The Scoop on Mulch
Our culture has a love affair with mulch.  It gives that extra umph to our landscape.  But, when improperly applied, problems ensue that far outweigh the desired benefits.

First, it is important to understand the difference between mulch and compost, and the purposes of both.  Compost is a rich organic substance used to amend and enrich the soil and promote soil porosity and structure, so it is basically a soil enhancer or organic fertilizer that provides many wonderful benefits for trees and vegetation, particularly when coupled with aeration.  Mulch  is a top dressing that provides an immediate surface for absorption after a rain or watering, reducing volatilization while conserving an even moisture and temperature level in the soil during summer and winter, and curtails salt residue from continual evaporation.  Mulch provides some nutritional benefits when it breaks down (larger particles require more time and nitrogen to break down), and provides a temporary barrier to weeds (notice the word “temporary).  On occasion, one still needs to assume the “neanderthal” position and remove undesirable vegetation by hand.  Most weeds propogate above ground via seed production spread by wind, so landscape fabric, plastic liners or mounds of mulch won’t block out everything undesirable.  As well, the use of mulch curtails the need for operating mechanical equipment within the critical root zone (1 inch for every foot of diameter out from the trunk). 

So, here’s the real scoop on mulch.  It should be thoughtfully applied to achieve true benefits.  Often seen in landscapes and along street and parking lot medians are six to ten-inch volcanic mounds of artistically sculpted perfect and compressed piles of mulch as if formed out of gelaten molds.  This well-intended practice is extremely detrimental, particularly to juvenile trees that depend on regular watering to become established.  This practice in no way mimics the forest floor, which should be the goal, much to the realization that wood and litter do not fall out of trees in such rate or fashion twice a year.  Three inches of top dressing is plenty, and should be distributed in an even layer beginning several inches from the parent stem, or trunk, and worked outward toward the dripline, avoiding the corky bark and root collar altogether.  The photo below is telling.  It shows the bazarre practice or need to place mulch around the root collar irregardless of the lack of benefits to exposed lateral roots:
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A recommended course of action for the above scenario would be to bring in good fill and fluff in compost which would help buffer against the errosion and the rocky, high ph soil, meet future aeration needs, and finish with a couple of inches of top dressing or mulch.  For further preservation practices, it would also be important here to consider the existing irrigation system, water flow and foot traffic patterns contributing to the errosion.

Areas around the base of trees that are too heavily mulched greatly increase the favorability of micro-organisms, fungi or decay-causing bacteria,  to develop when allowed to remain continually wet after waterings, making trees vulnerable to decay and a host of diseases, insect populations or rodents.  Most importantly, deep mulches encourage upward growth of feeder roots as well as girdling roots.  Up inside the mulch layer is not where  feeder roots should exist, so spread out that mulch and keep the roots under the ground to mine the soil where they belong.  Discouragement of surface rooting will help curtail future damage to hardscapes, driveways or sidewalks particularly for those species that have a propensity to develop lateral surface roots.
The critical root zone is the area where the watering, mulching and chemical exchange should take place.  Ideally, this entire area should be void of competitive vegetation though  this ideal does not always fit into everyone’s landscape designs.  All excess dirt should be pulled away from the root crown area.  Most planted trees are installed too deeply anyway and oftentimes existing root systems get covered with excess fill soil from construction.  Trees should never look like a stick coming out of the ground.  They should look like a trumpet and you should be able to see root flare, always, even with mulch in place.  Of course, on leaning trees, the flare will exist mainly on the tension side.
Broader bark mulches float and scatter, are less desirable around trees and lawns, and work better as pathways or for specific deficit areas.  Extremely lightweight mulch such as sawdust or straw breakdown too quickly.  Shredded hardwood mulches or cypress mulches work best.  Avoid plastics and any materials that clump together and the application of mulch over a heavy, clay soil that doesn’t drain well is to be avoided or substituted with a different ground covering.
Remember, life begins and ends with the soil.  Aeration, compost or organic matter, removal of competition, effective watering and a thin layer of mulch or ground cover in the critical root zone area are your best bets for healthy, vigorous trees.  So grab those rakes and spread out that excess mulch.  Over three inches is too mulch of a good thing!
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