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MULCH TO HOLD IN SOIL MOISTURE AND HELP PLANTS GET THROUGH DROUGHT

By Ginger Easton Smith, County Extension Agent

People talk about mulch and mulching, and may use the words interchangeably with chipping, grinding (like a mulching mower) or even compost.  It can get a little confusing, but mulch is actually just a protective ground covering which can be either inorganic or organic.  The word mulch is commonly used as a noun (the material) and a verb (using or spreading it).  The term mulching is also used as a verb.  Mulch can be used around all types of plants; trees, shrubs, vegetables and annuals.  

Using mulch is a great way to help plants get through drought because it can hold in soil moisture by reducing evaporation from the soil, moderate the soil temperature, and cut down on competition for water from other plants.  Mulch will also reduce weed growth and decrease erosion.  It can even slow the spread of plant diseases since it cuts down on rain splash and run-off which is how many fungal and bacterial disease pathogens get from plant to plant or spread around a yard or garden.  These benefits help both the plant and the person tending the plant.  

The insulating effect of mulch not only keeps the soil surface cooler in the summer, but is also helpful in the winter, keeping the soil warmer, which isn’t an issue too frequently but is important occasionally.  Smaller fluctuations in soil temperature and moisture provide more favorable conditions for root growth, resulting in better plant development and health.  

There are two basic types of mulch, organic (from a plant) and inorganic (not from a plant), each with their advantages and disadvantages.  Organic mulch improves the soil as it breaks down, adding nutrients and water and nutrient-holding capacity to the soil, but it has to be replaced on a regular basis. Any plant material that is free of weed seed and plant disease is appropriate for mulch.  Leaves, grass clippings, and compost, as well as the less available weed-free hay or straw, are all great.  Fresh grass clippings are fine to use around well-established plants, but let them sit for a week or two before piling them around young seedlings.  Any fresh woody material, such as sawdust or wood chips, should be allowed to decompose somewhat before using, since nitrogen is required as it breaks down.  Or add a little extra nitrogen to plants before applying these materials as mulch.    

Inorganic mulch only needs replacing or replenishing every several years, but it doesn’t improve the soil over time.  Rocks, gravel, and synthetic material such as landscape fabric or weed mat-made of woven, not solid, plastic, are some examples. 

Very soon after a rain, when the soil is moist, is an excellent time to apply mulch to reduce evaporation from the soil of that wonderful rain water.  But mulch can be applied any time.  A layer three to four inches deep is ideal, but if you don’t have enough material for that, a thinner layer is also beneficial.  Spread it around the plant in as large an area as feasible but keep it away from the trunk or stem.

Under trees, remove grass and weeds, which will compete for water, and replace with a three to four inch layer of mulch.  Never put mulch right up against the tree trunk.  Since it holds moisture, and will generate heat as it decomposes, it will eventually rot the bark, resulting in the decline, and probable death of the tree.  Bark is not meant to be covered or to be constantly moist.  This is the same reason a shrub or tree (anything that gets a wood stem or trunk) should never be planted deeper than it was originally planted.  

A tree should not look like a buried utility pole at the soil level—do not cover the flaring part of the plant with mulch or soil.  Never pile mulch of any type against a tree trunk (referred to as “volcano mulching”), instead, spread the mulch in a donut shape at the base of the plant.  Remember it this way; volcanoes are bad for trees, donuts lead to growth (for the plant as well as the person tending the plant).

In a vegetable garden, in addition to the benefits already mentioned, mulch keeps vegetables such as squash and tomatoes from touching the soil.  If you leave your vegetable garden empty during the heat of the summer, mulching the entire surface of it will retain moisture, keep volunteer plants under control and keep the soil from blowing or washing away.  

One more reason to mulch is for its aesthetic value—it can look really good, although this depends on the material used.  However, the most important reason, in my opinion, to mulch is to keep as much moisture in the soil as possible.    
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