The Benefits of Mulching

Mulching is one of the most beneficial things a homeowner can do for the health of their
trees. Mulches are materials placed over the soil surface to maintain moisture, minimize
weed competition, and improve soil conditions. Properly applied, mulches can give
landscapes a handsome, well-groomed appearance. However, if it is applied too deeply or
the wrong material is used, it can actually cause significant harm to trees and other
landscape plants.

Types of Mulch

The two major types of mulch are inorganic and organic. Inorganic mulches include
various types of stone, lava rock and geotextile fabrics. Inorganic mulches do not
decompose and do not need to be replenished often. On the other hand, they do not
improve soil structure, add organic materials, or provide nutrients. For these reasons,
most horticulturists and arborists prefer organic mulches.

Organic mulches include wood chips, pine needles, compost mixes, and a variety of other
products usually derived from plants. Organic mulches decompose in the landscape at
different rates depending on the material. Because the decomposition process improves
soil quality and fertility, many arborists and other landscape professionals consider
decomposition a positive characteristic.

Not Too Much!

As beneficial as mulch is, too much can be harmful. The generally recommended
mulching depth is 2 to 4 inches. A new term, “mulch volcanoes”, has emerged to describe
mulch that has been piled up around the base of a tree. Deep mulch can be effective in
suppressing weeds and reducing maintenance, but it often causes additional problems.

e Deep mulch can lead to excess moisture in the root zone causing stress and root

rot.

e Piling mulch against the trunk or stems of plants can lead to insect and disease
problems.

e Some mulches can effect soil pH, leading to micronutrient deficiencies or
toxicities.

e Mulched piled high against trunks of young trees may create habitats for rodents
that chew the bark and girdle the tree trunk.

e Thick blankets of fine mulch can become matted and may prevent the penetration
of water and air.

e Anaerobic or “sour” mulch may give off pungent odors.

If the tree had a say in the matter. ..
it’s entire root system would be mulched.

This article is provided as part of a public educational campaign on trees in the City of Milpitas. Copyright
International Society of Arboriculture. Used with permission. For more information on Milpitas City Street
Trees, contact the Public Works Department at (408) 586-2601.



SIDEBAR
The City of Milpitas Public Works Department will be planting residential street trees

this month. For more information on Milpitas City Street Trees, or if you would like a
residential street tree, contact the Public Works Department at (408) 586-2601.



