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Why should gardeners mulch? What are the 
benefits?

Mulching is a way of mimicking nature; it recreates 

healthy growing environments and it moderates the 

effects of extreme weather. Different mulches have 

different benefits. Most mulches protect the soil 

from erosion, compaction, and evaporation (retaining 

moisture). We’re probably most familiar with mulches 

reducing weeds (and some mulches take this to 

the extreme and prevent anything from growing 

properly). Some mulches insulate against heat and 

cold – moderating the temperatures and avoiding 

extremes. One key benefit of organic mulches (like 

ramial chipped wood or hay/straw mulches) is the 

way they help grow soil biology and can re-balance 

soil nutrition in a way that chemical fertilizers cannot.

Are there any drawbacks to mulching?

Again, different mulches will have different 

advantages and drawbacks. Organic mulches tend 

to look “messier” (human notions of tidiness often 

don’t match with nature’s needs), whereas inorganic 

mulches like landscape fabric can compact the soil 

beneath and create a bacterial-heavy environment 

(which is okay for many annual plants and “weeds,” 

but terrible for woody plants). Sometimes you may 

want to have an area, like a pathway, become hostile 

to growing plants, but using landscape fabric in a 

fruit orchard or perennial garden will increase your 

need for chemical fertilizers and pesticides since your 

plants are not living in healthy soils. It really depends 

on your purpose. Putting a thick layer of woodchips 

on a veggie garden in spring will keep the soil 

cooler and delay growth; in an orchard this might be 

beneficial for tender fruits so they flower after the risk 

of frost has passed.

What constitutes mulch? For instance, some 
people believe if they spread a layer of top soil or 
mushroom manure, they are using mulch.

In the basic sense, mulch can be any material that 

one layers on top of the soil. They can be split into 

two categories – organic (usually straw, woodchips, 

or manures) and inorganic (most commonly rock or 

woven plastic/fabric sheets that have become popular 

over the last few decades). 

Kyle Friesen Interview 

Since our May 12 meeting has been cancelled due to Covid-19, speaker Kyle Friesen agreed to talk with Laura 
Langston about his topic – the importance of mulching. Kyle Friesen and his wife, Laura, own Arrowsmith 
Greenhouses. Kyle calls himself a post-modern Renaissance man with interests and skills ranging from music, 
drama, solar power and electric vehicles to holistic management in agriculture, website design, hiking and 
swimming. He worked at Falk Nurseries in Manitoba for over a decade, starting as a transplanter and eventually 
becoming the nursery sales manager where he ran the plant troubleshooting and warranty program. He is a 
certified arborist and trained under the Prairie Horticultural Program. He enjoys helping growers understand the 
complex factors contributing to plant health and teaching a holistic approach to horticulture. 
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Can you describe some types of organic mulch and 
give gardeners an idea of where they are best used? 

Manure is probably the most familiar mulch – it is 

often tilled into a vegetable garden or top-dressed 

around established perennial plants. Only well-rotted 

manures (1+ years old) should be used to avoid excess 

nitrogen because too much nitrogen can kill your 

plants’ roots. As it rots into the soil, it can improve 

soil structure and improve soil biology (it provides 

food and a healthy ecosystem for a diverse group of 

beneficial insects and fungi). It tends to encourage 

green growth, so care should be taken not to over-

fertilize fruiting or flowering crops with manures – 

you may end up with a massive leafy apple tree with 

very little fruit. 

One mulch you’re excited about is ramial mulch. Can 
you tell us about that?

Yes. Ramial chipped wood is the best mulch 

for woody plants – it is a product described by 

researchers at Laval University (directed by 

Professor Gilles Lemieux). It is simply woodchips 

made from 11 cm branches, with best results using 

70% deciduous wood due to the kinds of fungi it 

encourages as it rots. These branches contain most 

of the nutrients required by woody plants, as well as 

special enzymes not found elsewhere that aid in plant 

growth. It is the primary natural way to produce the 

most fertile soils found in nature – the forest edge 

transition zone. It produces fungal duff, which is 

perfect for growing perennial and woody plants. I 

came across this research through Michael Phillips, 

a well-educated holistic orchardist and author with 

decades of experience in the organic industry. I highly 

recommend his book, “The Holistic Orchard” for 

those who are interested in growing fruit at home. 

More and more businesses are starting to promote 

ramial chipped wood, particularly in food production, 

and it is very useful for rejuvenating damaged soils. 

It would also be useful for perennial or shrub gardens 

and the wood can produce a great “natural” look that 

contrasts to your foliage.

What about other wood-based mulches?

Other wood-based mulches are similar, but they don’t 

really help soil biology as much. Bark and sawdust 

have a very high carbon to nitrogen ratio, which 

means that as it rots, it can “lock up” nitrogen during 

the process of breaking down; after a year or two it 

slowly begins re-releasing it. Some wood mulches 

have been chemically treated; don’t use them around 

your plants as it won’t decompose properly and may 

harm soil biology. Softwood bark in particular is also 

high in tannins which suppresses healthy growth, 

particularly in deciduous plants. It’s more suitable for 

low maintenance areas, around high planters or on 

pathways, or around your evergreens.

Can you combine mulches?

Organic mulches can be paired with inorganic rock 

mulch with good results. Screened gravel in a 2' 

diameter circle around your trees, especially when 

young, helps keep the trunk itself drier and reduces 

fungal disease. Beyond that point you want the ramial 
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chipped wood to feed the roots – past the eventual 

drip line if possible. The ramial chipped wood can 

be supplemented with manures and compost for 

a more diverse soil environment, which will help 

reduce diseases long term and reduce the need for 

any chemical fertilizers, which can cause nutrient 

imbalances. Rocks are best used in moderation 

around trees or shrubs – you need organic material to 

rot and replenish the soil within the plant’s root zone 

for long-term health.

What do you suggest for vegetable gardens?

Straw or grass mulches can be used to great effect 

in annual/vegetable gardens. A few inches thick will 

help suppress weeds and it will quickly decompose 

into the soil, giving your plants a boost. It can also 

reduce erosion and allow for rain or irrigation to soak 

into the ground further before evaporating. Always 

keep these organic mulches away from the stems so 

you’re not trapping moisture and creating rot issues.

What about cardboard mulches?

I tend to not recommend them. Cardboard doesn’t 

allow for proper gas exchange and isn’t great for 

moisture infiltration, which can cause long-term 

issues in the soil. Some cardboard also may have toxic 

dyes. I know many people use it, and it suppresses 

weeds fairly well (especially when multiple layers are 

used), but the science suggests that it isn’t great for 

the microbiology. 

How can gardeners be sure they are using the right 
mulch for the right spot? For instance, you wouldn’t 
use cedar or pine chips to mulch tomatoes, but you 
might use it for a pathway. 

Research is helpful, though the sheer amount of 

information online can be overwhelming and some 

voices are more scientific or accurate than others. You 

have to know what your end goal is, but even that 

can be tricky. You can mulch to completely suppress 

weeds, but the cost will be destroying soil structure 

and harming your desired plants since our so-called 

“good” plants need very similar growing conditions to 

the weeds. 

How much mulch should gardeners use?

The minimum needed for weed suppression is about 

3" thick, whether you’re using inorganic or organic 

mulches. It’s enough to reduce the sunlight reaching 

the soil, significantly reducing seed germination. 

Organic mulches will need to be reapplied every 

1-3 years. Adding a bit of ramial chipped wood each 

year in particular is excellent for biodiversity since 

different beneficial organisms enjoy the different 

stages of decomposed wood. As far as how much area 

to cover, it depends on the plant. Raised beds can 

be completely mulched (again, careful not to have 

organic mulch touching stems); orchards can have  

3" of gravel in a 2' circle around stems/trunks, and 

2-8" of a variety of organic mulches piled randomly 

and haphazardly beyond this circle according to 

Michael Phillip’s approach (which emphasizes plant 

health over human aesthetics).
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Is there any point about mulching we haven’t 
covered that you think needs to be made?

I just want to reiterate that it’s key to understand 

why you are mulching and what the intended and 

unintended consequences may be. It is useful to weed 

the soil before adding mulches, removing as many 

undesirable roots as possible. If you are planning a 

new perennial/shrub/tree area, it is a great idea to 

mulch for a year ahead of time to prepare the soil. 

This works for depleted gardens too, instead of 

constantly tilling and breaking up soil structures. 

Not much study has been done with mulches in 

container gardens, though mulching with vermiculite 

is fairly common. I think it would be interesting to 

experiment with woody mulches in large containers 

used for growing perennials, shrubs and dwarf 

trees in particular. It’s harder to encourage healthy 

biodiversity in a relatively small growing medium, 

but I suspect when done properly it could increase the 

longevity of larger potted plants.

Organic mulching is one great tool we can use to 

improve soil health, and healthy soil reduces our 

reliance on expensive fertilizers and pesticides. Many 

great horticulturalists emphasize that we do not feed 

plants directly, we feed the soil. Plant nutrition is 

often over-simplified into mere measurements of 

nutrient percentages and pH levels. Still, the reality 

is that it takes a diverse network of microbes, insects, 

and other microorganisms living in the soil to produce 

the absolute best plants and tastiest produce. 

Thanks very much, Kyle! 
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