INTERESTING FACTS ABOUT WORMS
Moira Miller, Lyon County Master Gardener
We rarely think about worms unless fishing is on the agenda, but to gardeners they are an essential part of the horticulture cycle.  Here are a few interesting facts about them:

Worms breathe through their skin, aided by the layer of mucus that they secrete.  If their skin dries out, they die.  They do not bite, nor do they sting.  Worms are cold-blooded (poikilothermic) animals, meaning they do not maintain their own body heat, but instead assume the temperature of their surroundings.  Earthworms live underground; some species live under the leaf litter in forests; others, such as redworms, live in the top 12 inches of soil; and still others, such as nightcrawlers, create vertical tunnels up to 6 feet or more below the soil's surface.  Earthworms eat un-decayed organic matter, like bits of dried leaves and plant waste, and excrete undigested food.  Worm “poop” is loaded with nutrients and helps plants grow.  Earthworms are Mother Nature's best tillers, aerating and enriching the soil.  In one acre of land, there could be as many as 1 million earthworms.  Worms have many predators including birds, moles, voles, snakes, fish, and humans.  
The head of an earthworm is the end that is closest to the pale band or "collar.”  Called the clitellum, this distended area is an indication that the worm is grown up.  Worms are hermaphrodites; each is both male and female.  Even so, most species require a partner for mating.  The clitellum produces the cocoon in which baby worms will develop.  The earthworm wiggles out of the cocoon, leaving it to incubate in the soil for several months until time for the young to emerge.  Worms are abundant; there are some 2,700 species of earthworms in the world.  The earthworms that live in the top foot or so of soil typically measure 3 to 5 inches in length, and nightcrawlers up to 8 inches or more.  How big do worms get?  The longest earthworm on record measured 22 feet long and was found in Africa. 
Red wigglers, the worms that used in vermicomposting, feed at or near the surface.  These worms are usually smaller and thinner than earthworms.  Red wigglers feed near the top of the soil and do not mind being in very concentrated colonies, which makes them perfect for worm bins.  They prefer temperatures between 60 and 80 degrees.  As adults, they produce as many as 5 to 6 young per week that is one or two cocoons per week with up to three eggs in each.  They live up to 5 years.  If conditions are good in the worm bin (not too wet, not too many food scraps, plenty of air), there is no odor.  If you keep your worm bin outside in the summer, put it in a cool, shady spot, and cover it to keep out predators.  To find more detailed information about vermicomposting go to http://www.ca.uky.edu/agc/pubs/id/id192/id192.pdf. 
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