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The goal in transplanting is to make every effort to allow the plant to become established quick-

ly by encouraging the swift regeneration and regrowth of the root system. To do this, the plant-

ing hole should be wide and shallow (mimicking the shape of the plant’s root system), back-

filled appropriately, and the tree or shrub planted at the proper depth. The decision on whether 

or not to amend the backfill with organic material depends on the soil texture and drainage 

characteristics of the site. 

 

The Planting Hole 

 Dig the planting hole 2-3 times the diameter (width) of the rootball and no deeper than the 

depth of the rootball. 

 Loosening or tilling the entire landscape bed is preferred over digging individual planting 

holes. If compacted, add at least 30% organic matter to the entire site—not just within the 

individual hole. 

 Avoid planting when the soil is very moist because wet soil has a tendency to glaze and be-

come compacted. 

 

Removing Rootball Coverings 

In general, rootball coverings that will impede root growth should be removed. Not all materials 

that look like natural burlap (which degrades slowly, but surely) are natural burlap and may not 

degrade much, if at all. Depending on what type of burlap was used, you will have to be more 

or less vigorous in your efforts to remove it before planting. 

 

Natural burlap—Remove excess burlap from around rootball and any burlap that has been 

wrapped around the trunk. Be sure that there will be good soil contact between the rootball and 

the backfill. 

 

Synthetic burlap , carpet backing, synthetic/natural blend  It is best to remove this material, 

but be careful to keep the rootball intact. If you do not think you can pull all the burlap away 

from the plant without the rootball remaining intact, cut away as much as possible. 

 

Natural and synthetic twine—Remove all twine that is wrapped around the trunk of the tree or 

shrub. 
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Completing the Planting 

 Create a mulch ring using a layer of 2-3" of mulch. Do not over-apply mulch, and keep it 

away from the trunk. There should not be any mulch touching the trunk. 

 Water the tree well. Irrigating supplies needed: water, which helps to remove air pockets and 

improves soil contact with the rootball. 

 Prune to remove dead, diseased, damaged, crossing branches and competing leaders. 

 Stake the tree only if necessary. Know that any material you use on a tree must be removed 

within a year to prevent girdling. If you must stake, stake so the tree can move in the wind 

and use materials that minimize rubbing. 

 

Post-planting Maintenance 

a. Maintenance in the First Growing Season 

 Irrigate the plants as frequently as is necessary to keep rootball moist but not too wet. As a 

rule of thumb, start with two waterings per week for the first few months then drop to once a 

week through the rest of the growing season. When you water, water well. 

 Maintain the 2-3" mulch layer. Keep weeds to a minimum. 

 Use fertilizer only if you have determined, by visual inspection of growth and/or by a nutrient 

analysis test, that the plant requires additional nutrients. Usually, nitrogen is the only defi-

cient nutrient. If you choose to fertilize, broadcast 1-2 pounds of nitrogen per 1000 square 

feet per year of a slow release fertilizer before budbreak. 

 After the first growing season, evaluate the structure of the plant and do any necessary struc-

tural pruning. 

 

Planting in Poorly Drained Soils 

Most plants cannot live in waterlogged or poorly drained soils. If you must plant in poorly 

drained soils, be sure that the species you have selected tolerate wet soil. In addition to planting 

high, you may need to take additional steps to improve drainage within the planting hole. 

 Plant high as described for clay soils. The mound that is created by planting high reduces the 

amount of water that enters the planting hole—water simply runs off the mound and away 

from the rootball. 

 Place the rootball on a pedestal of undisturbed soil so that excess water can pool below the 

root ball before the water slowly moves further down the soil profile. 

 Install a sump at the bottom of the planting hole that acts as a reservoir for excess water. A 

sump is made by using a post-hole digger to dig a 2-3' deep hole at the bottom of the planting 

hole but as near to the rootball as possible. Place a slotted plastic pipe in the hole and fill the 

pipe with gravel. Cover the top of the pipe with geotextile fabric. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Too Much Mulch Can Kill! 

 

Don't mound mulch up against the trunks of trees and shrubs (1). Those volcano-shaped piles 

may look good to some, but they can kill your trees.  

 

Instead, spread the mulch about 3 to 4 inches deep in a circle at least 3 feet in diameter around 

young trees and shrubs. Then brush away mulch at the center of the circle so that it is several 

inches from the base of the tree.  A slight depression in the centre is OK (2). Think lunar 

crater—not Mt. Vesuvius.  

 

Even if you keep it away from the trunk, spreading mulch deeper than 4 inches can create shal-

low, vulnerable root systems. As your trees grow, extend the mulch to their dripline (the edge of 

the canopy) (3). 

 

Trees benefit more from this kind of extensive mulching. You're not doing them any favors by 

piling it higher and deeper. 

1 
2 

3 
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This publication may contain pesticide recommendations.  Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly and 

human errors are still possible. Some materials mentioned may no longer be available, and some uses may no 

longer be legal. All pesticides distributed, sold or applied in New York State must be registered with the New York 

State Department of Environmental Conservation (NYSDEC). Questions concerning the legality and/or registra-

tion status for pesticide use in New York State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative Exten-

sion Specialist or your regional NYSDEC office.  Read the label before applying any pesticide. 

 

DISCLAIMER:  Please note that neither Cornell Cooperative Extension of Oneida County nor any representative 

thereof makes any representation of any warranty, express or implied, of any particular result or application of the 

information provided by us or regarding any product. If a product is involved, it is the sole responsibility of the 

User to read and follow all product labeling instructions and to check with the manufacturer or supplier for the 

most recent information. Nothing contained in this information should be interpreted as an express or implied en-

dorsement of any particular product or criticism of unnamed products. With respect to any information on pest 

management, the User is responsible for obtaining the most up-to-date pest management information. The infor-

mation we provide is no substitute for pesticide labeling. The User is solely responsible for reading and following 

the manufacturer’s labeling and instructions. (October 2009) 

 

Updated:  2011 lsk12 

Source:  http://www.hort.cornell.edu/department/faculty/bassuk/uhi/outreach/recurbtree/pdfs/17transguide.pdf 
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Source:  http://www.gardening.cornell.edu/factsheets/mulch/toomuch.html 


