
Dear Dr. Fill 

Like so many gardeners, I seem to be regularly producing woody clippings from pruning shrubs and trees, and 
occasionally producing even more woody material when we remove a tree limb, or cut down a tree in our yard.   
I would like to begin to recycle that material and make our own wood chip mulch or compost, but I recall hearing 
that it’s not safe to put unaged chips in a garden.  When I went to Google for advice, I saw two very different 
opinions.  Some sites warn that it is very dangerous if the material hasn’t been composted and rotted over time. 
They say that as it decomposes, it will rob our soil of all its nutrients – especially nitrogen.  This matched what I’d 
always been told.  But other sites say that it is a great thing to do for your garden, and that it poses very little 
risk and that we are discarding materials that could be used to keep our gardens healthy.  If you have any 
thoughts on this, I’d love to hear your advice.                                                                       

Sincerely                               
Musing Over Mulch 

 

Dear Musing Over Mulch 

There’s no doubt about it.  Gardeners are always snipping and pruning and we can create a large amount of 
woody waste.   The small thin branches with leaves can always be chopped up with hand pruners and tossed into 
your compost bin, but some pieces are too big for that.  It could be worth investing in a small shredder if you 
have a lot of shrubbery that you frequently prune.  If you look at it as a long term investment that you’ll use for 
years to come, the initial purchase cost will seem more reasonable. They can range from $200 to $2,000 or 
more.  Or you might just opt to rent one for a weekend.   It could end up being the solution to dealing with the 
mountains of branches and twigs you’re always creating. 

I’m not surprised that you were confused by all of the different opinions that you see on-line on the safety of 
using freshly cut woody material.  I have to admit I was confused too when I began to research the answer to 
your question.  Some sites insist it’s safe and others insist it will deplete your soil of all its nutrients.  As with so 
many things, the only “right” answer seems to be, “It depends”.  It depends on what you’re using the mulch  for,  
whether you intend to place it ON your soil as mulch, or IN your soil as compost,  how fine or how coarse your 
woody materials will be chopped or shredded, what types  of trees and shrubs you’ll be using, and several other 
factors.   And it even depends on how you interpret the suggestion that your soil will be depleted of nitrogen as 
that is sort of true – but not entirely true!   So I will share the little bit that I know, and hopefully you can make a 
decision by combining it with what you’ve already learned in your own research.  

There is no doubt that the longstanding advice was that using “new” wood to make mulch was dangerous 
because it would use up the soil’s nitrogen to aid in its decomposing cycle.   But most university studies and 
Departments of Agriculture now say that  while a layer of unaged mulch may cause a nitrogen deficiency at the 
thin topmost layer of the soil that is in direct contact with the mulch, it will NOT  be using up the nitrogen that is 
down at the root level in your soil, so it really won’t impact most plants.  In fact, nutrients in mulched soil 
actually increase in the root zone.  And the fact that the very thin layer of surface soil which is in direct contact 
with the mulch might have reduced nitrogen  is a good thing!  It’s the low nitrogen that reduces weed seed 
germination there when seeds blow in!  

Before we rush out to buy a wood chipper, it’s a good idea to ask ourselves why we’re using mulch in the first 
place and how committed we are to creating our own.  As I just mentioned, mulch significantly reduces weeds 
and allows those that do show up to be pulled out more easily.  It can also absorb moisture and slowly release it 
into the soil.  It can prevent soil erosion, and prevent soil compaction during heavy rainfalls.  Mulches provide 
hiding places for many beneficial decomposers and hunters, such as pillbugs, centipedes, and spiders. 
Earthworms are also attracted to the cool, shaded areas beneath mulch.  It can also be a time saver because 
when we place mulch under and between plants in tree and shrub beds, or replace grass  around trees with 
mulch rings, mowing and watering time is cut dramatically. It can increase the survival rates of newly planted 
trees because not only does mulch  keep the soil cool and moist – which new trees NEED –  a mulch ring can 
prevent damage from your weed trimmers and lawn mowers.  (Of course, wood mulch can also lead to the slow 
death of your trees if it is ever allowed to come up against the trunk.  It is REALLY important to pull it back an 
inch or two at the base of the tree, where you see the trunk flare out.  Otherwise you risk slow rot and a reduced 
oxygen exchange.  This is true whether it’s unaged mulch or well composted bark mulch)  So once we know 
we’re going to mulch, we just need to decide whether or not we need to age our clippings in some way. 

Let’s start with how you intend to use your cuttings. Freshly made wood chip mulch should NEVER be mixed 
into your soils.  (Of course if it is, it’s no longer considered mulch - it would be considered a soil amendment). 
Digging it in WILL tie up significant amounts of nitrogen in your soil as it breaks down, and your plants will be 

 

  



wishing they had that nitrogen.  What happens is that the unaged woody material stimulates the growth of soil 
microbes, and they are responsible for gobbling up several nutrients, but especially nitrogen.   This could actually 
lead to a reduced availability for plants for up to two years!  So Rule  # 1 is  never stir it into your soil – place it 
only on the surface and your plants will be fine in most cases. Typically we think of spreading mulch on the 
surface of existing flower beds or shrub beds.  But there’s another great option. One great use for unaged wood 
chips is to create or touch up established paths throughout your yard. Simply spread about 4 inches of fresh 
wood chips over any existing mulch paths. Make a new path by using a lawn mower or string trimmer to cut 
grass and weeds as close to the soil as possible where you want a path and then spread a 4- to 6-inch-thick layer 
of the wood chips on the area. 

You may see some online sites saying that since your unaged mulch is using up the nutrients, you need to add 
more fertilizer, but this is NOT the case.  So Rule # 2 is:  There is no need to apply more fertiliser than usual to 
the soil before mulching with unaged materials .   In fact, studies have shown that as woody mulches break 
down, they will release nutrients.   That’s why we love mulch - for its ability to help with long-term soil fertility.   

You can also ignore the advice you may see about the need to lime if you are using unaged mulch.  It is not 
going to turn your soil more acidic. While there MIGHT  be tiny changes in pH within the mulch layer itself at 
first, there is NO evidence that this has any impact on the underlying soil and your mulch will NOT be making 
your soil more acidic. In fact, decomposing organic mulches actually tend to raise the pH of soil over time; that 
means that decomposed mulch makes soil less acidic. Mulches generally thought to be acidic in nature, such as 
pine needles, cedar chips and leaves, leave behind a fair quantity of inorganic minerals in the soil once they are 
thoroughly decomposed. Over time, this leads to lower levels of acidity in soils, rather than the higher levels 
many people expect.   (Of course, if your soil already was acidic and you are growing plants that like a sweeter 
soil, then liming will still be needed and should be done before you mulch). If you’re unsure of the soil quality 
where you intend to mulch, or if you know that it is poor soil, it’s often a good idea to spread a thin layer of good 
compost on the surface of the soil and then place your mulch over the compost.  The compost will act as a slow 
release fertilizer under the mulch until the mulch contributes its own nutrients.   

The next consideration is the size of the pruned clippings you intend to use.  Again it depends on what you are 
trying to accomplish.  You need to consider not only the look you want but also how quickly you want it to break 
down.   If you are more concerned with weed control or water retention or increasing fertility, you’ll need to go 
with more finely shredded mulches.  These will also break down more quickly, which is perfect if you are going to 
apply mulch annually. If you just want a weed barrier that lasts and don't want to reapply as often, larger pieces 
of wood or bark are probably ideal.  In general, more finely shredded mulch is much preferred over large 
bark chunks.  Those chunks can be too big to provide the beneficial insect habitat, and water loss protection that 
smaller, more finely shredded mulches offer.   And since large pieces break down significantly slower, they don’t 
tend to help add nutrients to your soil as much as a finer mulch will.   

If you are looking at a lot of large limbs that have come down in an ice or wind storm, then you’ll want to 
consider renting a chipper/shredder. The smaller portable models generally grind branches up to 6 or 7 cm in 
diameter. For limbs up to 15 cm in diameter, you’ll need to rent a larger model that’s pulled on a trailer, which 
will require a vehicle with a trailer hitch to bring the chipper home. But for large tree trunks, you’ll need a 
professional to come in and do the job for you.  If you plan to rent a chipper for a smaller job, they are rated 
according to the maximum diameter wood they can shred. Be sure you’ve got the right type of shredder for your 
needs. The rental company will no doubt tell you this, but for uniform wood chip mulch, remove leaves and 
twiggy material and just shred the wood branches. And of course, you don’t need much common sense to know 
that if you’re going to be using a wood chipper, you REALLY need to pay attention to ALL safety precautions! 

Since your letter indicates that you’ve been researching this topic, you’ve no doubt come across another common 
argument – whether or not to add some cedar chips to your cuttings.  Cedar has its pros and cons, so I’ll leave it 
to you.   Cedar chips are available at most hardware stores and you can mix them in with your own wood during 
a second shredding in your wood chipper.  Many gardeners have heard that the smell of cedar mulch has insect-
repelling qualities so add the cedar for that reason as well as for the aroma that they personally find very 
appealing. The claim about its insect repellent abilities is only partially true: The aromatic oils in cedar wood 
decay quickly and act only for a short time in an insect-repelling capacity. Fresh cedar mulch would need to be 
applied on a regular basis throughout the growing season to continue providing this benefit.  But for someone 
making their own mulch throughout the season as they prune, adding a bit of cedar might help.  On the flip side, 
cedar lasts a long time before breaking down, and you will have to live with gray wood slivers in your garden 
beds until it starts to compost and you can turn it into your soil. Also, the fact that it has “insect repelling” 
qualities sounds good at first.  But you don’t want to repel “good” insects!   The bugs that prey on the bugs that 
eat your plants often like to live in your mulch, so having the smell of cedar might be a very small benefit 
whereas having those beneficial insects might be far preferable!  



  Next, you’ll need to think about where you intend to use your unaged wood mulch.  Most experts will 
recommend staying on the “safe side” and avoid using unaged mulches on annual beds, or on vegetable beds 
where plants may be shallow rooted.  It should work well for all other areas. 

The next consideration is what type of woody material you intend to use.   The nutrient composition of wood and 
bark are completely different, which means they have very different uses.  Wood is mostly carbon and bark is 
made up of mostly nitrogen.  Since bark contains very few BTUs, many people opt to remove it if they were 
intending to use the rest of the wood as firewood to help their fire burn hotter. If that’s the situation,  you’ll have 
some bark that you might as well turn into mulch!   You can simply lay it out in the sun to dry for a few days or 
weeks (depending on the species), then just beat it with a hammer or baseball bat or a large stick.  You won’t get 
the fine shredded look that you will see in the bags you buy at the store, but it’s not too difficult to get it broken 
down into attractive marble sized pieces if it’s nice and dry.  (And your arms will get a great workout!!!)  This 
type of mulch would be best for a bed that is just shrubs and trees – not flowers and definitely not annuals.  
Since it isn’t finely shredded into long strips, it will actually last a lot longer so you won’t need to reapply mulch in 
that bed as often.  And if you have a lot of bark, you could always rent or borrow a wood chipper/shredder to 
create beautiful fine bark mulch.  (You can even buy mulch dyes on-line which I don’t recommend, but if you 
insist on the look of dark black mulch, it’s an option).   

The next question is what type of trees you have.  If you are pruning or cutting down conifers, they are more 
likely to contain tannins which can reduce germination and harm young plants if you mulch with them. These 
tannins are much less common in trees that lose their leaves each fall.  This is really only an issue if you’d be 
using the mulch in beds where you’ll be planting young annuals or trying to start plants from seed.  Mulch you 
make from your conifers would be very unlikely to harm established plants.   If it’s conifers that you need to use 
on beds where it’s risky, just stack the material in a pile and let them weather for 3 or 4 months  before you use 
them. That should make them safe, even on newly planted beds.    And if what you have is just some shrub 
prunings and stems from younger trees or little suckers of trees that you’ve dug out, they can be shredded and 
put on as fresh mulch on most beds without any need to age them.  You might be surprised to see that mulches 
made from hardwoods (oak, poplar, maple, etc.)  actually break down and decompose faster than cedar or pine 
bark mulch, due to their higher cellulose content.   Hardwood mulch also compacts well, which is why it works 
well on uneven surfaces. However, that compaction can also lead to water repelling, and that means that soils 
under the mulch can remain dry.  So again, “it depends” on what type of plants you have growing there. If they 
prefer dry soil, creating mulch from hardwoods might be the best way to go!  

Another consideration is the amount of patience the gardener has and the strength of your conviction to 
“recycle” the wood you’ve removed from your plants to make your own mulch.    While unaged mulch is fine to 
use MOST of the time, aging it and allowing it to begin to compost down a bit can reduce any risk if you have 
mixed beds of annuals and perennials and shrubs.   If you have the room, you can build up your pile of freshly 
chopped branches on the ground and turn over the entire pile from time to time.   You can even add nitrogen to 
the pile - things like composted manure, blood meal, or finished compost would release nitrogen and start 
breaking down the wood particles and create a finer, softer mulch.   Stirring any of these materials into the pile 
would promote the early stages of decomposition of the wood materials.   Allow the pile of mulch to sit for at 
least six weeks to age.  Turn over the pile every four to five days to promote composting. This waiting period will 
also kill molds, fungus, insect eggs and weed seeds in the new mulch so many gardeners find it worth the extra 
effort.  

 If you are worried that the reason you had to prune so many branches was the result of your tree being 
diseased, you can likely stop worrying.  If your soil is healthy, the diseases that affect trees will rarely affect 
your soil and your other plants if you use those branches as mulch.   The pathogens would need to be in the soil 
and taken up by the roots – being in the mulch on the surface won’t be an issue.  (This is another good reason 
not to mix your unaged clippings into the soil!).   There are some exceptions – diseases that can be spread 
through mulch, but for the most part, they are diseases that we don’t have here in the Moncton area. 

If you have any remaining concerns about using unaged woody cuttings as a mulch, either  because of a risk of 
disease in the wood,  or because you are still worried about nitrogen loss in your soil, you could simply age the 
wood for one season and then shred it and mulch with it. Any disease pathogens in the wood will be destroyed – 
especially if you’ve taken down a large tree and you have a large pile of twigs and branches (2 meters or more 
tall).  But then there is another issue.  A pile this size can begin to heat up, which will kill any disease in the 
wood, BUT… you may also start to notice a sour smell.  If you do, do NOT spread it on plants when it is hot or 
foul smelling. The smell is a sign the wood is fermenting, and it accumulates acids that can damage foliage 
temporarily and it will kill tender seedlings. (Commercial bagged mulch that has gotten wet can have this 
problem as well, and if you encounter that, the remedy is the same). Simply spread the mulch out to dry and get 
air circulating through the material for a couple of days, then it will be safe to use.  



On a somewhat similar note, you may also notice long white tendrils of mold growing in a mulch pile (whether it’s 
your freshly made mulch or aged mulch you’ve purchased). These are molds that help decompose organic matter 
and are perfectly normal. Fluffing the mulch up and airing it out will get rid of any masses of mold. The mold isn’t 
harmful, but it’s also not very attractive! 

You also need to remember that spreading sawdust is NOT the same as spreading woody clippings as mulch. If 
you really want to spread sawdust, it needs to be in a very thin layer as it easily forms a crust that will keep out 
rain, and it is very prone to compaction.   Sawdust can be composted in your compost bin or pile, although you 
should mix it  with nitrogen rich (green) garden waste. Due to the small particle size it is likely to compost faster 
than wood chips. Large amounts of sawdust may be produced during stump grinding and you would not want to 
add all of that to a small compost pile.  If you have an area where you could pile it and add it slowly over time, 
that would be a safe option.  And of course, if the sawdust is from pressure treated wood, it should not be used 
at all. 

If you want to create compost from your woody material that you CAN turn into your soil, rather than use it as 
a mulch on the surface, you can do that too.  If you have a lot of wood chips from a wood chipper you can 
compost that material. If you’ve had someone in to remove a tree and they’ve ground out the stump, you can 
compost that as well.  If they’ve ground it out fairly deep, there will be soil mixed in with the wood which will 
actually help with the composting process.   Just remember that if you are going to make a compost to turn into 
your soil, you CAN NOT use diseased trees as you could cause harm to your plants.  You also can’t use the 
ground out stump wood IF the company has used any chemicals to assist in their grinding process.  Creating 
compost won’t be easy, but it’s certainly doable.  You’ll need to create a compost pile for your chipped wood or 
ground stump material, and let it sit for at least one year before using it. You’ll need to keep the pile evenly 
moist, and turn it over about every week to encourage sufficient aeration. After it has decomposed and is 
beginning to look “aged”, you can use this material in garden beds as a soil amendment.   

I have one final word of caution.   If you are using fresh wood chips to mulch beds, don’t apply them too thickly.   
The heat generated as they begin to compost can (rarely) injure some herbaceous plants. Therefore it is 
recommended that if you are putting the mulch on beds where you grow soft stemmed plants (as opposed to 
shrubs and wood perennials) you stockpile the chips for three to six months before using them. If your pile is 
large, be sure to turn it several times during this period to ensure good aeration to aid decomposition. This 
should allow acidic compounds to dissipate as well as partially decompose the chips, so that the heat will not 
harm your plants, and your mulch will provide the benefits you are seeking. And if you have any hesitation at all 
about using unaged wood mulch, there is no doubt that waiting at least one year before you chop and shred your 
pruned twigs is a great course of action. Again, unaged mulch may be, and likely would be, just fine, but if you 
want to avoid any risk and any worry, and if it’s an option,  waiting some time until the wood is aged will provide 
you with a mulch that’s as good as any you can buy. 

Last but not least, once you have made your mulch, follow all of the rules about using mulch. For best results 
when using mulch, always weed first, and then spread the mulch.   Get the right depth: wood chippings due to 
their larger particle are less likely to compact and can be applied at a greater depth, about 8-12cm (3-5in), 
compared to traditional composted organic mulches such as garden compost or well-rotted manure that are best 
applied at depth 5-7.5cm (2-3in).  As your mulch decomposes, you may need to top dress with a thinner layer of 
new mulch each year.  A depth of 2 or at most 4 inches is all you ever should have on any garden bed. Apply 
mulch in a 3- to 6-foot diameter under all newly planted trees.  If you are planting shrubs and mulching them, 
remember to allow for growth and spread your mulch layer out beyond the current spread of your shrub.  This is 
especially true for shrubs that tend to have branches bowing down toward the ground where you need to prevent 
damage from your lawnmower.  For your fruit trees, most experts say to mulch the soil out to the drip line for 
optimum growth.  Many gardeners also apply mulch out to the dripline of large trees that will provide so much 
shade that grass won’t grow well there.   Do not mulch directly up against the base of tree trunks or shrubs as 
this can create a moist, low oxygen environment which may encourage disease. Leave a 8-10cm (3-4in) gap. 
Woody mulches can be applied any time of year, but try to avoid applying mulch to dry soils. 

Thanks for the great question! 

Happy Gardening!                                 
Dr. Fill 

 


