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Watering and Feeding L andscape Trees
Randy Brooks

Do you want thetreesin your yard to grow faster or
perhapslook prettier? Try feeding theminthe spring
and watering them during the hot, dry summer months
andinto thefall toincrease growth. Extended periods
of timewithout moisture can stresstreesand reduce
vigor evenif thesignsof stressarenot visible.

Treesare ableto stand upright becausetheir rootsare
firmly anchoredin soil. The soil holdswater and
nutrientsessential for treegrowth. Soil texture, struc-
ture, and depth are extremely important to trees
throughout their lives. Soilsare composed of small
particlesof either sand, silt, or clay. Clay particles
havethe ability to become grouped together in aggre-
gates so that each aggregate actsasasingle, larger-
Sized particle. Thisaggregationisreferredtoas
structure. Well aggregated soilshavethedesirable
propertiesof sand (good water movement and good
aeration) aswell asthe highwater and nutrient holding
capabilitiesof clays. Soilsthat areprimarily sand or silt
aggregate poorly, so their properties depend essen-
tialy ontheir texture. Knowing thetype of soil you
have caninfluencethe duration of watering periods.
Soilswith high clay content cannot absorb large water
applicationsasrapidly assandy soilscan.

Water Requirements. All plantsrequirewater for
growth. Plants obtain water from the soil and lose
most of it through their leaves by evaporation (transpi-
ration). Plantsreceive water from either precipitation
or irrigation. How much of thiswater isavailabletoa
tree depends on soil type, but also onthe depth and
width of theroot system. Most rootsarelocated
withinthree or four feet of soil. Indry periods, deep
rooted plants can draw water from deeper inthe soil.

During dry periods, or in areaswhereirrigationis
necessary, keep aclose eye on your treesto deter-

minewhen they need water. Signsof water stress
includewilting, achangeof leaf color (fromshiny to
dull, or from dark greento light gray-green), ade-
creaseingrowth, anincreasein susceptibility toinsect
and disease problems, and prematureleef fall. Trees
should bewatered beforeany of thesesignsare
apparent. The best way to determineif your tree
needswater isto observethe surrounding vegetation
and soil surface. When surrounding, smaller plants
show signsof wilting and the soil isdry to an approxi-
mate depth of 2-3”, it’stimeto water your trees. Once
moisture stress begins, dormancy may setin.

Thereareanumber of waysto water efficiently:
basins, furrows, sprinklers, soaker hoses, drip sys-
tems, or micro-emitters. Themost important goalsto
remember areto avoid runoff, confinewater withinthe
drip line of the branches, and to apply thewater
uniformly. Soaker hoses, drip systems, or micro-
emittersarethe best waysto apply water dowly,
uniformly, and without runoff. The purposeisto make
asmuch of the applied water availabletothetreeas
possible. Take carewhen using sprinklerstoirrigate—
moist foliageisaprime breeding ground for fungal
diseases.

Fertilizer Requirements. Nitrogenfertilization helps
young treesgrow and reach |andscape sizemore
rapidly. However, maturetreesmay needlittleor no
fertilization aslong asthey have good leaf color and
grow reasonably well. Infact, increased vigor may
needlesdy increasethe size of thetreesand density of
theleaves, whichisfineif treesareintended for future
harvest, but not necessary for landscaping purposes.
Leavesontheinsideof suchtrees, or plantsunder
them, grow poorly because of heavy shade. However,
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thismay beabenefitinthat it caninhibit undesirable
plants (weeds). You may want to wait until thetrees
are2-3yearsold, sincefertilizershave been shownto
haveaninggnificant effect on young seedling unlessthe
site has been shown to have aspecific nutrient defi-
cency.

Asagtarter, apply nitrogen at arate of 2-4 pounds
per 1000 squarefeet. Try to apply a“ complete
fertilizer” containing nitrogen, phosphorous, and
potassium, and perhaps sulfur. Be sureto read the
directionsand follow therecommendationson the
label. If thefertilizer bag says18-10-10-7, thismeans
that the contents are 18% nitrogen, 10% phospho-
rous, 10% potassium, and 7% sulfur. Soif you havea
100 pound bag of fertilizer, 18 poundsof itisnitrogen.

One method used to determine how much fertilizer to
apply isto measurethe diameter of thetreetrunk. For
eachinch, use.1to0.2 poundsof actual nitrogen. In
other words, 1 to 2 pounds of a10% nitrogen fertil-
izer, such as10-8-7. It should be mentioned herethat
most fertilizer applicationsare made based onthe
percentageof nitrogeninthefertilizer.

Becausenitrogenismobilein thesoil, apply only the
necessary amount intwo intervals. One-half inthe
spring and one-half in the summer isagood program
tofollow.

Keepthefertilizer at least 6inchesaway fromthe
trunk toavoidinjuring thetree. After thefirst year,
apply nitrogenfertilizer to an areawith aradiusof 1.25
timesthat of thetree canopy. After application,
sprinkleor irrigatetheareato dissolvethefertilizer and
enableit to moveinto the ground wheretherootscan
accessit. Remember, fertilizersare salts, andif youdo
not irrigateto dissolvethefertilizer, thetreeand
surrounding grassmay get “burned” . Fertilizinginthe
fal with nitrogenisnot recommended asit may keep
thetreeactively growing well into thefrost season
whichwill severdly injurethe new succulent growth.

So how much fertilizer should you apply? L et thetrees
beyour guide. If growthisexcessive onyoungtrees,
put on less per areanext time, or skip thenextin-
tended application. If shoot growthisshorter thanyou
want and leaf color ispa e, increasethe applied

amount up to twicethe previousamount. Astrees
mature, fertilizethemonly if growth or leaf color isnot
up to expectation.

In most soils, you need not worry about soil pH, as
treesgrow satisfactorily over awiderageof soil pH's.
Well-drained soilsinhigh-rainfall areasusudly are
acid, asarealot of forest soils, whilethoseinlow
rainfall or arid areasareusudly neutral or akaline. In
many akainesoils(soilswithapH higher than7.5), a
number of treesmay below or deficientiniron, as
evidenced by paleyelow leaveswithfiner dark green
veins, These symptomsare most obviousonthefirst
growthinearly spring.

If atreeisnot responding to nitrogen, show or de-
scribethe symptomsto experts such asyour County
Extension Educatorsor Extension Forester inyour
area

Thisinformation first appeared in Woodland NOTES, Val. 8,
No. 2.
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