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Steps for Applying Sheet Mulch

Step 1: Prepare site 
To prepare the site, knock down tall weeds and woody plants with a scythe, brush cutter, or by trampling the 
existing vegetation so that it lies flat. A poultry or pig tractor system (Overstory #50, see link below) is an excellent 
method of site preparation. There is no need to remove vegetation, unless it is woody or bulky. It fact the organic 
matter left now will decay and add nutrients to the soil. Once vegetation in the area is flattened proceed to lay 
down the sheet mulch. 

Step 2: Add concentrated compost and mineral amendments (Layer #1) 
Whether you are mulching bare soil or weeds, “jump start” microbial activity by adding high nutrient material 
which stimulates soil life. This material also accelerates the decay of weeds and grass under the mulch. Suitable 
materials are enriched compost, poultry or stock manure, worm castings, feather meal or similar at the rate of 
about 2.2 kg/m2 (50 lbs/100 ft2). If the soil is overly acid, which is common in disturbed soils or those treated 
with conventional fertilizers, add lime. A soil analysis will indicate the need for adjustment of pH or mineral 
amendments. This is the appropriate time to add the recommended doses of minerals such as phosphorous and 
potassium. 

Step 3: Water well 
Now, soak the area well with water. This is essential as it starts the natural process of decomposition.  
Also it is much easier to soak the ground now, before the remaining layers of mulch are applied. 

Step 4: Apply a weed barrier (Layer #2) 
Most cultivated areas harbor untold numbers of weed seeds. There are also weed seeds blown by wind, animals 
and people. Soil borne seeds are lying dormant and waiting for sunlight, moisture and space to sprout. Simply 
pulling or killing growing weeds will not erase the weed problem: more seeds will sprout almost as soon as the 
soil is exposed to moisture and light. Therefore the next step in mulching is to put down an organic weed barrier. 
This barrier prevents the germination and eventual emergence of weeds through your mulch. 
Underneath this weed barrier grasses and weeds die and quickly become food for earthworms. The worms turn 
and aerate the soil. 

Of the four sheet mulch layers, the weed barrier has no natural counterpart on the forest floor. In the forest, 
weeds do not sprout because there is “no room for them,” which simply means a lack of space above and below 
the ground, and a lack of light. By planting an area properly, there will eventually be no room for weeds. The 
weed barrier is needed only for establishment of the mulch, and disappears with time. If your area is planted 
appropriately, weeds will not emerge after the decomposition of the weed barrier. 

Materials for the weed barrier that work well are: cardboard, 4 - 6 sheets of newspaper, burlap bags, old 
carpets of natural fiber, worn-out clothing, gypsum board, or any other similar biodegradable materials. Banana 
or other large leaves also work if laid down in several layers. Overlap the pieces of the material so as to 
completely cover the ground without any breaks, except where there are plants you want to save. Around these 
leave a generous opening for air circulation around the root crown. Care in laying down the weed barrier without 
gaps will save you the headache of emerging weeds later on. 

Both water and good air circulation are necessary for healthy soil. Although the weed barrier forms a physical 
and light barrier, it is essential that is be permeable to water and air. Overlapped pieces of organic material as 
recommended above let water and air slowly permeate between and through them. If the weed barrier is applied 
too thickly, the soil can become anaerobic. Also, for the same reasons plastic mulches are not recommended for 
most situations. 
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Step 5: The Compost Layer (Layer #3) 
This layer is on top of the weed barrier--it must be weed seed free. Well conditioned compost, grass clippings, 
seaweed or leaves are ideal materials to spread over the weed barrier. Any weed-free material mixture at the right 
moisture level for a good compost will do. This should form afairly dense layer about 8 cm (3 inches) thick. 

Step 6: The Top Layer (Layer #4) 
The top dressing mimics the newly fallen organic matter of the forest. It also must be weed-seed free. Good 
materials for this layer include leaves, twigs and small branches, hay, straw, fern or palm fronds, coffee chaff, 
macadamia nut shells, chipped tree prunings, sawdust, bark, coir, bagasse, etc. The top layer will slowly 
decompose into lower layers, and therefore must be replaced periodically; it represents reserves of compost.  
This layer should be about 8 - 13 cm (3 5 inches) deep. Many materials suitable for the top layer often have 
a pleasant cosmetic appearance. For this reason, there should be no hesitation in using sheet mulch in all 
cultivation from landscaping to gardening to permanent orchard crops. In fact, as you use mulch, bare soil will 
begin to seem ugly and undesirable. 
 
When the soil is amended and sheet mulch applied properly, there will never be a need to turn the soil. 
Earthworms do the tilling. The only task left is to keep the soil covered by replenishing the mulch. 

*Adapted from Agroforestry Net, Inc., P.O. Box 428, Holualoa, Hawaii 96725 USA; for more information visit  
www.agroforestry.net/overstory/overstory96.html
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14. Irrigation Parts-A Simple Guide 

Types of pipe/irrigation systems 

1.	PVC (white/purple) - typical home garden basic sprinkler system: Sizes from 1/2 inch on up. Adapts to Polytube 
	 or Spaghetti/micro tubing. Uses “threaded” (needs polytape wrapped clockwise) or “slip” fittings (needs glue)  
	 to connect. 

2.	Polytube (black/brown) - flexible, good for creatively shaped garden beds (herb spirals etc.) Sizes 1/2 in and 
	 various metric sizes 700, 710 etc. STICK WITH ONE SIZE! Adapts from PVC easily. Uses compression or  
	 barbed fittings to connect...not glue! 

3.	Spaghetti/micro-tubing (black) - very flexible. Good for very specific watering of plants. 1/4 inch. Adapts from 
	 PVC or Polytubing easily. Uses barbed connectors...not glue 

4.	T-Tape (black) - commonly flat; can be round. Good for straight runs in garden beds. Has drip holes built in 
	 at various spacings: 8”, 12” 16” for drip). Adapts from polytubing. Requires low water pressure. Has special  
	 connectors for quick attachment and quick release. 

5.	Hoses (various colors) - garden hoses, soaker hoses (drips from throughout the hose); Sizes vary. Adapts to PVC, 
	 polytube. Needs a washer; different threads than PVC. Needs an adapter 

Parts, Parts, Parts! 

Despites the hundreds of parts at your local home store, they break down into a few distinct types. PVC, Polytube 
and spaghetti tubing use all of these, just in different sizes. 

1.	Pipe: PVC, Poly, Spaghetti, T-tape, hose 

2.	Connectors (same size): Regardless of the type of pipe, they all have similar types of connectors: I’s 
	 (couplings),L’s, T’s, and X’s. Can be “slip”, threaded, compression or barbed depending on the pipe you’re using 

3.	Adapters (from one size or type of pipe to another): 1/2” to 3/4”; 3/4” to 1”, Poly to spaghetti; PVC to Poly etc. 

4.	Stops/caps/plugs: Stops the water flow. 

5.	Emitters: Where the water comes out in drips or sprays 

6.	Valves: Shut-offs helps you send water where you want it. 

7.	Combinations: One part does 2 or more jobs; pipe and emitter (Netafim); 

8.	TWO IMPORTANT COMPONENTS! Back flow preventer and Pressure regulator! 
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Designing your system 

1. Map and measure your garden space. 

2. What is your main water source? Existing irrigation? hose bib? 

3. Decide what type(s) of irrigation you want to use. 

4. Draw a layout including the parts you think you’ll need. 

5. Make a list of the parts and tools you’ll need 

6. Buy parts 

7. Lay out or put the system together “dry” to check it before you glue (if necessary) anything. 

Useful Tools: PVC Pipe cutter, pliers or channel locks, rags, polytube hole puncher, scissors 

Useful thoughts: If you like tinker toys, erector sets or building anything, you’ll love irrigation! 
Whatever is done can be undone!

*Developed by Bob Greenamyer - Victory Gardens San Diego 


