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Seasonal Prep For Trees and Other Plants 
 What is the most important fall task?  Should I water? 

ABSOLUTELY!  Often the tree goes into dormancy with insufficient moisture, especially if it is 
newly planted.  A late fall and mid winter thaw watering can prevent winter damage, heaving 
and fall watering can prolong fall color of the leaves.  It sets your tree up for less stress and 
therefore a healthier spring.  It is the most important thing you can do. 

 Should I mulch? 

ABSOLUTELY, but no more than 3 inches deep using large wood chips, NOT shredded, dyed 
palates or soil.  Keep the mulch about 6 inches away from the trunk to provide air space and the 
opportunity for the trunk to remain dry.  Make your mulch ring extend out to edge of the tree 
branches or at least three feet outwards. 

 How do I prune trees for next year’s growth? 

Use late fall to make note of your tree’s pruning needs when foliage is off and branch structure 
can easily be seen.   
Prune in winter when you have fewer routine grounds maintenance tasks and you can see 
structure. 
Pruning at this time is also less stressful for the tree and will reduce the chance for late winter 
storm damage and problems caused by storm damaged tree branches falling on building roofs, 
gutters and structures. 

 When should I remove trees altogether? 

Winter is ideal.  Frozen ground prevents tearing of soil and turf during removal.  There will be 
no leaf removal, you’ll be able to see better and have better access. 

 When should I fertilize trees? 

Fertilize sparingly with slow release products designed for fall application after trees are 
dormant.  Sample soil FIRST to determine what if any needs your trees have.  This can be done 
anytime.  Often an adjustment of pH will release nutrients that are present, but unavailable to 
your tree. 

 What should I do if the soil around my trees is compacted or the tree was 
planted too deeply? 

Using an air spade at 150 psi is an excellent way to break up compacted soil and blow excess soil 
and mulch away from the trunk until you can just see where the trunk begins to widen slightly 
before the roots.  As you uncover the trunk, clip away any hair-like roots that have formed above 
the space where the trunk becomes wider. 
 

 When should I spray? 



If you are able to use dormant sprays and you need to use them, choose spring days when day 
and night temperatures will remain above 40 degrees for trees that lose their leaves but before the 
tree begins to break bud. 
 
SPRING TIPS in the Perennial Garden 

 What are some of the chores that I should think about doing in the spring? 

Check trees and shrubs for damage and prune dead or diseased branches in early spring. 
Be careful and know the flowering habits of your shrubs. For example, hydrangea 
macrophyllia generally flower on old wood. This means that the flower buds have been 
formed in late summer and any early spring pruning will surely remove sleeping flowers 
prematurely. Lilacs, and rhododendrons and azaleas also flower on old wood. Any 
pruning of these shrubs should only be done immediately after flowering or no later than 
July 4th. Cut back winter damaged dead canes on rose bushes 

 Is there any special treatment for roses in springtime? 

If you covered your roses with soil or mulch, gently remove this material now. Roses 
require well drained soil to thrive, add some organic matter at this time. If you’re on a 
fungicide regiment you can begin about 14 days after pruning and rotate through different 
fungicides during the season. Be careful not to use pesticides unless you see evidence of 
damage. Hit aphids with a blast of water from the hose. A good fertilizer, 10-10-10 or a 
slow released one such as Osmocote should be applied every other week during the 
growing season. 

 How often should the pH be tested? 

Periodically check the pH of the soil in your garden, at least every two or more years.  
 Do evergreens require spring pruning? 

Evergreen perennials including many alpines will require no cutting back or only a 
minimal amount of tidying up. Wall Cress (Arabis), Rock Cress (Aubrieta), Basket –of-
Gold (Aurinia), Pinks (Dianthus), Candytuft (Iberis), Moss Phlox (Phlox subulata), may 
be trimmed back to half their height using a pair of hedge shears, to encourage a dense 
and  

 Semi-evergreen perennials may look so beat up by spring that some of the more tattered 
leaves need to be removed. Among these are: Bergenia, Coral Bells, (Heuchera), Foamy 
Bells (Heucherella), Foam Flower (Tiarella), and some ferns. 

 When is a good time to cut back my Shasta daisies and Rudbeckia? 

The tall, upright flower stems of Shasta Daisies (Leucanthemum), Coreopsis and 
Rudbeckia die back in late fall, but these plants can be trimmed at that time. 
 

 How do you know you’re purchasing a healthy plant when they’re balled 
and burlapped? 

Closely examine the ball on the plant. Sometimes when a plant is being balled and 
burlapped the growers tend to pile soil above the root flare of the plant creating a false 



sense of where the flare actually is. Make sure you remove excess soil to ensure the 
proper planting depth. Remove any nylon twine completely. Cut and remove metal capes 
from the ball. Burlap should also be partially removed to aid in the decomposing process. 
Remember to dig a hole twice the width but not too deep. The depth should only be deep 
enough to have the root flare at ground level. Research has shown that trees that are 
staked without any ability to move slightly in the wind have less density in the caliper as 
compared to the height of that tree. Trees that have been left unstaked or staked loosely 
so they do have some play are able to sway in the wind are much thicker in caliper and 
stronger overall.  

 What’s the best way to buy a container grown plant? 

For container grown plants examine the roots by inverting the plant in your hand and 
removing the plastic pot. Sometimes when plants have been growing in a container for 
extensive periods of time the roots start to grow in a circular pattern “girdling” roots are 
not good, and you should disturb these roots before planting by breaking this circular 
pattern. You can take a knife and slice from the top of the root mass to the bottom or 
tease out the roots with your fingers. This will stimulate new roots that will grow outward 
into the soil. 

 Can you cut back perennials stalks from last year now? 

Now is a good time to cut down all the old stalks that remain standing from last year’s 
perennial garden. Toss them into the compost pile along with extra grass clippings. 

 What are some other chores that should be taken care of in the spring? 

 Sharpen mower blades and other garden tools ahead of time. A sharpened lawn mower 
blade will give the lawn a nice clean cut and avoid ripping grass blades which lend 
themselves to pathways for pathogens. 

 Make sure your tools and equipment are oiled, sharpened, cleaned and serviced. 

 Start a compost bin.  

 Start seeds early indoors and when the weather is warm enough your transplants will be 
ready to go.  

 Pre warming soils can be done by covering them with black plastic to boost root growth 
and reduce weed seed germination. It is not necessary to leave the plastic on all season 
long because mid summer heat may put too much heat into the soil. Rejuvenate garden 
soil by amending it with compost and organic matter 

 Spring blooming flowers – (e.g. tulips, daffodils), after they have faded do not remove 
the foliage until it turns brown. While it is still green, it is manufacturing strength to the 
bulb for next year’s flowering. 

 Summer bulbs (cannas, caladiums, gladiolo etc.) can be planted in April when the soil 
has warmed. 


