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Earth Day and Arbor Day are both coming up.  Earth Day was 
established as a national day to focus on the environment.  
Arbor Day was proposed as a day dedicated to tree planting 
and increasing the awareness of the importance of trees.  
Both of these days remind people to take stock of the trees 
they have on their property and to plan future plantings. 

 

Trees provide a number of important benefits.  They help to 
clean and cool the air, provide shade, buffer noise, prevent or 
reduce storm water runoff and soil erosion, enhance property 
values, sequester carbon and reduce energy costs for heating 

and cooling.  Trees provide habitat to a variety of birds and animals.  They also add beauty to the landscape.  If 
you are interested in the environmental and economic value of a tree on your property, the “Tree Benefit 
Calculator” at www.treebenefits.com can estimate it for you. 

 

When choosing a tree, think about what you want from the tree.  Many people would like a tree to provide 
shade during the summer.  Plant trees on the southeast exposure of the house for morning shade and on the 
southwest exposure for afternoon shade.  Planting a deciduous tree, which loses its leaves in the fall, allows the 
sun to warm the house during winter.  Planting evergreen trees on a northern or western exposure will help 
block cold winter winds. 

 

Assess the area where you are planning to plant a tree.  Are there things to be avoided such as sidewalks, 
driveways, gardens, septic lines or even other trees?  Will your tree have enough room to grow and mature?  
Remember to look up.  What is overhead?  Do not plant what will be a large shade tree directly under power 
lines.  For that situation, consider planting trees that remain small, or plant shrubs.  Cornell University’s Urban 
Horticulture Institute has a list of recommended small trees (less than 30 feet tall) that are suitable for planting 
under utility wires or in restricted spaces. 

 

The right tree in the right place will provide benefits for many years.  If a tree is not suitable for the location it 
may not survive, resulting in a loss of time and money.  A poorly selected tree that survives but does not thrive, 
will cost the homeowner additional expense for its maintenance.  Planting the wrong tree in the wrong place 
can potentially cause property damage, create a nuisance to neighbors or even become a safety hazard. 

 

First and foremost, plan for the growth and mature size of the tree.  Evaluate the mature height and spread of 
the tree, as well as its lifespan.  Some trees grow and provide shade quickly then decline and die.  Consider the 
height, crown spread and root space your mature tree will need.  It is often difficult to envision what a tree will 
look like in that spot 20 years from now.  To help you visualize, find a mature tree of the same species in a park 
or neighbor’s yard.  Is that mature tree a good fit for your yard? 

 

Consideration must be given to what the tree needs to survive.  Select trees that are hardy enough to survive a 
tough winter.  What type of soil do you have and what is the pH?  Is the soil compacted?  What is the drainage 



like?  How much moisture will the tree receive?  Is the site very dry or does it get flooded in the spring?  Is the 
site sunny or shady?  Is the tree shade tolerant or shade intolerant?  In urban areas look for trees that are 
tolerant of, or can adapt to air pollution, soil compaction and limited moisture as these are frequent problems. 

 

Other characteristics to consider include: whether the tree is evergreen or deciduous, the tree shape, its mature 
size, if it flowers, bark texture and the color of the leaves in spring and fall.  Different tree species have different 
crown forms.  They can be oval, round, weeping, pyramidal, V-shaped, columnar or spreading.  Trees with low-
spreading branches are suitable for screens, but not for along driveways.  Columnar (upright) trees are good for 
street medians, but not for providing shade for a house.  Trees may also have fruits, seeds or seed pods.  Some 
people may consider them a nuisance to be cleaned up but others may consider them to be valuable for 
wildlife.  A tree with color or a showy feature can be used as an accent in your landscape. 

 

Tree maintenance is an unavoidable task.  Most fast-growing trees will require more frequent maintenance 
than species with moderate to slow growth.  Find out if the tree you have in mind will need major pruning to 
keep its shape.  A tree planted next to a house or a driveway may need more pruning than the same species 
planted in the back yard.  Is it susceptible to insects and diseases?  It’s hard to predict what will be coming down 
the road, but no one should be planting ash trees right now; not with emerald ash borer in the picture.  Also 
consider how the tree will hold up to ice and snow in the winter. 

 

There is no one perfect tree for all situations.  Be sure to take your time when deciding what type of tree to 
plant.  Do your research.  Make the best informed decision based on the purpose of the tree, soil conditions, 
placement and tree species.  By planting the right tree in the right place, it will become an asset to your 
property.  When you plant a tree you are planting for tomorrow. 

 

Resources:  Treebenefits.com, University of Tennessee, Missouri Department of Conservation, The National 
Arbor Day Foundation and Cornell University Urban Horticulture Institute. 

  


