MULCH - A Good Thing 

Fran Dennett

The health of the thin layer of top soil determines the quality of the water we drink, the air we breathe, and the vegetables and flowers we grow. A mulch cover on this thin layer will protect, maintain and feed this fragile layer. But what is mulch? Why, when and how does one use it? What material is best?

Mulch is a thin layer of material - organic or inorganic - applied to the soil surface, thus providing protection and in some way improving the soil. Some of the benefits of mulching are:

- to conserve moisture by reducing water loss making more water available to the plant;

- to suppress weeds thereby reducing competition for nutrients;

- to maintain a cool uniform root temperature thus encouraging healthier roots;

- to increase organic/nutrient content through breakdown of organic matter;

- to feed earthworms, micro-organisms and other soil life which contribute to healthy soil;

- labour saving by making landscape maintance easier, e.g. less weeding, watering;

- aesthetically pleasing by keeping areas neat and visually tying areas together;

- aids establishment of new plants by protecting roots from climatic changes,

e.g. extreme temperature.

Apply mulch in layers 2-4”, in and around perennial, and under shrubs and trees to the full extent of the foliage canopy. Do not use more than 4" as this would encourage surface roots to grow into the mulch layer which would lead to problems especially during drought as the roots would die. To help prevent rot/disease of the stem/trunk start the layer several inches from the stem/trunk which will allow for good air circulation.

The best times to apply mulch varies, but always allow time for the soil to warm up before applying. In spring, rake, aerate, fertilize and water the lawn then add a thin layer (1/4-1/2 inch of damp peatmoss or fine compost) as top dressing. In summer, at the onset of hot weather when the plants are growing well, water thoroughly then apply mulch in and around plants. In fall, apply over newly planted bulbs or lilies to delay the soil freezing thus giving the new bulbs more time to establish new roots. Also apply 2-4 inches of compost over perennial beds after the ground freezes.

When mulches are used for decorative effect it is usually inorganic products that are used. They can be used around low growing plants, to set off a specimen plant, in problem areas such as a corner property where people cut a comer. Stones around shrubbery with a rail fence could solve this problem. River stones under an overhanging roof, which is a naturally dry area, solves a common problem. Do not overlook live material as mulches especially ground cover plants, e.g. spreading junipers on a slope, shallow rooted annuals under trees or shrubs. These ground covers, all slow evaporation during hot weather, just remember to water them during these periods.

There are two types of mulches, organic and inorganic. In general, the pros and cons of organic mulches are:

pros:

- all breakdown and serve as soil additives/conditioners;

- best mulches encourage symbiotic micro-organisms by breaking down organic matter

making nutrients available to the plant;

- the fresher the mulch the more likely it will burn roots, especially barnyard manures; 

- use a 2-4 inch layer.

cons:

- hiding place for earwigs, sowbugs and cutworms as well as some of the good guys; 

- wood based mulches need a side dressing of nitrogen, as soil micro-organisms use up the nitrogen when breaking down wood.

	ORGANIC MULCHES
	PROS
	CONS

	Shredded leaves
	Excellent soil conditioner & mulch.  Free, readily available.  May be acidic/alkaline.  2-3” leaf mould good for garden in general
	Unshredded maple leaves compact.  Oak more friable, may blow away.  May harbour rodents in fall; apply after ground freezes.



	Grass clippings
	Readily available.  Cheap
	May contain weed seed and pesticide residue.  Will smell foul if too thick a layer.  Best if composted before using or just leave on lawn when cutting.



	Straw
	Readily available.  Inexpensive.  Good mulch but not good soil conditioner.  Easy to apply.
	Doesn’t mix easily. May contain weed seed.  Blows away. Fire hazard.



	Pine needles
	As mulch only.  Sometimes readily available.  Attractive.  Long lasting.  2-3” layer good on wildflowers; 1-2” good for rhodo, azaleas.


	May blow away.  Need a lot.  May acidify the soil.  Fire hazard

	Composted needles
	Good soil conditioner but not as a mulch


	Breaks down too quickly.



	Garden Compost
	Excellent soil conditioner.  Good as a mulch but breaks down quickly


	Need 85oC in compost pile to kill weed seeds

	Peat
	Excellent soil conditioner, especially in containers.
	Not good as a mulch.  Forms a crust when dry.  Expensive.  Non-renewable.  Blows/washes away.  May be high in salt.



	Ground/chipped bark

Woodchips/chipper waste
	Best as a mulch.  Attractive.  Natural looking.  Easy to apply
	Expensive.  Need 2-4” layer to be effective.  If chips too small, mats down or blows away.  If too big, won’t cover soil.  Looks messy.  Need to supplement with nitrogen.



	Sawdust
	Use as soil additive.  Supplement with nitrogen.  Cheap & available.  Dress with 1-2” on vegetable row after adding high N fertilizer


	Not as a mulch. Mats down or blows away.  Fire hazard.

	Manure – especially barnyard
	Excellent soil conditioner.  Breaks down too quickly to use as a mulch.  Cheap if source nearby.  Best if one year old — not fresh.


	Weed seed big problem.  Feed lot manure is high in salt.

	Nut/grain hulls, coarsley ground corn cobs or other agricultural products.
	May look attractive, e.g., cocoa hulls.  Best as mulch.  ½” buckwheat hulls on roses, perennials, tuberous begonias.  2-4” ground cobs on roses
	Expensive.  Not good soil conditioner.  Supplement with nitrogen.  Blows away.  May be contaminated with growth hormones/chemicals.


In general, inorganic mulch materials do not break down, are used only as mulches except perlite and vermiculite, are expensive, energy intensive to quarry and lay, and plastics are petroleum byproducts.
	INORGANIC MULCHES
	PROS
	CONS

	Rocks, pebbles, gravel
	Many colours & sizes available. Attractive.  Best in permanent unchanging landscape.
	Expensive.  Difficult to spread or move when adding new plants.  Weeds grow through if landscape underlay not used.  Rolls down slopes. Reflects heat to nearby plants which may or may not be useful.



	Lava rock
	Light weight.  Easy to apply.
	Expensive.  Same problems as rocks.  Decomposes fairly quickly.



	Decomposed granite, brick chips, marble chips, clay aggregate
	Variety of colours.  Neat.  Formal Appearance.  Regionally available.


	Same problems as rocks.

	Sand
	Good additive to soil in containers
	Do not use as mulch/soil additive as it turns clay into concrete unless added in huge amounts



	Black/clear plastic
	Only use in unplanted areas to reduce weeds as no water/air penetrates.  Good to clear areas of weeds or to grow heat requiring vegetables such as eggplant, melon, tomato, squash, cucumber, peppers


	Intense heat develops underneath which kills beneficial soil life.  May promote soil-borne disease.

	Landscape fabric/woven polypropylene
	Lets air & water pass through but not weeds.  Good on slopes to retard run-off & erosion.
	Expensive.  Need to cover with another mulch for aesthetic purposes.



	Perlite, vermiculite
	Good soil aerators especially in container soil mixes.  Vermiculite absorbes water better than perlite
	Expensive.  Light weight; not good as a mulch as it will blow away.  Perlite is white and doesn’t look natural whe mixed with soil.




