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Over the past 3 or 4 years many growers will have heard of a rather unusual business going on in Ontario ‑ growing earthworms for sale as bait for sport fishermen. Some of you may know friends or neighbours who are engaged in this business, or you may have considered it yourself. Before entering the earthworm‑growing business you should be aware of the many difficulties you will be facing.

I should make it clear that there is a strong market for bait worms, particularly in the United States. However, it is met almost completely by the worm harvesting industry which collects "Canadian night crawlers" (scientific name Lumbricus terrestris) from golf courses and pastures. During 1979, at least 500 million Canadian night crawlers were exported from Ontario to the U.S. If the average wholesale price was $35 (US) per thousand worms, the total value of the "crop" was $17.5 million (US). This is obviously a large and attractive market. Note, however, that these were "Canadian night crawlers" or "dew worms". Anglers prefer this species of worm as bait and as far as scientists know (and past experience has repeatedly shown) the dew worm cannot be cultured or grown at a price cheap enough to compete with the harvested price from golf courses.

This means that species of worms which can be cultured must, in order to be competitive, be produced at a cost less than the price at which dew worms can be picked from golf courses. In addition, cultured worms must be reasonably attractive to the fish. Again, as far as scientists are aware (and, to be fair, not much work has been done on this), the dew worm remains the most attractive bait worm ‑ if not to the fish, then at least to the fisherman. Another advantage of dew worms is that they are easy to handle during transport and have a long shelf life (up to 20 weeks) if they are kept cool (about 5oC). Also, when dew worms are kept cool they respirate slowly (minimum ventilation required) and require little or no food (refrigeration is cheaper than feeding and its attendant handling). This cooling requirement is a disadvantage only to the end user, the fisherman, who has to keep the worms cool and moist until he uses them as bait.

Contrast that situation with the species the worm culture industry offers in competition to the dew worm, the African night crawler (scientific name Eudrilus eugeniae, also known as the National night crawler or tropical night crawler). It is generally a much smaller worm (usually less than 4 gm compared to the dew worm's average of 8‑10 gm) but it can be cultured at high density as long as soil temperatures are in the range of 22‑28oC. This worm does not require refrigeration (which is an advantage to the end user, the angler) and, in fact, will not tolerate cooling or frost. However, this worm's requirement for warm temperatures means that it respires at a higher rate requiring a constant supply of food and ventilation to sustain its higher respiration rate. This introduces difficulties in handling these worms in transport (they tend to leave containers and require better ventilation), and reduces their shelf life if they cannot be re‑fed, in itself, an additional expense as well as an inconvenience. For some reason, many fishermen don't like this worm as bait. This species has been widely available in the U.S. for about 5 years, and it just has not caught on in a big way as a bait worm, at least in the sense that it has not cut into dew worm sales.

The worm culture industry has had other problems as well. In the U.S. and, to a lesser extent, in Canada, some unscrupulous operators touted worm cultures as an easy road to riches. These operators talked of huge market requirements for worms for disposing of sewage sludge, municipal garbage as well as for bait. These promises just have not been met in real terms and have no real likelihood of being practical for at least a decade, if ever. The usual pitch of the unscrupulous operator is to place an ad in newspapers suggesting a profitable business sideline,  particularly for rural dwellers. A phone call answering the ad brings a salesman who describes sales possibilities in glowing terms and how easy it is to grow large numbers of worms by a "secret" technology known only to his or her company The salesperson may also suggest that the worm species to be cultured has one or several of the following attributes:

a) a genetic hybrid different from any previously described worm; 

b) the pedigree of the worm is top secret but that it was developed by a high technology         biological company (usually foreign); 

c) the worm has been "genetically engineered" to be easily reared using the company's             technology; 

d) the worm species in question has been designed as a bait worm: and is better than the dew      worm; 

e) the worm is a hybrid of the dew worm and one or more species of other worms

These statements are either misleading or untrue and in the case of e) impossible. Be immediately suspicious if someone tells you they have a "hybrid" worm. If you are in doubt about the worm species, it can be identified by specialists (who have yet to turn up a "hybrid", by the way, when specimens have been sent to them).

The salesperson may further suggest that his company will buy back your product at a price not necessarily set at this time, but a value of 5 per worm ($50/1000) may be mentioned in passing. The salesperson may also imply that certain respected financial institutions have "an interest" in the company, (translation: a bank has loaned money to the company) and the company is in good standing with a credit rating agency, (translation: the company meets its own financial obligations). This doesn't really have any bearing on how your business will do or how you will dispose of your worm production. In fact, the worm distributing company may be very profitable, because a lot of people have invested their savings and bought worm production franchises.

A franchise is offered at 9 levels. The more expensive one, which may cost up to $20,000 or more, gives you "exclusive" rights to sell the worm growing "technology" plus worms and hardware (more about that below) to potential growers in a certain region. In turn, you would sell franchises to growers to produce worms which would be sold to you for disposal. The cost of the grower franchise varies from about $700 to $3000. For this price you receive a "technology manual" (often described as "secret"), about 500 earthworm cocoons (eggs) which will hatch to about 1000 small worms, a couple of dozen plastic buckets in which to grow the worm, a starter kit of "soil substrate" (peat moss and manure, for example) and a food mixture (usually some grain plus salts and trace elements). Exclusive of the "technology manual" which is often inaccurate, wrong, or next to useless, the value of the rest of the materials rarely exceeds $50. Incidentally, these worms are available from other sources (e.g. Organic Gardening ads) for as little as $15/1000. You can draw your own conclusions from this.

One other angle the sales people may push is the sale of the worm castings as a profitable by‑product. Worm castings can be an excellent soil adjuvant depending on the food the worms are fed, but castings don't qualify as fertilizers mainly because they are very low in nitrogen (which is the expensive component of fertilizers). It also is economically impractical, considering the high cost of transportation, to ship a bulky, low value product (per unit weight) all over the country. One might be able to dispose of castings profitably on a local or regional basis to nurseries or flower shops.

Worms are not nearly as easy to grow as the sales people would have you believe.

At London, and at the University of Guelph we have been barraged by phone calls and letters from disenchanted worm growers whose worms are sick or dying. Another problem worm growers have is worm size. Fishermen want larger worms for bait and the average size limit of the African night crawler is about 3‑4 gm each. You may have to keep them longer (at increased cost) than you originally expected (up to 5 or 6 months) to get them to this size. Sometimes the worm distributing company, who originally sold you the franchise, won't buy worms less than 5 gm in weight each ‑ a target you may find almost impossible to reach. Nasty.

Even if you can grow good sized worms economically, the number you have available can be important. The distributing company may require a minimum of say 100,000 worms which may be beyond your production capacity. Even if you can make a separate deal with a wholesaler handling dew worms, he may want a minimum of 100,000‑500,000 worms over a period of 2 or 3 months to make it worth his while. Because of the storage and shelf  life difficulties encountered with the African night crawler as pointed out above, production of this number of worms in such a short time would be beyond the capacity of any but the largest worm culture operation.

The failure rate for worm culture operations is very high. These same problems cropped up several years ago in the U.S. and, as far as I am aware, there have been very few winners, but many losers. The original franchise companies may do fairly well; sell, probably by selling starting kits to lots of other people. These people then get stuck with the worms as there is no market to sell to at a price at which they can recover their original investment, let alone turn a profit.
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