

Many professional landscapers are placing a deep layer of mulch (12 inches or more) in a 2-3 foot diameter pile around newly-planted trees and shrubs.  It looks like a volcano at the base of the tree. Though a mulch volcano may be better than no mulch, it is not good.  

Volcanoes can cause severe drought stress during the establishment period for two reasons, according to Chris Starbuck, of the University of Missouri.
It encourages the wrong type of root growth.  The conditions in the top of the mulch volcano are temporarily favorable for root growth and deep roots are suffocated by the mulch-induced water-logging of the soil.  The roots grow up, rather than down.  Unfortunately, mulch has less water holding capacity than soil.   When the mulch volcano dries, plants may experience severe stress.

In addition, the volcano can act as an umbrella, shedding water to the surrounding area.  The surface of mulch volcanoes can become hydrophobic due to fungal activity. Water runs off the volcano, rather than moving into it.  This is more common in high carbon mulches like ground wood, wood chips or sawdust, but it can also occur in bark mulches.  Newly planted trees are totally dependent of the water in the root ball. If the root ball soil is kept dry by a mulch volcano, the tree will suffer severe drought stress during establishment.

Water aside, Starbuck notes other problems associate with mulch volcanoes.  These include promotion of fungal canker diseases associated with constant moisture around the lower trunk; stress from poor gas exchange by the cells in the bark that results in bark decay; and damage from termites and rodents that may live in the volcano.  

Note: No clear benefits have been identified in support of mulch volcanoes! Avoid mulch volcanoes when mulching.
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