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Selecting Nursery Stock (Avoid the Buy and Die Syndrome) 

 
What are the top ten things I list when I go “shopping” for trees or shrubs? 
 
1.  How tall will the tree grow?   
 
Little trees have a bad habit of becoming big ones.  An excellent example are fast growing maple and spruces which, 
in a few years time, play cat’s cradle with power and phone lines. 
 
2.  How wide will the tree grow?   
 
Today’s cute baby blue spruce may be the dinosaur pressing on the county building window in a decade or less. 
 
3.  How much light does it need?  
 
Trees that have evolved for full sun or shade are not forgiving in an environment with improper light.  For example, 
flowering dogwoods are an under story tree and do not fare as well in full sun. 
 
4.  How cold hardy is it?   
 
Plant for one zone colder than the one you are in, just in case. 
 
5.  Is the tree unusually susceptible to insects?   
 
Different cultivars of the same tree have different susceptibilities to various insects.  Don’t provide bugs with a free 
lunch. 
 
6.  Likewise, is the tree or its cultivar very susceptible to disease?   
 
Naked trees in summer, such as crabapples and hawthorns denuded by apple scab, are not good public relations. 
 
7.  Does the tree have serious structural problems?   
 
Beautiful but brittle Callery pears are a hazard for pedestrians when they shed branch after branch. 
 
8.  Can the tree withstand the soil pH or texture native to your site?   
 
Many trees evolved in acid soils and will do poorly at high pH.  Pin oaks and sweet gum do poorly on clay type soil 
because they cannot take up enough iron. 
 
9.  Can the tree tolerate the average amount of ground water at the site chosen for it?   
 
For example , white pines do well on poor dry soils, while hemlocks like rich, moist soils.  Although these trees may 
appear related, they cannot tolerate each others’ growing conditions. 
 
10. Is the tree invasive?   
 
Trees such as Norway maple drop seeds at an alarming rate and will be a major maintenance headache quickly. 
 
 



 
 
Now that I have decided on the kind of plant I want, what things should I look for when I 
shop? 
 
-Balanced shape 
 
-Containerized trees should have no spots bare of leaves, damaged or missing branches, or 
discolored or diseased looking leaves unless purchased at the end of the season. 
 
-Caliper is the trunk diameter at 6 inches above ground level for trees 4” and less in diameter.  
For trees that are larger than 4 inches in diameter when measured at the point 6 inches above the 
ground, retake the measurement at 12 inches above the ground. 
 
 Caliper size should be in ratio with crown and rootball size by corresponding with the American 
Standard for Nursery Stock as follows: 
 
   
Single Stem 
Tree 

  Small, spreading 
tree 

  

Caliper Minimum Ball  Caliper Minimum Ball  
0.5” 10”  0.75” 12”  
0.25” 10”  1” 14”  
1” 12”  1.25” 14”  
1.25” 14”  1.5” 14”  
1.5” 16”  1.75” 18”  
1.75” 18”  OR   
2” 20”  2 ft. tall 10”  
2.5” 20”  3 ft. 10”  
3” 28”  4 ft. 12”  
 
 

- Branches should be arising off the main stem at an angle between 45 and 90 degrees.  
More parallel to the ground is better. 

- Look for pruning wounds that have a donut shaped callus.  U shaped callus or other 
shapes indicate improper pruning 

- There should be no “clusters” of branches.  This is a poor pruning practice that leads to 
weak branches especially common on Bradford pears or ornamental or weeping cherries. 

- branch length should be one fourth tree height 
- Trunk should be straight 
- Should be NO holes in trunk, especially look for very tiny ones 
- No swollen, sunken or discolored areas on trunk 
- Trunk should not “pinch in” at bottom, or on one side of bottom (indicates girdling root 

or girdling wrapping) 
- The presence of a wound more than 0.25 of the entire trunk circumference means you 

should reject the tree 
 



What specifics should I look for in a balled and burlapped plant? 
 
 -Trunk should NEVER move independently of ball 
 -Trunk should be in the center of ball 
 -If you can look at or feel roots in ball, REJECT trees that have cut roots wider than 
finger width and PURCHASE trees with lots of “hairy” roots versus thicker roots 

-1.5-3.5 inch caliper (containerized smaller) 
-Balled and burlapped plants have better survival than bare root, but may be root bound 

and if so slice the root ball with a knife while plant is lying on side to cut through. 
- Always handle balled and burlapped stock BY THE BALL, and NOT BY THE 

TRUNK, or you get ripping of the roots that YOU CANNOT SEE! 
 
What about bare root plants? 

-Bare root: roots adapt better to existing soil than B&B, but must be kept moist during 
transit 
 
 
What specifics should I look for in a containerized plant? 
 
 -Large roots should NOT becoming out of openings in pot 
 -Roots should NOT be tightly circling around root ball.  This means that the plant has 
been in the container too long and those roots will have to be cut in order to avoid girdling roots 
 
What if the trees I want to buy have wrapped trunks? 

-Never buy a specimen with a wrapped trunk; the wrapping may hide wounds or harbor 
insects. Do not wrap it yourself because wrapping a plant may also promote frost cracks on the 
southwest exposure.  

 
 

Is there anything I should do before or during transport of my order? 
 
-Plants should be thoroughly watered the day before being transported and the covering 

during transport should always be something breathable like shade cloth or burlap.  
 
 
  
 


