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Give Your New Tree a Great Start 
By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

 
If you are planting any trees this spring it’s important to make sure they are planted correctly.  A major cause of tree 
death in the first few years is from incorrect planting.  What most people were taught about tree planting was based 
on the premise that trees put down a deep tap root.  This is not true.  Transplanted trees do not form tap roots 
because the tap root is broken when the tree is harvested.  Besides, only a few species (nut trees) develop what could 
be considered a tap root anyway.  Also, it was thought that tree roots grow deep into the ground and did not spread 
beyond the canopy (or drip line) of the tree. This is also a myth: 
 Horizontal root spread is 2.5 to 3 times the canopy spread. 
 60% of the roots are outside of the drip line. 
 95% of the roots are in the top 3 feet of soil. 
 Fine roots, which absorb water, are mostly in the top 6 inches of soil. 
 
Proper tree planting: 
 Dig a shallow, spreading hole with sloped sides.  The hole should spread laterally 2 to 5 times the diameter of the 

root ball. 
 Firm the subsoil slightly to provide a good base and to prevent settling. 
 During the planting process handle the tree by the ball, not by the branches or trunk.  Do not let the roots dry out.  

If you are planting a bare root tree it may be necessary to cover the roots with a tarp and spray them with water 
frequently until the tree is placed in the ground. 

 Avoid planting the tree too deeply!  This is another common cause of tree mortality.  Look for a bump, or swelling, 
at the bottom of the trunk where the roots begin.  This is called the root flare.  Plant the tree at that level.  The 
root flare may be difficult to find in containerized trees since they are usually planted too deeply in the pot.  Don’t 
be afraid to dig around and find that root flare.  It is better to plant the tree too shallow than too deep, especially 
in clay soils. 

 Set the tree in the hole and lay a shovel handle across the hole to use it as a level to plant the tree at the proper 
depth. 

 Gently spread the roots so they are growing away from the trunk.  Look for any girdling roots (roots that bend 
toward or are circling the trunk).  Remove them with pruners. 

 Begin backfilling with the soil you removed.  Do not add any amendments or fertilizers to the soil.  This causes the 
top of the tree to grow faster than the roots.  The roots cannot keep up with the top growth and you end up with a 
dead tree. 

 Backfill half way, filling in any air pockets.  Do not pack the soil. Straighten the tree as you continue filling. 
 Water to further settle the soil and fill in air spaces. 
 Finish backfilling.  If the root flare ends up being 1 to 2 inches above the soil level, it is OK.  It will help compensate 

for any settling. 
 Water again. 
 Mulch properly.  Use only 2 to 3 inches of mulch and do not allow it to touch the trunk of the tree. 
 It is not necessary to stake the tree.  Trees that are staked tightly develop weak wood.  Trees need the movement 

of wind to form strong wood.  Only stake trees planted on windy sites or trees in public areas that might be subject 
to vandalism.  If you must stake do not do it tightly—allow some slack so that the tree can sway.  Remove the 
stakes in the spring of the second year. 

 Prune out any dead or injured branches.  Remove a double leader and any crossing or rubbing branches.  Prune for 
shape starting in the third year. 

 Most important- water!  A newly planted tree needs one inch of water per week during its first year. 
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