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When to Plant?
Ron Mahoney

Most tree planting in Idaho isdoneinthe spring. While
recent research hasshown that fall planting canbean
acceptableaternativewith some advantages, therisks
aregreat and most landownersare better off sticking
with spring planting.

Whenisthe planting Siteready for planting?Let’s
assumethat the decisi onsabout matching species,
topography, planting method, site preparation, and
spacing have aready been made, and the seedlings
remainin storage under cool, moist conditions. The
most important considerationsthat remain are soil
temperature and soil moisture.

Weall want to get our seedlings off to the best start
possible. Wewant them to have an advantage over
competing vegetation and to have thelongest growing
season possible. Thismeanswewant to get them
planted as soon aswe caninthe spring to take
advantage of spring moisture beforethe usua summer
drought. However, thereislittleto gain and much to
loseby plantingin cold, excessively wet soil. So, how
canyou know when soil conditionsareat their best?
All you need isathermometer and ashovel!

Place athermometer with therecording end about four
inchesbelow the soil surface. Thetemperature should
reach at |east 40 degrees (45 degreesiseven better)
for several days. Rootsdo not grow at temperatures
cooler thanthis, but at 40-45 degreeswill begin
growing and establishing afirm contact with the
surrounding soil sothat whenthefoliagebeginsto
grow at even warmer temperatures, therootsare
ready to providewater, nutrients, and anchorage.

Excessively wet soil hasall of itsair space saturated
withwater. Whilemany plantscan survivethiscondi-

tionfor varying lengthsof timeafter they are estab-
lished, seedlings cannot tolerate thiscondition. Even
moreimportant isthefact that itisnearly impossibleto
plant inwet soil without compacting the soil and
removing and remaining air space. Planting whenwet
leavesaglazed, heavy soil that repelsroots, air, and
moisture, and resultsin poorly growing or dead
seedlings. Thereisasmple, fool proof techniquefor
avoiding all of these problemsrelated to excessively
wet soilsthat normally drain during thegrowing
Season.

Digaholeabout afoot wide and afoot deep. Fill it
back in. If thereisnot enough soil torefill the hole, the
soil istoo wet —it has been compacted and air space
hasbeenlost. When you can dig such ahole, and have
enough soil torefill itwithjust alittleleft over, condi-
tionsarejust right. Theseedlingwill be plantedin
loosened, moist soil and will havetheir best chancefor
survival and good growth. Remember that soil types
and drainage can vary acrosstheplanting site, so
check at several |locations. Sandy soilsmay be planted
as soon asthe snow isgoneor the day after aheavy
rain, but heavy clay soilsmay takeweekstodrain
sufficiently. Don't forget that acceptable soil tempera-
turesmust coincide with correct soil drainage.

For moreinformation, contact your local Cooperative
Extension System office, or the Ul Research Nursery.
Ask for Extension the publicationtitled How to Plant
Your Containerized Grown Seedlings Right.

Thisinformation first appeared in Woodland NOTES, Val. 1,
No. 2.
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