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Why ar e some mulchesso cheap!

In Houston there are many types of mulch availableat pricesvery cheap to over $40 per
cubicyard. Thereal questioniswhy are some of these mulchesso cheap?

Many vendorscut qualityin many waysto reduce price and the customer ends up suffering
the consequences and added or hidden costs.

1) Modern soil sciencetellsusthat good healthy fertile soilswith high productivity and low
insect and disease pressure have 30 carbon atomsto one nitrogen atoms. Thisisknown asa
30 tol carbonto nitrogenratio (C:N = 30:1).

All organicmaterialsthat were once alivehaveaC:N ratio. For examplebark mulches
(both pine and hardwood) have a C:N ratio of near 500:1. Colored or dyed mulchesusedry
raw wood to absorb colorant and have aratio of over 300:1.

Thefirst problem alandscaper or gardener encountasis naturewill break down these
mulchesover timebut it requiresalot of nitrogen. To do thisthe microbesuse nitrogenin
the soil takingit away from the plants. Asaresult the plantsbecomestressedresultingin
increased diseaseand insect pressure  To reducethisproblemrequiresalot of toxic
expensivesyntheticfertilizer resulting in hidden costs and which creates other problems.

The 2 problemalandscape or gardener encounters is both plant and soil diseases Barks
have chemicalsin themto kill microbesand prevent decay. These chemicalsinclude
turpentine’ s, phenolics, tannins, etc. that kill the good microbesneeded for plantsto be
healthy and absorb nutrients from the soil. Without the good microbesthe pathogens have
no natural control and expensive and toxic fungicides are required. Again, another hidden
cost.

Third, pine bark mulchestend to float away in arain and make a messy situatian that
customersdo not like. Hardwood bark mulchestend to become hydrophobic and repel
water keepingit from entering the soil. They also seal the soil with ugly fungus mats and
slimes preventing air (oxygen) from enteringthe soil. Againwe get incressed disease,
drought stress (wilting), poor growth and increasedinsect damage. Again thisrequires
expensiveand toxic pesticides to control the problem. A lot of plantsdie and require
expensivereplacement (another hidden cost). Microbial inoculantswill not work well asthe
chemicalsin the bark kill off the good microbesalmost assoon asitisapplied. To offset
the lack of water enteringthe soil, expensiveirrigation must be run frequently to water the
beds. The excesswater runs off into the lavn creating conditiors that favor brown patch and
other turf diseases.
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Forth, to darken or color the mulchestoxic chemicals and dyesmust be used. Boilerashisa
hazardouswastethat is commonly used to chemically burn mulchesblack over night. Itis
very alkaline, containsalot of salt, and toxicto many speciesof plants. Black does not
occur in nature under healthy conditions Black only occursin nature when anaerobic
conditiors are present a process better known asfermentation. Fermentetion causes
alcoholsto be produced and aslittleas 1 ppm of alcohol killsplant feeder roots. Thisagain
causes poor plant growth, lossand additiond expenses. Many of the col orantsused also
contain heavy metalsthat are toxic to humansand pets. They are some organic dyes
availablebut they are much more expensive and the mulch will haveto sell for over $40/cy
to cover theincreased costs.

Native M ulchesare generally recognized by soil scientids asthe best typeto use.
However, evenin this category many vendorstake shortcutsthat resultsin ainferior low
valuemulch.

1) Thetrunk of thetreeand larger limbswill haveaC:N ratio of 300:1 or morewhich
createsthe problemslisted above. The smaller branchesand limbswill havea90:1 ratio
whidh is much closer to the correct amount. The reason deer, beaver, squirrels and other
animalseat branchesand limbsfor food isthat it isfull of nutrients such asminerals
protein, vitaming enzymes, etc. The largewood does not have the nutritional benefits of the
smaller material. To save money most vendorsuse thewholetree and largelimbs asit
createsalot moremulchto sell. It also costsmoreto separateout the low value big wood
from the smaller branchesand limbsand most vendorsdo not want to do thisimportant
extrastep.

2) Some vendorsdue not compost the native mulch and use boiler ash to darkenit again
resultingin the above problemsand hidden costs.

3) If the nativemulchis composted long enough it will turn a beautifu deep chocolate
brown color and the cambiumlayersof the limbsand theleafsturnintoarich compost. The
heat of the composting killsall the weed seedsthat might have been present and all any
pathogens The composting processallowsthe beneficial microbesrequiredby all plantsto
increaseto very high densitiesto help create good soil structureand prevent disease. It also
providesa mediumthat microbid inocularts canthrivein. It providesfood for earthworms
that aeratethe soil, reduce compaction, and eat weed seeds, kill soil diseases and kill human
pathogenslike e-coli, etc. Composting the mulch requiresboth time and money plus storage
requirements and management of the pileswhilethe composting processis goingon. The
composting processis similar to making a good wine (cheap grapejuice versusa good
valuableflavorfu winewhichtaketimeto age properly).

Most vendorsdo not do thisextrastep asit costsmoney and they do not care about the
resultsor problemslandscapas and gardeners experience
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4) Many vendorsjust grind the treesand sell the mulch. Better vendorsafter composting
will pass the mulch through a screening processthat removesall the larger piecesand results
inabeautifu uniformmulch. Most vendorsskip thisstepto reducetheir costsand leaveit
to thelandscapes or gardenersto incur the cost and headaches of removingunsightly

pi eces.

5) The soilsin around Houston tend to be low in the nutrientscal cium and sulfur and have
lotsof salt (sodium) inthem. All plantsrequiresulfur and calciumto grow strongand
healthy. Many weeds grow best in soilslow in calcium. If calciumispresentit will replace
sodiumin the soil allowing the sodiumto leach away creating a better soil for plantsto
thrivein. Theextracalciumalso allowsfor the nutrientsin organicfertilizersto be absorbed
by the microbesand on the cation exchange capacity of the soil particlesand humus. Hence
the organicfertilizasbecomemoreeffective Better vendorswill add cal ciumand sulfur to
themulchasit iscompostad so it isincorporaed by the microbesand available to the plants.
Thisextrastep costsmore but it resultsin amuch more valuablemul ch that eliminates many
problemsfor landscapersand gardenrsand hel psproduce a beautifu and healthy landscape

6) A composted nativemulch readily allowswater and air to enter the root zone reducing
water requirements and helping prevent root diseases Again preventing alandscaper or
gardener problemsand saving time and money as aresult.

Asinall productsone getswhat they pay for. Experienced successful landscapasand
landscapearchitedas cannot afford the hidden cost of using cheap low value productsif they
want to make money and have happy customers
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