
Plant Health Care (PHC): What Can You Do to Care For Your Trees & Shrubs? 

Good cultural practices will aid you in extending the life and beauty of your landscape trees & shrubs. 

o ADEQUATE IRRIGATION

One of the most important things you can do for your valuable landscape plants is ensuring they receive adequate
irrigation, particularly during periods of prolonged drought with high temperatures (e.g. several days over 88°F).

A word of caution about watering: Proper irrigation/watering provides just enough supplemental hydration to keep
older, established trees healthy. Be careful not to water them too much or too often. This could result in the tree
producing extra foliage than is needed or healthy for the plant. Avoid encouraging more canopy growth than the
soil, climate and tree species can support during normal rainfall years. Excessive watering may also cause trees to
become dependent on artificial irrigation. As a result, naturally occurring precipitation may prove insufficient to
sustain them or worse, this could lower their resilience and chances of surviving severe drought conditions.

How frequently should you water? How much?

Avoid applying frequent shallow watering. Most irrigation systems are setup to automatically operate on a daily
schedule, but only provide short-term shallow watering. This may suffice for lawn turf, but water does not absorb
deep enough into the soil for trees. Trees do better with less frequent, but deeper soakings. Shallow watering only
encourages tree roots to remain near the soil surface leaving them prone to drying out, whereas deeper watering
encourages roots to grow deeper and be more drought-tolerant. Thus, a heavy soaking once a week is much
better than a series of shallow watering every few days. The best time to water is usually in the morning.

When watering established trees, provide a deep, soaking irrigation to the entire area beneath the tree canopy, if 
possible extending several feet out beyond their drip line. This can be done using an oscillating sprinkler or 
underground irrigation system. Place a tin can, plastic cup or glass jar in the area to gather droplets. Once it has 
collected 2” of water that should be sufficient watering. For best results, ensure that the soil has been moistened 
to a depth of about 10" each time you water. Avoid piling mulch around the trunk base area to reduce the risk of 
excessive decay or bark rot (See BENEFICIAL MULCHING). To check soil moisture, use a screwdriver (over 8" 
long) to poke into the soil. If the soil is moist, it should pass easily through it, but if the soil is too dry and you can't 
push the screwdriver into it at least 6" deep, then it's time to water (maybe, you have some very rocky soil!).

If you have few trees on your property, you could try using a garden hose with an attached sprayer to individually
water your trees. First, take measurements of each tree. This will help you calculate how much time you will need
to spend watering each of them. As a general rule, it takes about 5 minutes to release 10 gallons of water from a
hose at medium pressure, so follow this equation:

Measure the trunk diameter at knee height and multiply that by 5 minutes to get the total watering time. 

Diameter is the circumference measurement divided by 3.14 (π). For example: If your tree’s circumference 
measured at 30 inches, then divide 30 by 3.14 to get approximately 9.55” of diameter. Next, multiply the 9.55 by 5 
minutes to equal 47.75 (or about 48 minutes) which will be your total watering time. You will have used about 96 
gallons of water for this example tree. 

o BENEFICIAL MULCHING
Mulching is encouraged, but keep it off the bases of tree trunks, leaving about a 2" gap or more. Too much mulch
resting up against the bark will encourage harmful decay or bark-nibbling rodents, thus becoming a tree liability.
Therefore, mulch no more than 3" deep within the drip line area of each tree to provide adequate insulation and
moisture retention for roots while not suffocating them. Do not over-mulch! Too much mulch buildup over time can
encourage trees to produce harmful girdling roots which could strangle the tree, causing decline, limb loss, base
breakage, or other bad results eventually leading to premature tree death. Turn mulch with a rake or similar
method at least once a year to aerate the mulch and reduce undesirable fungal masses. This also promotes the
natural breakdown of the mulch allowing aeration as it enriches the soil and this also helps you to monitor the
overall depth of the mulch in your landscape so you can make adjustments on how much new mulch to place.

o SUPPLEMENTAL NUTRIENTS
Under moderate climate conditions, a healthy native tree in good soil and surroundings is very capable of self-
management. On the other hand, a tree under attack by insect pests, disease, or injury may need intervention to
assist it back onto a healthier path. After a soil test, if deficiencies are detected, one important consideration in
promoting plant health and recovery is the application of supplemental nutrients via soil amendments and/or trunk
injections once every 2 – 3 years, or as needed. Trunk injections can provide vital micro and macronutrients for
ready uptake into a tree’s vascular system to help stimulate the production of healthy plant tissue, along with
boosting plant vigor and resistance to disease and pests. If you mulch around your trees and/or fertilize your lawn,
these may already provide adequate supplements of nutrition.

If you have any additional questions, please contact me.  - Jeff Harris jeff@arborrangers.com 317-677-3601
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