
Planting and  
Caring for Trees

Planting a tree is a great investment in the future.  
Planting it well and caring for it ensures a good return on that investment. 

Once you have chosen a suitable species and a good location (see Green-Up fact sheet 
“Choosing the Right Tree”), follow these simple guidelines for proper tree planting and care.
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Handling tHe tree

The bark of a young tree is very delicate and 
easily damaged. Always pick up your tree by the 
root ball and not by the trunk. If you can’t plant 
your tree immediately after purchase, keep it in 
a cool, shaded area and remember to water it 
well.

WHen to Plant

Spring and fall are ideal seasons for tree 
planting because the weather is generally cool 
and moist, which is ideal for tree establish-
ment. Summer is also suitable if the tree is in a 
bio degradable container (fibre or burlap) that 
can be planted without disturbing the roots, 
and adequate water is available to minimize 
transplant shock. 

tree Containers

Plastic pots must be completely removed prior 
to planting. Fibre, burlap or wire baskets can 
be left to hold the root ball in place. However, 
once the tree is set into the planting hole, the 
top third of the wire basket or fibre pot should 
be removed to allow feeder roots to grow out 
easily. Similarly, burlap should be folded back 
and strings removed from the top third of the 
root ball. Try to minimize any disturbance 
to the root ball, especially during hot or dry 
weather.

PreParing tHe site 

If you live in a new housing development where 
topsoil was removed, tilling the soil to a depth 
of 18 inches around the planting site will be 
essential to good root and tree growth. Soil 
compaction from heavy machinery creates poor 
growing conditions for trees. If your topsoil 
is very shallow, add new topsoil to the entire 
planting area to create a total depth of at least 
6 to 12 inches before planting your tree. This 
added effort will pay big dividends in the future 
growth and health of your tree.



digging tHe Planting Hole

Deep holes are not necessary when planting a tree. In fact, 
a deep hole (especially in clay soils) can trap water, which 
may suffocate the roots. Dig a hole no deeper than the 
depth of your tree’s root ball. A wide, saucer-shaped hole 
helps the tree’s feeder roots spread out quickly in search of 
food and water. Make your planting hole at least twice as 
wide as the root ball.

When digging a planting hole, make two piles of soil. Keep 
the dark topsoil separate from the lighter subsoil beneath. 
When you refill the hole, put the subsoil in first. Then mix 
the topsoil with leaf compost and use this to fill the top half 
of the hole.

Make sure that the root ball fits comfortably into the 
planting hole without crowding. Firmly pack the soil as 
you refill the hole. The tree should stand straight, and once 
the soil is packed around the roots, the top of the root ball 
should be level with the ground. Larger trees develop a 
“flare” at the base of the trunk, which is a thickening that 
provides stability. Make sure that the trunk flare remains 
above ground.

When planting in heavy clay soil, it’s a good idea to raise 
the tree a little higher than ground level (e.g. 2 inches), 
mounding extra soil up around the sides to meet the top 
of the root ball. This can prevent suffocation of tree roots 
from sitting in a pool of water where soils have poor 
drainage. 

Keep the trunk flare above soil surface. 

Apply a 2 – 4” layer of mulch.  
Pull mulch 1 – 2” away from trunk.

Never use a weedwhacker  
around a young tree.

Mix leaf compost into top 
half of planting hole.

Set ball on firmly packed soil  
so trunk is vertical.

Remove the top third of wire, string 
or burlap from around the rootball.

Dig saucer-shaped planting hole as deep 
as the root ball and at least twice as wide



suPPort 

Tree trunks actually grow stronger from flexing in the wind, 
so it’s usually preferable not to stake a tree. If your tree is 
large or in a windy spot, staking may be necessary to help 
it stay vertical until the roots are large enough to anchor it 
naturally. To prevent damage to the bark, tie the tree to two 
rigid stakes using a flexible material. Short pieces of garden 
hose threaded with wire work well.

Remove tree stakes after one year.

MulCH 

Trees benefit from a layer of mulch around the trunk to 
retain moisture, keep roots cool and prevent weed growth. 
Do not replace sod after planting your tree. Instead, cover 
all exposed soil with a layer of wood chips about 2 to 4 
inches deep. Keep the mulch 1 to 2” away from the trunk, 
to prevent rotting of the bark.

Mulched trees can grow up to twice as quickly as trees 
surrounded by sod!

Water 

Give your tree a deep and thorough watering immediately 
after planting. It is important that the water penetrates 
to the bottom of the root ball without leaving the tree 
standing in a pool of water, so a soaker hose or drip hose 
are excellent ways to deliver a slow, thorough drink to the 
entire root zone.

Too much or too little water kills more young trees than 
any other factor. The fine, hair-like roots that reach along 
the soil surface need a steady supply of water to absorb as 
well as air to breathe. When a tree is transplanted, up to 
90% of its original roots can be left behind.

Tree leaves constantly lose water as they breathe. Water loss 
is greatest during hot weather. With a crippled root system, 
it can be difficult for a tree to replace this water. This is why 
newly planted trees must be watered deeply and often.

Gently misting the leaves of a newly planted tree during 
hot, dry weather can also help it to replace moisture during 
its first season after transplanting.

It often takes a tree two years to rebuild its root system, 
even when planted on an ideal site. Water twice a week 
in the first year, and once a week the second year. A drip 
hose wrapped around the planting hole and left to drip for 
several hours is a perfect way to water deeply. Less watering 
will be necessary if there are frequent, steady rainfalls or if 
your soil is heavy clay.

Pruning

Pruning at the time of planting is not recommended, 
except to remove damaged branches. Wait a full year after 
planting to make any corrections to the tree’s shape. Trees 
will establish more quickly and develop stronger root 
systems if left unpruned at planting time.

Pruning should only be done with clean, sharp tools. 
By-pass pruning shears are a good choice for most small 
pruning cuts. Tools should be sterilized frequently with 
a solution of 10% bleach diluted in water to prevent the 
spread of disease.

If a branch is damaged, 
prune the broken piece 
down to the nearest healthy 
bud, leaving the bud 
undamaged. The branch 
will regrow from the bud.

If an entire branch must be 
removed, leave the swollen 
area intact where the 
branch is attached to the 
trunk. This branch collar 
plays an important role in 
gradually sealing off the pruning wound. 

In the years following initial planting, careful selective 
pruning can help develop a healthy tree with strong branch 
structure. Some basic guidelines include:

•  major branches should be well spaced along the trunk, 
roughly 12 to 18” apart;

•  if a tree develops two competing stems (codominant 
stems), removing one of them while the tree is young will 
prevent rotting and cracking of the trunk in later life;

•  where significant branches cross and rub, remove one of 
them to allow air circulation;

•  branches growing from the trunk at a very narrow angle 
are prone to develop cracks and rot in the crotch area 
when they age. Bark becomes embedded at the point of 
union (known as “included bark”) which weakens the 
branch. Removing these weak branches while the tree is 
young may prevent future problems;

•  never “top” a tree (reducing the length of all the branches, 
including the central leader). If you want a small tree, 
choose a variety with a naturally shorter mature height;

•  do not use pruning paint. Research shows that trees seal a 
wound more effectively without wound dressings;

•  never remove more than 25% of a tree’s branches in any 
year.

It takes some time and training to learn how to prune 
properly. When in doubt, always call a professional, espe-
cially when larger branches are involved. Watch for local 
tree pruning workshops to help expand your knowledge 
and skills.

Pruning cuts should be made 
just outside the branch collar.

Image: www.treesaregood.com



•  P l a n t i n g  a n d  C a r i n g  f o r  t r e e s  •

City of PeterborougH

(705) 742-7777

www.peterborough.ca

(705) 745-3238 
Fax (705) 745-4413

www.greenup.on.ca 
greenup@greenup.on.ca

urbanforest@cogeco.net

Our thanks to:

Ontario Trillium Foundation

Peterborough Region Master Gardeners

fertilizers

Newly planted trees need a good supply of phosphorous to 
encourage strong root development. The phosphorous in 
bone meal helps to stimulate healthy roots. Leaf compost is 
equally beneficial. Work one or two handfuls of bonemeal 
or several shovelfuls of leaf compost into the top layer of 
soil around the planting hole.

Never use manure or other nitrogen-rich fertilizers around 
newly planted trees.  This stimulates top growth which 
could be fatal for young trees when root development is 
the first priority. To ease transplant shock, a mild solution 
of fish emulsion can be used for the first watering.

In the years following planting, trees can benefit from light 
applications of balanced organic fertilizers in the spring.  
Remember when applying fertilizers that the roots extend 
out much farther than the branches. Avoid fertilizing after 
mid-summer, to help trees prepare for winter dormancy.

ProteCt tHe trunk

Make sure that the trunk of your tree is not damaged by 
lawn mowers, vehicles or animals. Gouges in tree bark 
can be entry points for infection, and damage to bark all 
around the trunk (“girdling”) can quickly kill the tree. 
NEVER use a weed whacker around a young tree, and 
consider using a spiral tree guard in areas where rabbits or 
voles are active. Tree guards must be checked frequently 
to make sure there is good air circulation, and that they 
are not too tight. In high traffic areas, installing several 
rigid stakes at the edges of the planting hole may prevent 
damage from snow plows, lawn mowers and pedestrians.

ongoing Care 

Keeping the roots healthy is the best insurance against pests 
and disease. Avoid compacting the soil under trees, since 
roots need to breathe. Encourage earthworms by top-dressing 
annually with compost. In the fall, run your lawnmower over 
any fallen leaves to help them decompose and enrich the soil 
under your tree.

Hot dry weather is very stressful for trees since they transpire 
large amounts of moisture from their leaves. Deep watering of 
the entire root zone during periods of drought will benefit a 
tree at any age. If autumn weather is dry, extra watering before 
freeze-up will help trees survive the winter.

With basic care and a little luck, your tree will thrive, 
providing health, comfort and beauty for many years to come.

leaf CoMPost and Wood CHiPs

Leaf compost and wood chips are available at Peterborough’s 
Ecology Park on Ashburnham Drive, or can be delivered in 
bulk from the City of Peterborough’s Waste Management 
Division by calling 742-7777 ext. 1657.

reCoMMended resourCes

Green-Up Fact Sheets: Trees in the City; Choosing a Tree (click 
on “Resource Centre” at www.greenup.on.ca)

Ecology Park Tree Nursery (Ashburnham Drive, beside Peter-
borough Utilities; open May through October)

International Society of Arboriculture (Public Resources), 
www.treesaregood.com

Local arborists and horticultural societies


