NATURAL RESOURCES CONSERVATION SERVICE
CARIBBEAN AREA

MULCHING 
(Ac.)
Code (484)
Conservation Practice Specifications Guides

DEFINITION: Applying plant residues or other suitable materials produced off site, to the land surface. 

WITH THE PURPOSE  OF:
Conserve soil moisture 
Reduce energy use associated with irrigation 
Moderate soil temperature 
Provide erosion control 
Suppress weed growth 
Facilitate the establishment of vegetative cover 
Improve soil quality 
Reduce airborne particulates 

CONDITIONS WHERE PRACTICE APPLIES 
This practice applies to all lands where mulches are needed. This practice may be used alone or in combination with other practices.
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I.  Scope
The work consist of providing all materials and assuring they are available in the project area, according to the requirements contained in the Job Sheet and as  shown on the plan map or described in the plan.  Mulching material will be applied according to the desired objectives and at the specified rates.  
II.  Materials
Straw
Straw or hay from the production of forage grasses and agronomic crops is often used as mulch.  The use of agronomic crop by products as mulch may also be considered, such as dry coffee pulp and dry coffee ‘straw’ (pergamino). Hay shall not be prepared or include any kind of plants considered invasive or that may contain allelopathic substances. Hay from buffelgrass (Cenchrus ciliaris is not allowed).
Wood and Paper Fiber Hydromulching 
Wood fiber will be a wood cellulose fiber that contains no germination or growth inhibiting factors. The wood fiber has the property to be evenly dispersed and suspended when agitated in water. The wood fiber mulch may also be produced from the following materials:
A.	Recycled wood fiber, such as wood chips or similar wood materials
B.	A combination of recycled newsprint and cardboard materials that contain at least 50 percent cardboard or,
C.	A combination of recycled newsprint and non-recycled wood fiber or recycled wood fiber materials that does not contain more than 50 percent newsprint
Tackifier
Tackifier  should  be of the materials indicated on the Job Sheet  and will have the property to be evenly dispersed and suspended in water when agitated.   It shall be colored with a nontoxic water-soluble dye to provide a proper gauge for metering of material over ground surfaces.  Tackifiers will be applied in accordance with manufacturer’s specifications. Tackifiers are used for hydroseeding and for Hydromulching with straw and hay.
Jute Matting
 Jute matting will be a cloth with uniform plain weave of undyed and unbleached jute fiber.  This matting will have a minimum weight of 1 pound per 10 square feet, and ¾ inch square openings.
Erosion Control Blankets (ECB)
These manufactured blankets are permeable and made of a core filler sandwiched between external nets which hold together the fill material.  There are various core materials and % coverage available, for different slopes, soil types, level of erosion and/or weed control, and duration of use.  The core or fill material will consist of a wood fiber, coconut husk fiber, or straw, with a consistent thickness and the fiber evenly distributed over the entire area of the blanket.  At least 70% of the fibers shall be 6 inches or longer in length.  The topside of the blanket will have a net made of a biodegradable plastic mesh with a maximum opening of 2 by 2 inches.
Staples, Pins, and Stakes
Staples, pins, and stakes shall be of metal, wood, plastic, or other acceptable material and of a length as specified on the Job Sheet.
Plastic Mulches
The type of plastic mulch will be chosen based on its purpose, considering mulch properties such as durability, color, and permeability or semi-permeability of material to specific electromagnetic wavelengths or chemicals.  Plastic mulches are the most commonly used on high value crops.  The plastic mulch chosen shall be biodegradable.  Organic producers should be aware that not all plastic mulch products are acceptable under the National Organic Program (NOP) rules.  Plastic mulches chosen for weed growth suppression may increase erosion on unmulched areas
Other Materials
Other materials shall be used when specified on the Job Sheet.
III.  Mulching DateS
Mulching shall be performed prior to or after specific events or management activities (such as planting), as indicated on the Job Sheet.
IV.  Site Preparation
Trash, weeds, and other debris that will interfere with mulch application, effectiveness, or maintenance shall be removed. No implement shall be used that will create an excessive amount of downward movement of clods on sloping areas. Site preparation will be suspended when soil moisture conditions are not suitable for obtaining a satisfactory surface.
V.  Applying the Mulch
Use one of the following methods of application as specified on the Job Sheet.
Mulching with Wood and Paper Fiber Hydromulching
A wood fiber covering shall be distributed uniformly over the area in a water slurry using a hydroseeder.  The slurry shall contain wood fiber at the rate of 2,000 pounds per acre with a tackifier unless a different amount is specified on the Job Sheet.
Application rates for wood fiber mulch products that have moisture contents greater than 15 percent shall be increased by the following factor, c:
	c:    = 	 85 percent		
		percent fiber (solids) in product
The application rate of the tackifier shall be consistent with the manufacturer’s recommendation for the site conditions and the intended purpose unless otherwise indicated on the Job Sheet.
The hydroseeder shall be equipped with a built-in continuous agitation system of sufficient operating capacity to produce a homogenous slurry and a discharge system which will apply the slurry to the slopes at a continuous and uniform rate.
The materials shall not remain in the slurry longer than two (2) hours.  Water used shall be potable water or Class 1 or 2 agricultural irrigation water.
The slurry shall be continuously mixed and shall be mixed for at least five (5) minutes after the last addition before application starts. The slurry shall be applied uniformly over the site.
Mulching with Straw
A straw covering shall be distributed uniformly over the area at the rate specified on the Job Sheet.  The straw shall be applied by hand, blower, or other suitable equipment.  If straw is applied by blower, it shall not be chopped in lengths less than 6 inches.
Anchoring the Straw Mulch
When specified on the Job Sheet, the straw mulch shall be anchored in place.  The anchoring process may include hand tools, mulching rollers, disks, or similar types of suitable equipment alone or in combination with a hydro-mulch material and shall be performed in a satisfactory manner.  When specified on the Job Sheet, hydro-mulch material alone may be used.
Anchoring may be accomplished using the following:
Hand Punching:  A spade or shovel shall be used to punch the straw into the slope until 95 percent of the area has straw standing perpendicular to the slope and embedded at least 3 inches into the soil.  It shall be punched from 12 to 18 inches apart.
Roller punching:  A roller equipped with straight studs not less than 6 inches long, from 4 to 6 inches wide and approximately 1 inch thick shall be rolled over the slope.
Crimper Punching: A crimper with serrated disk blades about 4 to 8 inches apart shall be rolled over the slope forcing the straw mulch into the soil.  Crimping should be done in two directions with the final pass across the slope.
The following shall be used on large steep areas which cannot be punched by hand or by roller:
Jute Matting and Erosion Control Blankets
Matting or blanket will be applied up and down slope and continue beyond the edge of the mulched area at least 1 foot.
Matting or blanket will  be cut around objects so that it lies flat on the soil surface.  At the top of the area the matting shall be buried in a trench at least 6 inches deep.  
Overlap:  For Jute Matting, sides of the rolls shall overlap at least 4 inches.   Overlapping ends will have at least 6 inches of overlap with the uphill roll overlying the downhill.  For ECB, sides of the rolls shall overlap at least 3 inches.   Overlapping ends will have at least 18 inches of overlap with the uphill roll overlying the downhill.
Staple: For Jute Matting staples shall be driven perpendicularly into the slope and spaced approximately 5 feet apart on the sides of the rolls and approximately 1-foot apart where the ends of the rolls overlap.  ECB 1.5 staples per sq. yd. or every 3 feet along the sides on both overlapping and non overlapping sections.  Staples should also be installed down the middle of the roll in a diamond pattern.
Mulching with Gravel
A gravel covering, with the size of the gravel specified on the Job Sheet will all be distributed uniformly over the area at the rate specified on the Job Sheet.  A permeable fabric may be placed under the gravel.
Mulching with Other Materials
Other material(s) shall be applied according to manufacturers’ specification or as described on the Job Sheet.  Material from municipal sources may contain only trace amounts of trash.
VI. Other Requirements
Operations shall be done in such a manner that soil erosion and air and water pollution are minimized and held within legal limits.
The owner, operator, contractor, and other persons shall conduct all work and operations in accordance with proper safety codes for the type of equipment and operations being performed with due regards to the safety of all persons and property.

