
        By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

This nicely-shaped honey locust tree once provided shade and was 
a focal point in a front yard. It is now dead due to improper 
mulching. 
 
After years of having mulch piled against the trunk, the base of the 
tree rotted. This effectively girdled and killed the tree. This tree was 
in its prime and had no other problems. It had just reached a good 
size where it provided badly needed shade to the front of a 
residence. 
 
Volcano mulching kills trees and is an incorrect practice. It can kill 
trees in many ways: 
 
1. Fungal rot, as in this situation. 
2. Oxygen flow to the roots is blocked, essentially suffocating the tree. 
3. Rainfall is prevented from penetrating down to the roots—young trees can die from thirst. 
4. A thick layer makes a good home for insects and rodents that can bore into, or chew on, the trunk. 
5. It can lead to the development of girdling roots. 
 
Landscapers and homeowners continue this practice because it is stylish—at the expense of damage to the 
tree! Mulch is beneficial; it helps hold water in and it creates a barrier so that equipment does not damage 
tree trunks. But it must be applied correctly: 

 
1. Never allow mulch to pile up against the trunk. 
2. Begin the mulch layer 2 to 3 inches away from the trunk. The 

area immediately surrounding the base of the trunk should be 
bare. 

3. The mulch layer should be no more than 3 inches thick. 
4. On mature trees, allow the grass to grow right up to the trunk.  

Mulching is not necessary since the tree bark on mature trees is 
thick and less likely to be damaged. 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  

or jefferson@cornell.edu. 
 

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
 

Find us on Facebook at: 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County  

and Jefferson County, NY 4H  

 

 

 

 


