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How Much Do I Need?

Like a lot of other folks, I enjoy doing many of my own basic home repairs and

“handyman” projects. Unfortunately, it has become a standing joke around my house that

I can’t complete any plumbing project without at least three trips to the hardware store. It

doesn’t matter how closely I measure, how carefully I calculate the number of fittings I

need, or what sized pipe I am using. I always end up breaking a plastic fitting, forgetting

an item, running out of glue or something. That means the third and final trip is always

near closing time for the store. More often than not, I find myself racing to the store in

search of the single ¾ inch “do-hicky” that I must have to finish the job. Sometimes

gardening can be the same way. It can be tough to estimate how much mulch, pine straw

or soil amendment you need to complete a project.

Let’s start with my favorite mulch material, pine straw. Pine straw doesn’t blow

away, float in the rain, or have any of the major faults of other mulch material. Like all

mulches, however, it does have to be renewed from time to time. Calculating how much

pine straw to buy can be tricky. There is a simple rule of thumb that you can use to help

you in estimating what you need. On average, a bale of pine straw will cover

approximately 50-80 square feet of bed area.

OK, I know I didn’t give you a firm number. That’s because there is a lot of

variation in the size of bales of pine straw. For example, I once saw a garden center ad

that included a great “deal” on pine straw. When I arrived I discovered that the bargain

bales of pine straw were only slightly larger than a shoebox. For small bales, estimate

coverage at 50 square feet. Large bales may cover 80 square feet.

Pine bark is another great mulch material. It normally comes in large 3-cubic feet

bags. Horticultural experts at the University of Georgia tell me that you should plan on

using nine of the 3-cubic feet bags to cover 100 square feet of bed area. This should allow

you to cover the bed to a depth of about 3 inches. Remember that it is recommended to

apply most mulch materials to a depth of 2-4 inches. Avoid extra deep layers of mulch

which can interfere with water movement around your plants. The current fad of building

“mulch volcanoes” at the base of trees in the landscape may look good but it is wrong!

A lot of new homes have poor soil that will benefit from the addition of organic

matter. So how much organic matter do you add when you build beds for annuals and

other ornamental plants? Well, a good goal is to add organic matter at the rate of 25% by

volume. In other words, we would want to make a three inch layer of organic matter on

top of the soil and then till it into the bed to a depth of 12 inches. How much material

will that take? Well, that works out to about 1 cubic yard per 100 square feet of bed area.

A lot of organic amendments are available in 1-cubic foot bags. That means it would take

27 1-cubic foot bags of amendment per 100 square feet of bed area. I would avoid the

use of peat in most cases since this material tends to hold moisture and acidifies the soil.

There is a lot of satisfaction in seeing a task completed with good results. There is

even more satisfaction if that same chore is completed without having to return to the

store three times for supplies. That’s especially true when you arrive at the garden center

just before closing only to discover they just sold that last bale of pine straw you needed.

Save these guidelines for estimating landscape materials and keep them handy in your

garage or garden file. They may save you an extra trip to the garden center some day!

