
Selecting and 
Planting a Tree

Strong, well-developed leader  
(or leaders in a multiple-leader plant)

Bright, healthy bark

Trunk and limbs free of insect or  
mechanical injury

Branches well distributed around trunk

Ideal spacing between branches,  
10" to 18" for most species

Good trunk taper

Wide — 45° to 90° — branch angle for 
strength

Low branches — they are temporary,  
but help develop taper, promote growth,  
and prevent sunscald

Healthy buds

When choosing trees at the nursery, select a high-quality tree. This 
illustration identifies points to look for in a dormant tree 5 feet or taller.

Bare Root Tree. Look for abundant root growth; numerous, fibrous 
small roots; good root color; and moist roots.

Balled and Burlapped Tree. Look for a firm soil ball with trunk 
securely tied. Do not accept a plant with a broken soil ball. Always carry 
balled and burlapped plants by the soil ball, not by the trunk, stems, or 
branches.

 Container Grown Tree. Avoid “root-bound” trees. Roots that circle 
around the edge of the container may become girdling roots. Because 
of this, balled and burlapped trees are preferred. Always remove the 
container when planting.
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Bare root (BR) 
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Step 1. Digging the hole

Hand dig the hole with vertical sides 
or use a soil auger.

Step 3. Settling the soil

Root spread

Dashed line is 
ball of B & B

Vertical sides 

Loosen the sides 
of the hole with 
shovel if glazed 
by the auger

Depth—no deeper 
than root ball

Gently backfill with loose 
topsoil; do not tamp.

Center root  
system in hole

Root ball depth

After watering, the soil will 
settle.

Refill hole to top

Width—2 times 
wider than root  
ball

Step 2. Setting the tree
Hold BR tree while 
backfilling 

Plant at same depth  
as original soil level

Prune roots that extend
beyond normal root 
spread on BR plants

Water the tree in with a garden hose. Turn on pencil-size 
stream of water, and slide hose along the edge to the 
bottom. Allow the hole to fill with water from the bottom 
up. When the hole is full, turn off the water.

Step 4. Completing the backfill

Step 5. Finishing touches

Place a 6- to 8-inch-high soil ring around the hole edge  
to create a watering saucer and protect the tree from mower 
damage. A mulch of wood chips, peat, or ground corn cobs 
may be used in the raised saucer.
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