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                   GARDENING WITH

                MASTER GARDENERS,

      TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

I LOVE MULCH

By Marilyn Vaughan, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners

I love mulch! Let me count the ways…


We were setting up booths for Kids’ Fest in the Children’s Garden at Green Acres this year, when yet another excellent use for mulch presented itself. There, in the bark mulch pathways, was every size shim we needed to stabilize our tables. I love mulch.


So, what is mulch and what properties does it possess that yield so much benefit in your garden?

Mulch is the product of grinding up organic (plant) matter such as trees, shrubs and other yard cuttings. There are different types of mulch. There are decorative mulches for pathways and other garden design, not to be confused with the double, or even triple, ground product obtainable from community transfer stations. After grinding, the mulch is allowed to “cook” in huge piles, so it is almost compost.

The benefits derive from its content and texture. Through the marvel of photosynthesis, plants function as processors and storage systems of the sun’s energy.  That energy and the nutrients drawn into the plant in its lifetime remain in the organic material that becomes mulch. The texture of mulch is rough, allowing introduction of air and water into the soil and resistance to erosion.

Now for an attention-grabber: It’s FREE! Yes, as much as you want to shovel is free. If you don’t want to shovel, it is still very inexpensive. At the Aransas County Recycle and Transfer Station, 1301 Prairie Road, Rockport (open 9-5 Tuesday through Saturday), they will give you a bulldozer scoop for $5.41. That’s a lot of mulch. Not only that, but they will take your yard cuttings (again, very inexpensive) and grind them up for everyone to use, so you don’t have to bag them and clog the landfills. That’s a win, win proposition!


Soil amendment is primary on my mulch benefits list. We’ve spoken of the need, and the ease (call 790-0103 for a soil test packet), of knowing your soil. We’ve talked of the advantages of choosing plants and trees that do well with your soil. However, many of us arrive from other parts of the country, bringing with us the love of plants not suited to soils of this region. (How are those azaleas coming?) It’s generally accepted that the best soil for most gardening is sandy loam. Well, we in the Coastal Bend have the sand, but many plants do not fare well in sand alone. The nutrients provided by the organic matter in sandy loam are missing. Addition of mulch addresses this deficiency. Keep mixing enough mulch into that sand and it will produce sandy loam. The transfer station mulch is ideal for this. It takes a lot, so start small. Focus on one bed at a time. If you are creating a new bed, dig and mix in 4-6 inches of mulch at least a foot deep. For an existing bed, cover with mulch four inches deep and carefully cut it in with a hand rake. Rain and other watering will leach the nutrients into the soil. It’s a good idea to repeat this process at least annually, always keeping 4 inches on top of your beds.


Water conservation ranks high on my list, too. Mulch holds water. No matter the water source for your garden – rain, well water, city water – it pays to save it. A four-inch layer of mulch on top of the mixture in your beds will make a remarkable difference.


That same layer will provide excellent root system insulation. Mulch keeps the soil warmer in the winter and cooler in the summer. Narrowing the temperature range affords greater plant selection opportunities.


Mulch helps control weeds. When you combine that with the lowered need for watering, you will enjoy a noticeable reduction in maintenance.


Trees love mulch. This is particularly true in urban settings where turf filches the benefits of the detritus on which the trees naturally self-sustain. Spread a two-inch layer of the “compost” part of the mulch (sift out big chunks) over their root systems and water it well. The critical root zone for a tree is one and a half times the height of the tree from the drip line, a much wider area than most people realize, but it is well worth the effort. And your turf will love the mulch, too. It is an invaluable alternative to weed-and-feed products, which can kill trees.


Mulch is beautiful. Okay. Up to this point, I’ve been discussing mulch facts. This statement is admittedly a mulch opinion. I mentioned the bark mulch pathways at Green Acres. In my opinion, they add to the natural beauty of the gardens, while providing mud-free passage throughout. But don’t take my word for it. Come to Green Acres and see for yourself. Mulch is beautiful.

For more information or questions about local gardening, contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at Aransas County Texas Cooperative Extension, by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa, Rockport. Visit the Extension web page and Master Gardener Newsletter at aransas-tx.tamu.edu. Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is located at the Aransas County Extension office. Generous community support and the work of volunteer Master Gardeners allow the gardens to be viewed at no charge during daylight hours, seven days a week.

