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How to Use Mulch for a More Drought Resilient Garden 

When to mulch for drought resilience. 
Replenish mulch in late winter to early spring (typically by mid-April) for longer moisture retention into 

summer.   If an area tends to be soggy, mulch later in in the season after it has time to dry out a bit.   

During the summer, apply coarse mulch immediately after thoroughly watering dry soil several inches 

deep.   

Mulch in the fall to protect bare soil from rain impact and to capture rainfall and replenish soil moisture.  

What does good mulch do?  
The immediate benefits in terms of drought resiliency include: 

• Reduced evaporation of soil moisture 

• Suppression of weed seed germination 

• Moderation of soil temperature extremes 

• Protection from compaction and erosion 

• Better water infiltration 

Coarse texture is optimal for moisture retention and water infiltration.    
Mulch that is made of big, chunky pieces creates a sort of vapor barrier where there those big, chunky 

pieces lay at the soil surface.  Coarse textured mulch also helps suppress moisture-competitive weed 

growth.   It is common for the mulch to be dry at the surface with nicely damp soil beneath.  Check the 

soil before assuming it is dry and in need of watering. 

Chunky mulch has lots of open channels between the pieces that aid the movement of water into the 

soil profile.  At very dry times of year, particularly toward the end of summer, mulch may absorb applied 

water before it reaches the soil. 

Long-term benefits are gained with coarse-textured organic mulch. 
Mulch that contains broken pieces of leaves, twigs, and wood chunks will feed a variety of beneficial 

insects, worms, and fungi which in turn contribute good conditions for roots. Healthy plants roots are a 

vital part of drought resiliency.  The long-term benefits include: 

• Slow release of nutrients 

• Replenishment of organic matter 

• Improved soil moisture holding capacity 

• Maintenance of soil permeability and aeration 

• See the Bioturbation video: https://youtu.be/Mxp1nnrUG0Q 

Inorganic mulches such as rock or weed barrier fabric don’t enhance soil biology, structure, organic 

matter, or fertility.  Same goes pure bark (fine bark, shredded bark, “Beauty bark”) since beneficial 

organisms don’t feed on bark. 

https://youtu.be/Mxp1nnrUG0Q
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Use a thin layer of compost beneath coarse mulch for soil that needs 

amendment. 
If soil is pale in color and lacking organic matter, apply an inch or less of compost or organic amendment 

beneath coarse mulch.  Top-dressing with compost alone is helpful for maintaining organic matter (and 

soil moisture holding capacity) for lawns and ground cover plantings where coarse mulch is not suited. 

Some materials that impede water infiltration.  
Avoid fine bark or shredded bark.  The waxy fibers tend to crust into impenetrable layers. Water-

repellant crusting can also occur with finely screened compost blends.  While the use of cardboard 

sheets under mulch has become a popular practice, the thickness and waxy components of cardboard 

can impede moisture and gas exchange for extended periods.  Also avoid long-term placement plastic 

and synthetic weed barrier fabrics.   

How deep to mulch for drought resilience. 
Apply 2 to 4 inches of coarse mulch with particles that are about 2/3- to 3-inches in size to keep weeds 

down and moisture in.  Apply 1 to 2-inches of woody mulch with particles a half-inch or less in size.  

Include the depth of any existing mulch into the total desired depth when adding new mulch.   

Where some soil exposure matters. 
• Never bury the trunks of trees and shrubs; it is harmful to their health and invites basal rot. 

• Patches of exposed soil are vital for ground nesting native bees and other beneficial insects.   

Types of coarse mulch for Pacific Northwest Gardens. 

• Shredded and/or composted leaves and other garden trimmings. 

• Straw or shredded leaves are useful in vegetable and flower gardens. 

• Arborist wood chips from tree trimming (www.chipdrop.com ) or bulk wood chip mulch from 

vendors. 

• Bagged wood mulch, sometimes sold by color (black mulch, brown mulch).  

• Large or extra-large bark nuggets, ideal for beds with large trees and/or large shrubs. 

• Coir fiber mulch bricks:  breaks up into small chunks after soaking in water. 

• Soil building conditioners that are composed of small woody pieces work well as a mini-

woodchip mulch for carpeting groundcovers and other small plants that would be overwhelmed 

by larger mulch particles. 

• The fine clippings from mulch-mowing and a thin topdressing with compost help boost drought 

resiliency for lawns. 
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