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Feeding Plants, Building Soil
Organic mulches like wood chips, straw or seaweed provide a wide range of nutrients to plants and food to
soil organisms. As they break down, the nutrients are released and are available to the plants and the
organic matter is converted in humus, which greatly improves the structure and quality of soil.. An
unmulched garden is unlikely to have significant numbers of soil building organisms in it - this is key to a
healthy, productive soil. Plants like comfrey can be grown to be cut many times and used as nutritious
mulch, while legumes like clover can be grown as a ‘living mulch’, to provide nitrogen to surrounding plants.
Many people are now promoting the use of ‘ramial wood chip’, which is made from fresh branches of
deciduous trees that are less than 7cm diameter. These branches are very high in enzymes, minerals and
amino acids that soil fungi adore. These fungi rapidly break down the wood chip and turn it into high quality
soil. 

WHY use MULCH?
Mulching can serve several purposes: 

Protecting soil e.g. from drying wind and sun, erosive rain or watering
systems;
Feeding plants e.g. by providing nutrients or food for soil organisms;
Building soil e.g. by providing organic matter;
Reducing weeds e.g. by blocking light and preventing seeds germinating;
Improving growing conditions e.g. by keeping soil cooler in summer or
maintaining warmth in winter.

mulch
Mulch is a protective cover spread over exposed soil. Mulches can enhance
conditions for root growth and the activity of soil organisms, which incorporate
organic material into the soil to provide nutrients for plants.

Straw makes a great mulch for
vegetable gardens.

Protecting Soil
Soil can be damaged by excessive rain, wind or sun. It can dry out and blow away or be washed away.
Mulch can cover the soil and reduce the impact of the elements. Any mulch will help protect soil, but light
mulches such as straw can be blown away in strong winds. Plastic mulches also need to be secured
firmly to the ground to prevent being blown away (plastic and cardboard mulches can also starve the
soil of oxygen, so need to be used with caution).

Reducing Weeds
Mulches used to suppress weeds typically need to block light. Heavy black plastic is an excellent choice for
smothering existing weeds; Clear plastic can be used over summer, when the plastic intensifies the sun’s
heat, further inhibiting weed survival - this is called ‘solarisation’. Cardboard is another easy to find
biodegradable material for suppressing weeds (although it may contain toxic chemicals so should not be
used repeatedly). Carpet can be used, but most old woollen carpets in New Zealand have been treated with
persistent toxic pesticides like DDT and Lindane, and plastic carpets will leave microplastics in the soil, so
are best avoided. 




