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A wide variety of materials are sold as mulches and used
in landscapes. This publication discusses mulching woody
ornamentals (trees and shrubs) with organic materials. It
covers the reasons for mulching, how to apply mulch, and
how to maintain its beneficial effects over time. The
information is presented in a question-and-answer
format. The general principles described here also apply
to a wide range of other organic materials. A table is
included to help you compare the characteristics of
materials used as mulches in Western Oregon.

What is mulch?
Mulch is any material that (a) is spread over the soil
surface and (b) influences soil characteristics and
sometimes plant growth. Organic mulches accumulate
naturally in forests, in gardens where leaves and organic
debris are not removed, and in lawns that are “mulch
mowed.” The most common organic mulches used in the
Pacific Northwest include bark products, yard waste
compost, wood chips (arborist mulch), mint hay and
deciduous tree leaves.

Figure 1. Arborist mulch around these currant plants
keeps moisture from evaporating from the soil
surface.
Credit: © Oregon State University

Benefits of mulch
Mulches have many positive effects on soils. In general, organic mulches conserve water, reduce weeds, improve soil
quality and enhance plant growth.

Summer water conservation
Is mulching an effective way to cut back on summer irrigation?
Mulching reduces irrigation needs by reducing surface evaporation and runoff (Figure 1). Mulches also protect the
soil from compaction by rain and foot traffic. By preventing the loss of soil structure caused by compaction, mulches
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promote water infiltration into the soil. Also, mulched plants can better use water stored in the soil because they
have larger root systems than do unmulched plants.

Although mulching reduces water use, it does not completely eliminate the need for irrigation. Rhododendrons and
other shallow-rooted, drought-sensitive plants still require irrigation. Only by using plants adapted to long, dry
summers, such as many Northwest native plants and most Mediterranean-type plants, can you hope to completely
eliminate summer watering.

When should I mulch woody ornamentals to maximize water conservation benefits?
March or April is a good time to mulch woody ornamentals for water conservation. Mulch applied in summer, after
soil has dried out, is not as beneficial. Fall mulch applications can smother winter annual weeds, decrease runoff and
increase soil water retention for the following summer.

What irrigation practices promote efficient water use in mulched plantings?
To gain water conservation benefits from mulching, irrigate infrequently, but apply enough water to thoroughly
moisten the soil below the mulch. Frequent, light summer irrigations may wet only the mulch and promote growth
of a shallow root system.

Can a mulch layer actually reduce water infiltration into the soil?
Soil microorganisms release glues or waxes as they decompose organic mulches. This waxy material coats and seals
the partially decomposed mulch and is highly water-repellent. Mulches with a high proportion of fine particles tend
to compact and have a greater problem with surface sealing than do coarser materials. Fungal mats on the soil
surface can also repel water after the soil dries out.

My mulch packs down after a while and seems to shed water. What can I do to prevent this?
The simplest way to prevent this problem is to use coarser mulch. The more fine particles in the mulch, the more
problems you will have with surface sealing. If using fine-texture bark, apply no more than 2 to 3 inches.

Always rough up the surface layer with a fork or other implement before adding more mulch. You also can improve
water infiltration by installing drip irrigation tubing under the soil surface.

Controlling weeds
How does mulching control weeds?
Mulches can be used both to control existing weeds and
to prevent weeds from sprouting (Figure 2). A mulch
layer excludes light. Without sunlight, young weeds
cannot produce sugars needed for growth and ultimately
die. Some weed seeds require light in order to germinate,
so mulch can also prevent germination. Finally, weeds
with small seeds generally can’t emerge through a 3-inch
mulch layer.

Figure 2. The mulched area (right) contains fewer
weeds than the unmulched area (left).
Credit: © Oregon State University
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Are some mulches better than others at
controlling weeds?
“Woody” mulches, such as bark mulch or wood chips, are
best at controlling weeds because young weeds have a
difficult time growing in them. Even when weed seeds
germinate in these mulches, there typically isn’t enough
nitrogen for rapid seedling growth.

Composted mulches often promote weed growth (they
create a good seedbed for weeds) because they contain
more fine particles than fresh wood or bark and they
usually contain more nutrients. Once bark or other wood
products start to break down, conditions for weed
growth improve (Figure 3). Regardless of how well a
mulch controls weeds initially, no organic mulch controls
all weeds indefinitely.

Figure 3. Weeds growing in a sparsely planted, bark-
mulched planting.
Credit: © Oregon State University

Figure 4. Landscape cloth partly covered with bark.
Credit: © Oregon State University

Figure 5. Weeds are growing in the bark on top of this
landscape cloth.
Credit: © Oregon State University

What weeds are typically controlled by bark or wood chip mulch?
Mulch layers are most effective on annual weeds. An application of mulch in spring will smother young seedlings and
prevent emergence of germinating seeds.

Winter annuals, such as groundsel (Senecio vulgaris), bittercress (Cardamine hirsuta), and annual bluegrass (Poa annua
), can be difficult to control. These weeds, however, can be smothered by a layer of mulch in late fall, especially if the
mulch is applied after most of the seeds have germinated.

Mulch needs to be at least 3 inches deep to smother existing weeds and prevent emergence of germinating
seedlings.
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