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Mulching - The Natural Thing To Do
by Dr. Rex A. Bastian, Ph.D.

The Care of Trees, October 1989
"What is the best single thing I can do to help my trees and

shrubs?" In many cases, the correct answer can be stated in
one word - MULCH. Why? Because mulching more closely
parallels with how trees grow in nature.

Next time you are in the woods, take a close look at the trees.
Notice that there is a deep layer of leaves on the surface. Reach
down and dig a little bit. You'll observe that beneath the leaves,
there is a rich layer of decomposed plant material. Growing
through this layer are many fine roots. Now look around you.
Try to determine to which plants those roots belong. You'll pro-
bably see very little grass, and if the tree canopy is dense, pro-
bably very few other plants as well. The roots that are growing
very close to the surface are tree roots. The roots are present
in this organic layer because the water, nutrients, and oxygen
they need to grow are all found in abundance. As this material
decomposes, the nutrients it contains are returned to the soil
for the tree roots to absorb. Each fall, the trees shed their leaves
which fall to the ground and continually replenish this biological-
ly rich layer.

Now take a look at the trees in your own yard. What do we
see here? Instead of a thick layer of decomposing plant material,
we find a thick carpet of grass. If we try to dig through the
grass, we may find some tree roots, but they are few in number
compared with the grass roots. Little trace of the layer of decom-
posing plant material can be found. When the trees drop their
leaves, we are there to rake them up and to haul them away.
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Perhaps you are beginning to understand the problem. When
we plant our trees in a sea of grass, we are forcing them to
grow in an unnatural situation. Most of a tree's roots are found
in the top 40 inches of the soil. Of those, the majority are found
in the top 12 to 18 inches. Grass roots, of course, occupy this
same zone and are intense competitors with tree roots for water
and nutrit(nts. When root competition i~ combined with other
urban problems such as poor soils, restricted root zones,
mechanical injury, and air pollution, it is no wonder that some
of our trees perform poorly. By mulching our plant materials
in the urban landscape, we attempt to duplicate the conditions
in which trees grow in nature. (cont'd. page 6)
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