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Introduction and Background
• Mulching is a simple yet powerful practice of covering the

soil with organic or inorganic materials to improve growing
conditions.

• It is a key water conservation strategy, especially
important during periods of drought and high
temperatures.

• Mulching helps regulate soil temperature, conserve
moisture, and create a healthier environment for plant
roots.

• Saves Water: Mulch acts as a barrier, drastically reducing 
water loss from the soil through evaporation. This means 
less frequent irrigation is needed.

• Suppresses Weeds: A layer of mulch blocks sunlight, 
preventing most weed seeds from sprouting. This reduces 
labor and herbicide use.

• Reduces Disease: Mulch acts as a protective barrier that 
prevents soil-borne microorganisms from splashing onto 
fruits and leaves during rainfall or irrigation. This helps 
reduce the risk of common plant diseases, especially in 
crops like tomatoes.

• Regulates Temperature: Mulch keeps plant roots cooler in 
the summer and warmer in the winter, promoting 
stronger, healthier growth.

• Protects Crops from Frost: Mulch like straw can protect 
crops from frost damage in late fall or early spring. 

Key Benefits of Mulching

Choosing the Right Mulch 
Select a mulch type based on your goals:
• Organic Mulch: Organic mulches (made from plant

material) will decompose slowly over time and add
nutrients and organic matter to the soil.

• Straw: Well-sourced straw is ideal for vegetable
gardens. It is inexpensive and improves soil.

• Wood Chips: Best for trees, shrubs, and pathways.
Wood chips resist compaction, decompose slowly,
and rarely float or wash away.

• Grass Clippings or Leaves: A free, nutrient-rich
option for garden beds or lawns. Shredded leaves
work best, although they decompose very quickly.

• Inorganic Mulch: These include stone and landscape
fabric. They are long-lasting, but do not add organic
matter or nutrients to the soil.

• Landscape Fabric: Landscape fabric allows air, water,
and fertilizer to move into the soil while helping
prevent weed growth.

• Gravel/Stone: Offered in a variety of colors and
types. Promotes drainage in high runoff areas and
generally used in flower beds and walkways.
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Preparing and Selecting Mulch Materials 
• Use clean mulch that is free of weeds, pests, and

chemical contamination from credible vendor.
• Good mulch should have a loose texture, allow water

and air movement, and have a natural earthy smell.
• Avoid treated wood, plastic debris, or thick layers of

fresh sawdust.

• Straw: Best for tomatoes, peppers, and cucumbers
• Wood chips: Ideal for trees and shrubs
• Grass clippings or leaves: Suitable for garden beds

when applied in thin layers (2-3 inches)

• Prepare the Area: Water the soil thoroughly and
remove existing weeds.

• Apply at the Right Time: You can apply mulch anytime
and refresh every season or as needed.

• Spread Evenly: Apply a 2 to 4 inch layer of mulch around
plants.

• Keep Mulch Away from Stems: Leave a 2 to 3 inch gap
around the base of plants to prevent rot.

• Replenish as Needed: Organic mulches will break down;
add a fresh layer annually or as needed each season.
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Common Mulch Choices

How To Apply Mulch: Simple Steps for Success 

Considerations and Tips
• Layering Mulch: The layer should not be too thick or

thin. Mulch should be applied no higher than the heel
of a hand, generally 2 to 4 inches to allow oxygen to
root zone.

• Plant Root Mulching: Keep mulch at least 2 to 3
inches away from plant stems or crowns to help
prevent rot and maintain oxygen movement to the
root zone. Consider applying mulch in the fall or
spring before stems are cut back or emerge.

• Quality Mulch: Ensure mulch is properly composted
(at high enough temperature to kill pathogens) to
suppress weed seeds and disease that may be hiding
within the mulch materials. Always make sure you
get quality sourced mulch as it can harbor weeds.




