
What is  mulch?
Mulch refers to a protective layer of material spread
over soil. It creates a dense covering that provides
many benefits to growing native plants and home
gardens. 

Mulch 101
A WAI WĀNAKA RESOURCE

Mulch benefits both plants and our environment. This resource is a beginner-friendly guide to
understanding the benefits of mulch, along with recommended mulch types for varying landscapes. 

What are the benefits?

WEED CONTROL 
Mulch creates a protective
barrier that prevents weed
growth, allowing your plants
to grow without competition
for resources. A great
alternative to spraying/using
chemicals.

LOCKS IN MOISTURE 
We live in a very dry region
here in the Upper Clutha.
Mulch has the ability to lock
in moisture, reducing water
evaporation and helping the
soil to retain moisture for
longer. Hydrated plants are
happy plants.

ENHANCES THE SOIL
Most mulches have the
ability to increase nutrients
in soil. Mulch becomes a
home for microorganisms
and worms, whose job is to
break down decaying matter
and produce humus – also
known as the ‘gold dust’ for
soil. 

REGULATES TEMPERATURE
Mulch acts as an insulator,
helping to stabilise the
temperature of the soil
beneath it. This protects a
plant’s roots from the hot
summer and cold winter
temperatures.



Types of mulch we use:

A favourite mulch here at
WAI. Wood chips feed soil
biology and fungal
populations, leading to
optimal plant growth.
Utilising slash from trees also
mitigates the need for
burning. 

We haven't tried lucerne
hay here at WAI, but the
benefits (such as
stimulating root growth)
are well known in the
mulching world. This
option has high costs if
not readily available on
farm.

A free mulch source for
farmers. Sheep dags work
well to retain moisture and
add nutrients to the soil. Do
not use dags near
waterways, however, due to
the risk of e.coli
contamination and nitrogen
leaching.

When doing plant
maintenance, you can
utilise weed-whacked
weeds and grasses as
mulch. Due to quantity, we
only recommend this for
small planting sites. 

WOOD CHIPS SHEEP DAGS

LUCERNE HAY GRASSES/WEEDS

WAI's mulching tips:
We recommend mulching at the beginning of (or prior to) spring when major weed growth
takes place. 

Fresh wood chips can suck up nutrients within the soil (therefore 'robbing' your growing
plants). We don't recommend using fresh wood chips in areas with low nutrient levels.

The thicker the mulch the better for weed suppression and retaining moisture. We
recommend mulch have a minimum height of 15-20cm and a minimum radius of 40cm around
each plant. 

If using plant protectors, place mulch around the outside of the protector, not inside. If
mulching without plant protectors, make sure to give your plants some breathing room, we
recommend leaving 10-15cm of space around each plant. 

Urban living? Autumn leaves make great mulch for gardens and divert leaf litter from our
storm drains.

Often more labour intensive than spraying

Cost 

Steep sites can be difficult to mulch

Challenges to consider:

References: WAI Wānaka Field Team, KoruKai Herb Farm, Composting NZ

"Mulching might be more work in the short-term,
but it  pays off in the long-term."


