
Many gardeners try to protect 
their gardens from unwanted 
visitors, like this rabbit.

A gardener tends his garden plot, watering plants 
and picking vegetables. When he goes to water his 
peas, he frowns. The pea plants have been shorn 
down to the ground! Then he spies a rabbit nearby, 
munching on what is left of his pea plants. Aha, this 
furry creature must be the culprit!

Many plants have some defenses against the pests 
that want to eat them. Some plants have spines or 
thick coverings. Others taste bad. On the other hand, 
garden plants and the vegetables they produce have 
few natural defenses. They are meant to be eaten. That 
is why people raise them. 

If people like to eat 
certain plants, chances are 
that other animals like them, 
too. Squirrels like tomatoes, 
and rabbits like peas. Birds 
like many of the fruits and 
vegetables that people raise. 
Aphids are small insects that 
like almost any kind of soft 
plant.

What can a gardener do to 
protect a crop? Many gardeners 
try to copy the natural defenses 
of plants to keep away pests. 
If they succeed, they can be 
sure that they are the only ones 
enjoying the fruits of their labor!

READING FURTHER

Hey, Don’t Eat My Plants!
Every day, a gardener checks to see if a tomato in her garden is ripe. 
Today, she goes to pick it, only to find that a squirrel got to it first! 
Many plants have structures that defend them from hungry animals. 
But how can you protect defenseless garden plants?
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Netting and fencing are 
physical barriers. They can 
protect garden plants from 
unwanted visitors, like rabbits 
or bears.

Keep Out!
A physical barrier is one way to keep pests out of 

the garden. Gardeners use barriers like fences and 
nets to keep out animals. This is similar to how a tree’s 
bark protects its soft inner parts. Netting placed over 
and around a garden can keep out birds and other 
animals that could climb, jump, or fly over a barrier 
with an open top. The problem is that they can keep 
out the gardener, too! The gardener must lift up the 
netting to reach the plants. Of course, many animals 
can chew through netting or dig under fences. Using a 
strong material and burying the bottom of a fence can 
often keep those problems from happening.  

Fences and nets can stop many animals, but what 
about bears? Bears are large and powerful. They can 
tear through netting or knock down a fence to get at 
a delicious fresh-grown meal. How can you keep a 
bear out of your garden? Some gardeners use flashing 
lights or loud sounds that are hooked up to motion 
detectors. The motion detector can tell when an object 
as large as a bear is near. Flash! Pow! The light and 
noise scare the bear away. Electric fences also may 
be used to keep out bears. However, some bears do 
not mind a little shock. These tough guys will go right 
through an electric fence! 
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Spraying plants with soapy 
water, pepper solutions, or 
insecticides protects the plant. 
These sprays keep unwanted 
visitors away.

Try Tasting This!
Another way to keep animals from eating garden 

plants is to spray the plants with materials that 
animals do not like. Some sprays imitate a plant’s 
natural defenses by tasting bad. For example, some 
gardeners spray their plants with soapy water or 
pepper solutions. These sprays do not hurt the plants. 
But they can keep rabbits and other unwanted visitors 
from thinking garden plants are tasty. They also wash 
off easily, so a gardener does not have to worry about 
the sprays becoming part of his or her meal. But that 
is also a problem! A gardener may have to spend a 
lot of time re-spraying plants again and again to keep 
them tasting bad throughout the growing season.

Other kinds of plant sprays are insecticides. 
Insecticides kill the insects that eat plants. Aphids are 
insects that can ruin a garden. Spraying plants with 
insecticides can kill the aphids and save the plants. A 
gardener may not need to reapply an insecticide for a 
long time. However, insecticides kill good insects, too. 
Many garden plants cannot produce fruits or seeds 
without the help of insects such as bees or butterflies. 
The insecticides may get rid of pests. But they also 
get rid of a plant’s natural helpers!
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Ladybird beetles are biological 
pest controls. This orange 
ladybird beetle eats the small 
round aphids seen among ants 
on this plant stem.

Win-Win?
Many gardeners worry about using chemical 

sprays. They think it may cause too much harm to 
the environment. Instead they use insects to protect 
their gardens. This can be better than an insecticide. 
Insecticides kill insects, both good and bad. Using 
insects can also be better than using a barrier. Fences 
and nets may not keep out all insects because some 
are usually small enough to fit through the spaces. 

Ladybird beetles, or ladybugs, are insects that 
can help protect gardens. They love to eat aphids. 
Releasing a bunch of ladybird beetles into a garden can 
help protect the garden from aphids without hurting 
bees or butterflies.

One type of wasp can help protect gardens from a 
pest called the tomato hornworm. Tomato hornworms 
are huge caterpillars. They can devour a gardener’s 
tomatoes. Some gardeners plant dill to attract the 
wasps. The wasps eat the dill and lay their eggs on the 
tomato hornworm. When the wasp eggs hatch, the 
wasps eat the hornworms from the inside out. That 
may sound disgusting, but it is better than letting the 
hornworms eat your tomatoes from the inside out!

Tomato hornworms can devour 
a gardener’s tomatoes. A type 
of wasp protects gardens from 
tomato hornworms by laying 
their white oval-shaped eggs 
on a tomato hornworm.
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Many plants have structures that keep away hungry animals.
How can you protect garden plants?

Construct a Plant Protector

Steps

1. Choose a garden plant you want to protect.

2. Design a structure that would protect the plant.

3. Sketch your idea. Show how it protects the plants.

4. Build a model based on your sketch.

EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from Bring Science Alive! Exploring Science Practices Grade 4, Unit 1, 
Lesson 2, What Plant Structures Are Used for Protection? Full support, including a ready to teach 
slideshow and related reading, is available online at www.teachtci.com.
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