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Chapter 9. Mulches and Mulching


Chapter 9.  Mulching

9.1 General

9.1.1
Mulch is an aesthetic ground cover applied to planted areas at the time of planting. (see table 9-1 Mulch is also applied as a part of an ongoing maintenance program and conservation management system.  Mulch is not intended to replace vegetation as an exclusive ground cover, nor is it to be utilized as a growing medium in the landscape. 

The objectives of mulching are:

.1
Insulating soil from extreme temperature changes by maintaining uniform soil temperatures.

.
.2
To protect the soil from structural damage that results from winter freezing

.3
Conserving soil moisture by reducing losses via evaporation.
.4
Keeps soil moist, therefore making nutrients more available to plant.

.5
To reduce compaction of soil.
.6
Prevent crusting of soil surface, thus improving absorption and percolation of water into the soil.
.7
To discourage the germination, growth of weeds and make removal.

.8
To reduce and minimize soil erosion.

.9
Decaying mulch may also provide a source of organic matter for the soil aiding in improving soil structure and tilth.
.10
Aesthetically improve or augment the landscape by providing a cover of uniform colour, interesting textural components to the surface and give a neater and more finished appearance.

9.1.2 
Material shall be reasonably free of weed seed, foreign materials, or other injurious materials that would prohibit seed germination.

9.2 Products

9.2.1
Mulches can be divided into the two basic categories of organic and inorganic (see table 9-2). Organic materials are composed of plant or animal residues and decompose over time.  Inorganic mulches are natural or man-made materials that do not readily decompose.  Inorganic mulches may be gravel, crushed stone or some manufactured product.  Most of these materials are not as beneficial to plants as the organic mulches because they do not improve the structure or nutrient content of the soil.

9.2.2
Organic Mulches

.1 
Bark Mulch:  Bark mulch shall be 25 mm (1") bark chips and fines, or a combination of the two, free of chunks and sticks, dark brown in colour, and free of all soil, stones, salts or other harmful chemicals, roots or other extraneous matter.  Coarse bark mulch shall meet the same guidelines as bark, but shall consist of larger chips.

.2 
Composted or Potting Bark: Bark that has been composted to the point where it is of a uniform texture and is dark brown in colour. It must be free of all soil, stones, roots or other extraneous matter. 

.3 
Compost: Composted materials may by produced from various plant sources that have been tested to assure that they do not contain any toxic residues, and contain a minimum amount of viable weed seeds.

9.2.3 
Inorganic Mulches 

.1 
Rock: Rock mulch materials vary in character, colour and size.  The rocks should be selected with a view to their suitability for the size of the area, the design and the type of plant material. It is important to avoid the use of finely ground rock such as crushed limestone as it is likely to compact and form an impervious barrier to both water and air.

.2 
Landscape Fabric: Fabric may be woven or spun bonded, and shall be a product specifically designed for weed control. Geotextiles with a high percentage of closed space have been found to be most effective. 

.3
Black plastic is not a suitable substitute for landscape fabric as it does not permit air and water to pass to the growing medium.

9.3 Execution

During wet periods when the soil surface is very moist, mulch may encourage a fungal disease damping-off.  Do not mulch if the soil surface is saturated; allow the surface to dry. Do not mulch wet low-lying areas where ponding may occur.  If mulching is necessary due to environmental concerns, a light dry material that will float should be used.  Heavy mulch materials will mat and increase and maintain the wetness of the site.

9.3.1 Organic Mulch

.1 
Applying Bark Mulch, Composted Bark or Other Composted Bark or Other Materials: After finish grading is complete and immediately after each area requiring mulch is planted, place mulch in an even layer. Recommended depth of mulch is as specified after settling.

.2 
Maintenance mulching to replace organic matter lost through the normal oxidation process is recommended for planters and planting areas.  The frequency of mulch applications should be checked seasonally.

.3 
Organic matter such as shredded bark and leaves should be moist when applied, as extremely dry mulching materials could absorb moisture from the soil.

9.3.2
Inorganic Mulch

.1 
Rock Mulch: Rocks should be dispersed evenly over soil surface between shrubs or plants.  Depth of the mulch will vary according to the diameter of the individual rocks. Care should be taken to avoid contacting or burying the plants' lower branches under the mulch. Rock mulch should be placed on an approved landscape fabric as specified, see section 9.3.3.

.2 
Landscape Fabric: It may be appropriate to apply a pre-emergent herbicide before installing the fabric. After finish grading is complete but before planting, lay fabric over area. Cut “X” shaped openings in material to accept individual plants.  Upon completion of planting, apply mulch in an even layer, leaving no part of the landscape fabric exposed.  The mulch should either be as specified or a coarse material such as bark chips or rocks, both which discourage germination of weed seeds on the soil surface layer. 

9.3.3 
Maintenance of Mulch

.1
Mulch usually settles to a stable configuration however, traffic, weather or other causes may displace mulch at some locations.  Mulch should be periodically restored to its specified depth, location and constancy by the addition of similar mulch and subsequent raking, particularly to eliminate the exposure of any underlying landscape fabric (if used).

.2 
Where necessary, mulch may be topped up to its intended depth.  Adding subsequent layers of mulch to create a depth greater than that recommended or specified should be avoided.

9.3.4
Mulching Trees in Lawn Areas: All trees installed in lawn areas should have a one metre (1 m.) diameter mulched ring that is maintained for a minimum of two years. Mulch is to be an appropriate type for the tree planted. 

.1
Mulching Trees in Landscaped Areas: Mulch should not be placed within 10 cm of the base of the trunk of trees.

.2
Mulching Shrub is Landscaped Areas: Mulch should not be placed within 5 cm of the base of the trunk of shrubs.

.3
Mulching Perennials in Landscaped Areas: Mulch should not be placed within 5 cm of the stem of perennials.

9.3.5
 Soil fertility may be temporarily decreased due to the binding of nutrients by microorganisms, especially if supplemental fertilizers are not added.

TABLE 9-1: Some Considerations When Choosing A Mulch

	TYPE
	APPEARANCE
	ADVANTAGES
	DISADVANTAGES

	Bark Mulch (Medium Sized Bark)
	Reddish brown, medium texture material
	Widely available effective mulch
	Can be blown or accidentally swept out of planted area 



	Coarse Bark Mulches
	Dark reddish brown, coarse texture locations
	Longevity in beds
	Slow to decompose, will not contribute to the soil structure for many years

	Potting and Fine Sized Bark Mulches
	Reddish brown, shreds or fine textured
	Breaks down quickly to become part of the soil structure
	Effective lifetime of mulch is shortened as it is already partly decomposed, easily wind swept until matted


	Compost
	Dark brown, fine texture
	Breaks down quickly to become part of the soil structure, good soil amendment
	Effective lifetime of mulch is shortened as it is already partly decomposed


	Organic Mulches
	Various
	Recycled products
	Some may require some composting before use

	Rock Mulches
	Assorted colours and sizes
	Protects soil from frost heave and compaction; provides clean uniform effect
	Does not contribute to the organic content of the soil; long term maintenance is difficult  unless used in conjunction with landscape fabric. Difficult to amend soil with organic matter over time

	Synthetic Fabrics 
	Should not be visible when installed correctly
	Prevents,-weed germination while letting water pass readily into the soil
	Cannot be used in plantings that include stoloniferous plants or bulbs

	Recycled Synthetic Materials (i.e. Shredded Tires)
	Assorted colours
	Recycled product
	Does not add organic matter




	        Material
	Classification Types
	Longevity
	Add Nitrogen Source
	          Table 9.2   Types Of Mulch And Their Properties

                Comments

	Black Plastic Film
	I
	M
	N
	One layer cover, requires anchors, tears easily

	Crushed Rock
	I
	VL
	N
	Many colours, avoid limestone

	Geotextile Weed Barrier
	I
	L
	N
	Anchors required, best covered with mulch

	Gravel
	I
	VL
	N
	Many colours and sizes available

	Landscape Fabric
	I
	L
	N
	Should be covered with a mulching material

	Lava Rock
	I
	VL
	N
	Should be used with Landscape fabric

	Pea Gravel
	I
	VL
	N
	Attractive, small textured size adds interest to garden

	Pebbles
	I
	VL
	N
	Many colours and sizes available

	Rock Mulch
	I
	VL
	N
	Many colours and sizes available

	Stone/Chips
	I
	VL
	N
	Usually used with plastic mulch and landscape fabric

	Volcanic Rock
	I
	VL
	N
	Small sizes easily moved by water

	Bark Chunks
	O
	L
	R
	Expensive, Looks Good, Medium and Coarse best for mulch

	Coarse Bark Mulch
	O
	L
	R
	Used for planting beds and tree wells

	Cocoa Shells
	O
	S
	N
	Adds potassium, Nice aroma, looks good

	Compost
	O
	S
	N
	Well Cured

	Eastern Cedar
	O
	L
	R
	Used for planting beds and tree wells

	Peat Moss
	O
	S
	R
	Expensive, coarse grade for mulch

	Pine and Bark Nuggets
	O
	L
	R
	Used for planting beds and tree wells

	Pine Bark
	O
	L
	R
	Slow to decompose, very attractive

	Pine Needles
	O
	M
	R
	Fairly durable, does not mat down, very good for acid loving plants

	Red Cedar Mulch
	O
	M
	R
	Used for planting beds and tree wells

	Shredded Bark
	O
	M
	R
	Good for paths, picnic areas, causes nitrogen deficiencies

	Shredded Pine Mulch
	O
	M
	R
	Used for planting beds and tree wells

	Bark Mulch
	O
	L
	R
	Used for planting beds and tree wells

	Straw
	O
	S
	R
	Supplies potassium, weed seeds

	Utility Bark Mulch
	O
	L
	R
	Hardwoods such as Oak, Maple, Cheery, Spruce

	Composted Leaves
	OR
	S
	N
	Better as Soil Amendment

	Composted Yard Waste
	OR
	S
	N
	Weeds Seeds, odours

	Ground or Shredded Tires
	OR
	VL
	N
	Playground Use and Sports Fields

	Manure (Well Rotted)
	OR
	S
	N
	Weeds Seeds, odours

	Newspaper
	OR
	S
	R
	Good when covered with Pine needles

	Waste Paper
	OR
	S
	N
	Must shred, apply wet and keep moist
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