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MAGNIFICENT MULCH IN THE MERRY 

MONTH OF MAY
By Richard Snyder, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener
Outside of water, nothing impacts a garden in our area like mulch.  It cools and warms when necessary, keeps precious water from turning into vapor, improves the soil, reduces weeds, and provides nutrients.  All of this is done for very little or no money.  But, as in most things, one size doesn’t fit all.  So, let’s take a look.

Mulch is simply any material that can be spread on the ground.  Inorganic mulches are materials from non-living sources such as rock, plastic, or rubber.  Around Rockport, some choose to replace turf and garden beds with rock mulch.  The rock is used in conjunction with a plastic mesh underneath for weed control.  While the low maintenance part certainly succeeds, most of the other qualities of a good mulch are lost.  Apart from the aesthetics (beauty is in the eye of the beholder), rock is hot in summer and does little to improve the soil.  Rock does succeed in heavily traveled areas, decorative landscape features, and drainage routes with French drains.

Organic mulches are for gardeners.  Organic here does not imply that the material was grown without artificial chemicals but means that it is plant-based.  Mulches are not aged or composted but rather are the raw plant material.  They can be found in nature, such as pine needles, oak leaves, straw, or grass clippings.  Shredded materials are available in bagged or bulk form; cypress and cedar bark mulches are examples.

Free mulches are a good thing.  Oak leaves, depending on your yard, are abundant and can make a good mulch.  They are slow to break down but tend not to stay put and blow in the wind.  Acidic in nature, they unfortunately don’t add much acidity to our alkaline soils.  Their catkins, those male flower pollen-producing structures that appear after the March Madness leaf drop, can be worked into the soil but don’t provide much in the way of a mulch.

Grass clippings are generally best mulched right back into the lawn.  In a healthy lawn, they will degrade rapidly and not produce excessive thatch.  If the grass has grown too high, you might want to collect it and use it as mulch in beds.  Two things to be careful of here.  One, if you have used a “weed and feed” product (and that is a whole article in itself), don’t use the clippings as mulch.  Two, grass clippings are very high in nitrogen so a little goes a long way.  OK, three things; third, clippings tend to form mats.  These mats don’t let air in and the whole mess goes all gooey (anaerobic).  Not desirable.  Try to spread the clippings out in thin layers or mix with other material.

Here in Aransas County we have a wonderful resource, thanks to a far-sighted group of County Commissioners and hard-working employees.  This resource is the Aransas County Transfer Station at 872 Airport Road.  One of its multiple functions is the processing of yard waste into mulch and then finally into compost.  This keeps the yard waste out of the landfill and provides a valuable resource for the gardener.  The mulch here is coarse stuff with sizable pieces.  If available, finer grades are more suitable as mulch.  Finely ground mulch that has aged in large piles has, for the most part, been converted to compost.  This compost is a superior product because during the aging process, organisms in the mulch pile digest and break down the wood fibers.  This composting process produces a lot of heat, which kills weed seeds and many undesirable organisms.  The resulting product has a fine texture with some non-composted shreds that is well suited for gardens.

And, speaking of compost, there are places to use it as opposed to mulch.  Fast growing vegetable gardens are better served with compost on top.  Mulch takes too long to break down and, if mixed in directly, depletes the soil of much-needed nitrogen.  Beds with shrubs are better off with mulch, which lasts longer and will gradually compost over a period.  However, you use it, both mulch and its cousin compost play a pivotal role in your garden.
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