
SEPTEMBER 2019           WNY GARDENING MATTERS        ARTICLE 119

Cornell Cooperative Extension is an employer 
and educator recognized for valuing AA/EEO, 
Protected Veterans, and Individuals with 
Disabilities; and provides equal program and 

employment opportunities.

© Copyright 2019 All Rights Reserved

GIRDLING ROOTS
by Carol Ann Harlos   

At one time gardeners were told to plant trees 
and shrubs gently, being careful not to damage 
roots.  While well intentioned advice, in some 

cases this practice can result in terrible consequences, 
namely girdling roots.  Girdling roots are usually lateral 
roots that grow slightly below the surface of the soil and 
eventually cut into the main trunk of trees. This restricts 
the movement of water and nutrients in the tree, greatly 
weakening it and making it susceptible to not only 
starvation,  but also disease.  Watering your tree and/
or fertilizing it will not stop the slow progression to its 
death.  Some trees such as Norway maples are infamous 
for the formation of girdling roots.  They often occur even 
when the tree has been properly planted.  

The formation of girdling roots is often associated with 
poor planting practices, such as planting trees too deeply.  
They may also be starting to form before you purchase 
your tree. As you consider purchasing a container-grown 
tree, you may see roots circling. Don’t buy it!  If you do 
purchase the tree, the circling roots will need to be pried 
out of the container and forcefully spread out when 
planted.  If self-girdling roots are already too large to be 
spread out, they may have to be removed before planting 
the tree.  

Planting hole size is important to avoid the formation of 
girdling roots. Make sure the hole dug for your tree is 
large enough, or you can force the newly planted tree to 
form girdling roots when it is establishing new growth.  
Too often it is assumed that a tree root system shoots 
down into the soil in all directions making a kind of half 
circle of wood spindles to hold the tree up. Not so!  A 
tree’s root system is shaped  more like a plate than a ball, 
with most roots in the top 10 to 12 inches of soil. This 
root structure is most clear when you see a tree thrown 
by wind and the large root plate can be seen like a disk 
protruding from the ground. 

Compacted soil can lead to tree decline. The more 
compacted the soil and the drier the climate, the closer 
to the soil surface the roots will grow. This shallow rooting 
is why compacted soil is so detrimental to a trees overall 
health. It’s easy to understand how parking a car, piling 

debris, or even walking on the soil surface could damage 

the tender roots just below the surface. The roots that 
feed the tree only grow at the tip of the root and must 
push their way into new areas to find food and water. 
When soils are compacted this becomes impossible and 
limits the uptake of food and water. As trees get older 
they lose vigor, making it even harder to move through 
the soil.  Take care of your trees!


