen gardens where edible crops are grown. Mixing flowers in with vegetables is even more beneficial. Likewise, planting a variety of different flowers and shrubs can reduce pests in an ornamental garden.

Other strategies that help improve conditions in your garden which go hand in hand with companion planting include:


• Not planting rows or blocks of a single plant. This is akin to setting up a supermarket for pests in your garden. In a supermarket, each type of product is grouped together and each brand is likewise grouped together and this makes it easy for the shopper to find what they’re looking for. The same thing goes for pests in your garden so it is best to scatter plantings in your garden beds. The example above of alternating rows of onions and carrots is an example of companion planting but if you can plant onions scattered throughout carrot plantings, it is even more effective.

• Improving your soil. Adding lots of organic matter in the way of compost and mulch reduces water evaporation, encourages worms and microbes in the soil, reduces weed growth and germination and adds elements, nutrients and minerals to the soil. These things all help your plants grow better and improve their health and this means they are more resistant to disease and are better able to compete with weeds. You’ll also get better-tasting crops and better-looking flowers. Vermicast (worm poo obtained from worm farms) as well as worm tea (the liquid that drains out of worm farms) also greatly improve your soil they are very high in nutrients. Some companion plants can be scattered throughout your garden purely because they produce foliage that is excellent material for mulch.

• Practising crop rotation. Planting crops in different beds each season or year greatly reduces the risk of disease and disrupts pest breeding cycles. It also prevents the continuous depletion of individual nutrients that occurs when the same crops use certain nutrients more than others and continue to do so year after year. Continuous cropping of a single plant can also cause a build-up of toxins that are released from plants when they’re growing or decomposing and can also lead to an imbalance of soil microorganisms (these soil problems are sometimes referred to as soil sickness). There is also evidence that some plants, many crop plants, in particular, produce chemicals that reduce the growth or yield of sequential plantings of the same plant in the same position over a number of years. This is just another reason, therefore, why crop rotation is very important. Even though companion planting ensures that there is never only a single crop in a particular spot (except perhaps for green manures) crop rotation is still important because the same problems listed here occur if the same three crops, for example, are planted in the same bed each year.

• Ensuring that the pH of your soil is appropriate to the plants you’re growing. Some plants, such as apricot trees and brassicas, prefer basic or alkaline soil (pH higher than 7) so may require the addition of lime to the soil. Other plants such as blueberries prefer acidic soil (pH less than 7) and will benefit from acidic mulches such as those consisting of pine needles and the addition of peat to the soil, particularly when planting. Compost is usually also acidic so is good for acid liking plants – lime should be added to compost if it is to be used on alkaline loving plants. Soil pH is very important for healthy plants because it determines the availability of nutrients to your plants – adding nutrients through mulching, incorporating compost or vermicast, fertilising or companion planting will not be nearly so effective if the plants cannot use all of the nutrients because the soil pH is wrong. Soils that are overly acidic have also been shown to increase the effects of germination and growth suppressing chemicals and decrease plants’ resistance to disease. You can get soil pH testing kits from many nurseries and hardware shops that are easy for the home gardener to use.

• Reduction of tilling. Tilling or digging soil is traditionally done to help remove weeds before planting a crop, during growth and after harvest. Tilling is also traditionally done before planting in order to work the soil into a fine tilth ready for seed germination or to break up clods of earth that may bend the roots of root crops. Research has shown however, that even when soil is mulched, digging the soil can actually result in more weeds growing in even the most carefully weeded patch. This is often due to seeds and roots being exposed to enough light to germinate or re-sprout when previously they were too well buried. Digging can also kill the eggs of beneficial predatory insects and prevent the formation of mycorrhizal associations. Obviously digging is required when establishing a bed for the first time (unless no dig garden beds are prepared) but after this time, digging should be kept to a minimum. Bent roots
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