
It’s time to save water in the landscape and keep plants healthy. One way to do this is by using mulch. Mulch has many beneficial 

qualities when used correctly. It prevents weed seeds from germinating. It acts 

as insulation for the soil by keeping it cooler in the summer and warmer in the 

winter. It protects tree trunks, plant stems, and surface roots from lawn mowers 

and string trimmers. It controls soil erosion from stormwater runoff and wind by 

keeping the soil in place. It improves soil health by amending soil structure, 

aeration, and drainage while preventing soil compaction. Organic mulch 

increases soil fertility as it decomposes. By increasing a healthy soil microbe 

community, it enhances plant root growth and facilitates water and nutrient uptake. It reduces root rot and soilborne diseases. 

Most importantly, it conserves water by helping to prevent evaporation of soil moisture.  

It is important to know how to use mulch correctly to gain the most benefits from it. For well drained sites, apply a 2-to-4-inch layer 

around trees, shrubs, and bedding plants. Use a thinner layer for sites with poorer 

drainage. Spread it beyond a tree’s drip line while keeping at least a 4-inch minimum 

space around the trunk. Do the same for shrubs. Never pile it around the trunk which will 

lead to less oxygen getting to roots, insect damage, diseases, and rot. For flower beds 

and vegetable gardens, keep mulch away from the stems while spreading it; and raise 

the depth around the bed to prevent erosion. Do not till or incorporate mulch that has not 

completely decomposed in the soil. It can rob nitrogen from the soil, reducing the supply 

to plants. It is recommended to add mulch every 2 to 3 years to maintain a total depth of 

2 to 3 inches. Remember to stir up the old layer before adding new mulch to break up 

compacted layers and improve drainage.  

Make sure to use a good quality organic mulch. It should have a pleasant earthy or woody smell and be of uniform shape with a 

particle size between ½ to 3 inches. It should not have chemical residues, viable weed seeds, or solid objects in it, such as 

stones, glass, metals, or plastics. If it has a sour, vinegar, sulfur, or acid smell, it was produced under anaerobic conditions. This 

produces either methanol, acetic acid, ammonia gas, and hydrogen sulfide gas which can cause plants to wilt, browning of leaves, 

leaf scorching, defoliation, or plant mortality. Some symptoms may mimic plant stresses from drought, fertilizer burn, or pesticide 

misapplications. Any of these symptoms can occur within 24 hours after applying sour mulch. A pH test can help determine sour 

mulch which will have a very acidic pH between 1.8 to 2.5. If it is suspected that sour mulch has been applied, remove it from 

around plants and water it heavily to help leach the anaerobic by-products from it. For bulk mulch, never store it in mounds more 

than 4 to 6 feet tall and turn it over frequently to keep it from going sour.  

For more information on mulch please view the table on page 2 and peruse Viginia’s Cooperative Extension’s Mulching: Purpose, 

Benefits, and Essential Information;  Washington State Department of Ecology’s Buying and Using Organic Mulch; and University 

of Massachusetts Hort Notes: Beware of Sour Mulch. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Landscape Water Savings! 

 

While Brick Utilities undertakes an important reservoir improvement project, we are encouraging our customers to 

voluntarily conserve water in and around the home where possible. Helpful water conservation tips are  available at 

NJDEP Conserve Water and USEPA WaterSense. 

Don't forget the Spring Tune Up for Sprinklers 

https://www.pubs.ext.vt.edu/content/dam/pubs_ext_vt_edu/spes/spes-661/SPES-661.pdf
https://www.pubs.ext.vt.edu/content/dam/pubs_ext_vt_edu/spes/spes-661/SPES-661.pdf
https://apps.ecology.wa.gov/publications/documents/0907033.pdf
https://www.umass.edu/agriculture-food-environment/landscape/news/hort-notes-beware-of-sour-mulch
https://dep.nj.gov/conserve-water/
https://www.epa.gov/watersense
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The New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection has declared a Drought Warning due to a prolonged period of below normal precipitation. Please continue to conserve 

water by installing low-flow showerheads and toilets, replacing appliances when needed with water efficient models, running the dishwasher and washing machine only when full, 

and composting vegetable food waste instead of using the garbage disposal. Visit New Jersey Drought Information to learn about drought conditions. Visit USEPA’s WaterSense for 

water conservation information. 

https://dep.nj.gov/drought/
https://dep.nj.gov/drought/
https://www.epa.gov/watersense
https://www.pubs.ext.vt.edu/content/dam/pubs_ext_vt_edu/spes/spes-661/SPES-661.pdf
https://s3.wp.wsu.edu/uploads/sites/2080/2018/03/coconut-coir.pdf
https://www.rhs.org.uk/advice/peat/coir-questions-answered
https://www.umass.edu/agriculture-food-environment/home-lawn-garden/fact-sheets/colored-bark-mulch
https://dep.nj.gov/drought/
https://www.epa.gov/watersense

