
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Much about Mulch 
by Michelle Le Strange, UC Master Gardener Program 

 

Let’s start with a definition.  Mulch is any material applied to the soil surface in sufficient 

amount to have a beneficial effect on the soil.  Almost anything you can spread over the soil will 

act as mulch.  Mulches can be organic, meaning that they are rich in carbon, such as chipped or 

shredded bark, or mulches can be inorganic, such as stones.  More examples of organic mulches 

are peat moss, leaves, grass clippings, compost, pine needles, rice and nut hulls, straw and hay.   

 

A major advantage of organic mulch is that over time it will improve the physical structure and 

permeability of the soil.  If used repeatedly the upper level of soil becomes dark brown, loose, 

and earthy-smelling soil in which most plants thrive.  As organic mulch breaks down and 

decomposes it releases nutrients into the soil.  These nutrients are available to plants and to 

beneficial soil microorganisms and earthworms that further contribute to good soil structure.   

 

However, organic mulches have different carbon to nitrogen ratios.  High carbon mulches such 

as wood chips and shredded bark tend to use nitrogen from the soil when they break down, so a 

little extra nitrogen fertilizer may need to be added to growing plants.  The coarse grade bark 

mulches usually sit on the soil surface and break down very slowly.  Finer grade wood mulches 

have more contact with the soil surface and start to break down and temporarily rob the soil.  

Some of these finer mulches are prepared with an extra dose of organic nitrogen added to them.  

Other mulches such as aged compost have less carbon and do not temporarily “tie up” the 

nitrogen from the upper inch of soil.   

 

Mulches also protect the soil from erosion from water and wind.  Besides soil particles rolling 

down slopes or wind gusts blowing away the topsoil, when bare soil is hit by the force of water 

from sprinklers or rain, it actually does mini damage to the soil surface causing it to crust over 

and water to puddle or run off.  Mulch also prevents mud from spattering up onto plants, thereby 

reducing the spread of fungal and bacterial diseases.  

 

Undoubtedly the most important reason for us in the San Joaquin Valley and Foothills to mulch 

in the summer months is to prevent the hot sun from directly striking the soil and drying it out.  

A thick layer of mulch significantly reduces evaporation from the soil surface and therefore can 

reduce our water use.  Mulch also insulates the soil, which limits soil temperature fluctuations.  

Roots stay much cooler, so plants suffer less heat and water stress and look much better.    

 

There are still more virtues to using mulch.  Nobody I know likes to weed.  Applying a layer of 

mulch that blocks the light from reaching the soil prevents weed seed germination.  If a few 

weeds do manage to germinate they are usually weaker and easier to remove.  The coarser the 

mulch, the thicker the layer must be.  So the big chunks of bark should be mulched under trees 
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where less light reaches the soil thanks to tree shade.  Finer mulches should be used in sun 

exposed flower and shrub beds and should be spread in 2-inch layer to block light.   

 

Beware of some minor problems when using mulches.  Not all mulches are alike.  Some may be 

fire hazards: hay, straw, pine needles and peat moss are more flammable than other types of 

mulches.  Some may contain weed seeds:  hay, straw, and fresh manure often contain weed seeds 

and may make your weed problem worse.  Some mulches may stink:  unfinished manures and 

composts can smell sour due to methane and alcohol gas fumes.  However, choosing the right 

mulch for your garden sites and applying them properly can eliminate these problems.  

 

The look of the garden or landscape is more aesthetically pleasing when mulches are used 

throughout. Drip lines and valve boxes can be hidden and stepping stone pathways can be 

highlighted. Even container plants benefit from a mulch topdressing.  With the variety of 

mulches that are available one can customize the look of the garden depending on the type of 

mulch chosen.  Use mulch to define and showcase your planted areas, improve your garden soil, 

and conserve water.  Now is the perfect time to mulch, mulch, mulch! 
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Organic mulches can provide a pleasant, natural appearance 

and can improve plant growth as well as control weeds. 

Straw mulch in vegetable garden surrounding tomatoes, 

eggplant, and peppers. 


