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Diagnosing A Girdling Root 
 
What is a girdling root? 
 
A girdling root is a root that wraps around a tree or shrub and eventually cuts into the tissue of 
the stem or trunk so far that it kills the plant.  There is also such a thing as girdling soil or 
girdling wrappings such as rope or wire used to tied the root system to the trunk. 
 
Are there certain plants very susceptible to girdling roots? 
 
Yes, maples and evergreens. 
 
Why do plants develop girdling roots? 
 
Because they are planted or mulched too deeply, have too small a planting hole, or have been in 
pots so long that the roots begin to circle. Make sure that the planting hole is not too deep, since 
a shrub or tree planted low enough to have stem tissue crossed by a root is a good candidate for 
strangulation. This is also true of a deep hole that has been back filled with loose soil, because 
eventually the plant has to settle!  
 
What are some signs and symptoms of girdling roots? 
 
Trees or shrubs that have a stem diameter that remains the same rather than increasing and 
extensive branch dieback over several years may be suffering from a girdling root.   
 
When you look at the trunk at the soil line, there is no normal root flare, and one side of the trunk 
goes straight into the ground like a utility pole.  
 
What do I do if I find a girdling root? 
 
Prune the offending roots off and if very large and numerous do one each year so you don’t 
compromise the anchorage of the planting. 
 
How do I safely remove a really BIG girdling root? 
 
You may have to resort to a mallet and chisel.  Disinfect the tools before removal of the root. 
 
Is there anything I can do to determine the presence of a girdling root BEFORE I buy? 
 
If you are looking at containerized specimens, pull a few out and look for root circling. Once the 
roots begin to circle THEY NEVER GROW OUT OF IT.  
 



If you are purchasing a few months before you are ready to install, make sure that the pots have 
been treated with copper compounds, which will prevent circling during the interim, but will not 
permanently affect the plant. 
 
If you did buy a plant with circling roots you need to tease out the roots with a weed scratcher, a 
dinner or cooking fork, or a spading fork to get them out of the circular pattern. 
 
How large a space should I leave around new trees to reduce the chances of a girdling root? 
 
Keep a three foot wide barrier without turf or weeds around new trees.  Cover the area with up to 
but no more than three inches of mulch, leaving a few inches of breathing space right around the 
trunk.  Avoid finely shredded mulch which acts more as a soil. 
 


