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IT IS A GREAT TIME TO APPLY MULCH – EVERYWHERE!
By Ginger Easton Smith, County Extension Agent

It is always a good time to mulch, but it’s an especially good time now since there is some moisture in the top couple of inches of soil.  Mulch holds some of the moisture in the soil, by drastically cutting down on evaporation.  It can make a huge difference in how often plants need to be watered.  

The most important thing to remember about using mulch is to keep it from touching the trunk of stem of the plant.  Never pile mulch up on the trunk or stem, “volcano style”, as is currently in fashion.  Keep it at least a couple inches back from the trunk of a tree and about an inch or two from the stem of a shrub or annual. 

Mulch up against the plant can cause rotting!  You get the double whammy--it holds moisture, and as it breaks down it gets hot.  Trunks and stems do not like, and were not designed for, either of these things.  They are not meant to be continuously moist, except for water plants.  But, plants love mulch that is applied properly, starting a few inches away from their base, extending out as far as is feasible, and in a layer three to four inches deep.

Mulch has other great benefits—it greatly reduces weed growth, protects against erosion, and moderates soil temperature, keeping it cooler during summer and warmer in winter.  

There are two basic types of mulch, organic (from a plant) and inorganic (not from a plant), each with their advantages and disadvantages.  I prefer organic mulch, which improves our sandy soil as it breaks down, adding nutrients and increasing the ability to hold water and nutrients.  The down side is that 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 doesn’t need to be replaced or replenished very often, but it doesn’t improve the soil over time and it can hold quite a bit of heat.  Rocks, gravel, shredded rubber and material such as weed mat-made of woven, not solid, plastic, are some examples. 

How do you figure out how much mulch you will need?  Well, it involves math, but not too much of it.  An easy formula will help determine the amount you will need to cover a given area at a given depth.  First, estimate, in square feet, the area to cover, since it is likely around plants of varying sizes in varying sized beds and areas, and may be between rows in your vegetable garden. Also, decide how deep you want the mulch to be (three to four inches is recommended).  

Multiply the area to cover (in square feet) by the depth of mulch desired (in inches), then divide by 324 to get the number of cubic yards.  For example, say you want to apply a three inch layer of mulch to a perennial bed that you have just planted across the front of your house.  The bed is five feet deep and fifteen feet long (oh yeah, you need mulch!) and looking at it, you estimate that only about 30 percent of the area is taken up by the plants, leaving 70 percent bare ground.  First figure out the area; multiply 5 by 15 to get 75, and then multiply that by 0.70 to get 53 sq. ft.  Next, multiply 53 by 3 (mulch depth) to get 159.  Divide 159 by 324 to get 0.49 cubic yards.  So, about half a cubic yard of mulch is needed for the bed.  

If you are purchasing mulch in one cubic foot bags, multiply the cubic yards by 27 (since there are 27 cu. feet. in a cu. yard) to get the number of bags needed.  In our example, 0.49 times 27 equals about 13 bags.  

If you are getting mulch at the Aransas County Transfer Station, you’ll need about half an end-loader scoop.  The Transfer Station is a great place to get mulch.  It is totally free if you scoop it yourself or just five dollars plus tax a scoop (which is about a cubic yard) if the man on the end loader scoops it for you.  A standard pickup truck will probably hold 1.5 to 2 yards of mulch. 

Remember, your entire property doesn’t have to be mulched at once.  You might decide to mulch that newly planted bed this month, and wait until spring to mulch under your oak trees.

Mulch now, or do it soon.  You’ll be glad you did.   

Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office is located at 892 Airport Road in Rockport.  AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

