
Volcanos Everywhere 
 

By Sue Gwise, Consumer Horticulture Educator & Master Gardener 
Coordinator 

Northern New York is not known for volcanic activity, but every spring volcanos begin to pop-up throughout 
the region. These volcanos appear around trees and are NOT a good landscaping practice. 

Known as mulch volcanos, they appear when mulching material (usually bark mulch) is applied incorrectly, 
especially when the material is piled up around the trunk. This practice became popular with the advent of 
string trimmers. Young trees were receiving quite a bit of damage to their trunks when the trimmers would 
get too close and strip the bark. This led to decay and even tree death from girdling. A mulch ring kept 
machinery well away from the thin bark of young trees. This is a great practice, but it soon got out of hand.  
Mulch began to be applied in thick layers and was piled up against the trunk. It became a fashionable 
landscape trend that has been difficult to reverse. 

First of all, let me say that mulch is a good thing! In addition to protecting the trunk from machinery, it holds 
in moisture, keeps weeds under control and it gives a finished look to the landscape. However, it must be 
used correctly! Make no mistake, improper mulching will harm or even kill your trees. 

Thick layers of mulch and/or mulch that is piled up on the tree trunk can lead to several problems: 

1. It does not allow water to penetrate into the root zone. This is especially problematic on newly planted 
trees that need high quantities of water to support their 
establishing root systems. 

2. It makes a great home for insects and rodents which can infest and 
damage the trunk. It also creates a damp environment around the 
trunk which can lead to decay. 

3. Suffocation of the roots can occur due to poor air exchange. Like 
people, roots need oxygen! 

4. The roots of young trees may begin to grow within the mulch, 
rather than down into the soil. This causes improper root growth 
and girdling roots which can essentially choke the tree. 

Mulch is a great tool to use around young trees, however, it should 
never be piled against the trunk. The circumference of the trunk should 
not be touching mulch. Begin the mulch layer 2 to 3 inches away from 
the trunk. Apply the mulch out the edge of the tree canopy. The mulch 
layer should not be more than 3 inches thick.   

Many times, I see mulch placed around the base of large trees. This is 
not necessary and offers no benefits to the tree. Mature trees have 
extensive root systems and do not require mulch to hold in moisture. 
Also, the bark is thick enough to create a barrier from machinery. Grass 
should be allowed to grow right up to the trunks of mature trees. 

continued... 

A typical example of improper mulching. The 

roots of this young tree may be suffocated. The 

mulch is too deep and is piled up against the 

trunk. 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  
or jefferson@cornell.edu.  

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 

A correctly mulched tree will have bare ground 

immediately surrounding the trunk and the mulch layer 

will be less than 3 inches thick. 
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