


CARING FOR NEWLY PLANTED TREES

Every year, hundreds of thousands of
trees are planted around the UK but
for them to stand the best chance

of surviving, they will need some
basic aftercare.

Those involved in planting have a vital
role to play in this next stage. Simple
actions such as weeding, watering, and
checking guards, stakes and ties at key
times can significantly improve a tree’s
chances of successful establishment.

Research published in 2008 found that, in
England, the survival rate of trees planted
by local authorities in a variety of settings
ranged from 75% to 85% (Trees in Towns
I, 2008). However, recent data is limited,
and further research is underway to
update and strengthen this evidence.

While some tree loss is inevitable, with
proper planning, planting and
maintenance, we should aim for survival
rates as close to 100% as possible.

Ihapelrlsleanie] i GIVING TREES THE BEST CHANCE TO THRIVE

Simple aftercare tasks

Newly planted trees should be checked at least
once a year. This guidance outlines simple practical
tasks that can make a big difference to a tree’s
chances of survival.

RIGHT TREE, RIGHT PLACE
= LEAST MAINTENANCE

With a changing climate and more extreme

weather events, planting the right tree in the
right place is more important than ever.

By carefully considering location, soil type,
sunlight, water needs and root growth the tree
is more likely to be able to establish naturally
with reduced aftercare needs.
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Annual checks:
April — August for the first 5 years

TASIK A: Assess tree condition
* Are the trees still alive?
* Are they showing signs of new growth?

TASK B: Adjust guards, stakes and ties
* Are the guards and shelters intact?
* Are they still vertical and supporting the tree?

TASK C: Remove grasses and weeds
* Are weeds or other plants competing for water?
* s dense grass abundant at the base of the tree?

TASK D: Check mulch layer
* s the mulch layer still in place?
* s it effectively suppressing weeds and protecting roots?

TASK E: Water if necessary
* Has the weather been extremely dry?
* s the soil hard or compacted?
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1.+, €. ASSESS TREE CONDITION
In early spring, assess whether your STEP 1: Assess the overall state of health of the trees
trees are alive and thriving. By checking Are there any trees that appear to be in poor health, or struggling (see the visual guide below).
a range of indicators, you can gain a If yes move to Step 2. If all the trees appear to be thriving move to Step 3.

clearer understanding of the site
conditions, the health of your trees, and
what actions may be needed to improve
their chances of survival.

First, walk the entire site to get an overview
of the planting and undertake the
following seven steps:

Step 1 Assess the overall state of health
of the trees.

Step 2 Are any trees dead and need
replacing?

Step 3 Are the guards, stakes and ties
doing their job?

Step 4 Are grasses or weeds competing
with the tree?

Step 5 Is the mulch layer still intact
and effective? : § A : %

Step 6 Has the weather been very dry, EXCELLENT STRUGGLING
is the soil hard or compacted?

DEAD AND DYING

. The tree has grown well The tree has grown The tree has a thin and The young tree has
Step 7 Canyou see any severe insect or and has a healthy but the canopy is still poorly formed canopy died or has not developed
disease damage? well-developed canopy restricted or exposed roots a crown
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1.41,€.5 ASSESS TREE CONDITION

STEP 2: Are any trees dead and need replacing?

Check if any of the trees appear to have died. Initially check for leaf development. If
there are no leaves, look for ‘green” under the bark of twigs by gently scraping the
surface with a fingernail or knife — if no ‘green’ is found, the tree is dead. If it is dead
or in poor condition, consider replacing it in the next planting season. If the tree is
alive, move to Step 3.

STEP 3: Are the guards, stakes and ties doing their job?
Check the state of the guards, stakes and ties — are they still intact and
vertical or are they broken, leaning or disturbed? If there are problems
— undertake Task B below.
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ASSESS TREE CONDITION

STEP 4: Are grasses or weeds competing

with the tree?

Check the state of the grass and weeds. If there is grass and
weeds around the trees undertake Task C below.

STEP 5: Is the mulch layer still intact and effective?  STEP 6: Has the weather been very dry?

Check the state of the mulch around the trees. Is it still Is the ground hard and cracked? Are the leaves wilting
preventing weed growth? If the mulch layer is not working ~ or shrivelled? If so undertake Task E below.

effectively undertake Task D below.
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1.41,€.5 ASSESS TREE CONDITION

STEP 7: Can you see any severe insect or

disease damage?

It is perfectly normal for some insect damage to occur,
especially when new leaves emerge in spring. This may take
the form of ragged leaves chewed by hungry caterpillars or
beetles, or abnormal swellings called galls. These are usually
quite harmless and part of the natural relationship between
insects and trees and should be left alone.

There are also some fungal diseases such as powdery oak
mildew which are now widely found on newly planted trees,
especially in humid conditions. While it may affect

Green oak tortrix .
moth caterpillar

Powdery
oak mildew

appearance or growth in the short term, it rarely causes
lasting harm and can usually be ignored.

Unless you spot the insect, it can be difficult to identify the
cause of any defoliation or other damage as some symptoms
also crossover with problems like drought stress, salt or frost
damage. It's best to keep a watchful eye to see whether you
can determine the cause of the problem and see whether
they worsen over time.

Unfortunately, there are increasing numbers of new
concerning pests and diseases impacting the UK's trees so it
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is important to stay vigilant and recognise the signs and
symptoms of some that could pose a threat to our young
trees. One example is the oak processionary moth
caterpillar which can pose threats to human health.

More information about harmful tree pests and diseases,
which mostly occur on older and mature trees, can be
found on the Observatree website. However, if you suspect
that your young trees have a particularly worrying pest or
disease problem, seek expert help by submitting your
sighting to Forest Research'’s Tree Alert website.

Oak processionary
moth caterpillar


https://www.observatree.org.uk/
https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/tools-and-resources/fthr/tree-alert/
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LN G ADJUST GUARDS, STAKES AND TIES

Young trees can be vulnerable to
browsing or bark stripping by animals
including voles, rabbits and deer and,

in many cases, individual tree protection
is required.

There are many different types of tree
guards on the market and it's important
to choose carefully, taking in account
your site conditions, presence or absence
of rabbit and deer, budget and longer
term impact on the wider environment.

Choose carefully taking in account your site
conditions, presence or absence of rabbit
and deer, budget and longer term impact
on the wider environment. Forest Research
has been researching alternatives to plastic
tree shelters and you can find out more on
their website.

Where tree protection is necessary, The Tree
Council advocates for plastic-free tree
protection where possible to reduce plastic
pollution in our environment.

Whichever guards are used, there is a need
to check them in spring and autumn to
ensure they are still intact and effective and
not damaging the trees.

Examples of tree protection for young trees

)

Wire mesh

Biodegradable
spiral — polylactic
acid derived from
plant material

— cotton mesh
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Flexible plastic mesh

Biodegradable

wrap — plant resin Q

and recycled
wood residue
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Tall plastic tube

Cardboard -
recycled materials -


https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/research/alternatives-to-conventional-plastic-treeshelters
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Are the guards effective?

Ensure no bark is missing from the
stems, e.g. due to rabbit damage,
and that no twigs have been bitten
or broken off by grazing deer.
Check guards are still attached to
their stakes and not rubbing or
cutting into the tree.

If a guard has fallen or is
damaging the tree, adjust, modify
or replace it.

Reposition stake

Remove the guard to prevent
long-term issues with it once you
are sure there is no longer a risk of
damage. Clear away any material
that has built up inside.

Remove grasses

Look for a build-up of soil where
ants may have made a colony in
the tube. Remove the ants if
necessary, by shaking their nest
out of the tube and then refitting
it to the tree.

o

Remove ant colony
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If a guard is inadequate or there is
a risk of damage by different
animals, consider alternative
protection. For example, you
could install a taller tube or use a

brash and mesh enclosure instead.

=|}
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Remove the guard when you
believe the tree roots are well
anchored and the stem is strong
and clear away any material that
has built up inside, this is usually
after about 3-4 years.

Alternative protection
— brash and mesh
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Browsing by animals
; shows characteristic
Basal gnawing by r N branches that have
rabbits and voles —- bl been ‘nipped off’

nests in tree tubes T+ 7N » i Browsed by deer; the ﬁr% : A ea\ RS Often the browsing can 27
suffocating the o o PN ' : tube has been forced ~—¥'® B, B be severe resulting in the

stem and stressing b o B | 4 open and the tree B e LA\ N tree being constrained

the sapling g [ — . browsed ; o — . NN within the tube

Ants can build Lrl e , N =z
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Plastic tree guards or spirals

Plastic tree protection is still often used in tree planting
projects as the costs are considerably lower. However, over a
few years, plastic products may become brittle and degrade
into smaller plastic pieces that end up in the soil and may
ultimately wash into waterways. Regular inspection and
maintenance is needed to ensure protection remains intact
and effective.

Removing tree guards

It is best to remove and recycle all tree guards that have
served their purpose. Depending on growth rates and the
threat from deer and other mammals, this is usually after
about 3-4 years.

Removing plastic guards or spirals can take time, which is
more difficult if they have been left too long and become
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brittle. It's important to factor guard removal into your tree
planting management plan.

Consult your local authority to find the recycling facilities in
your area or, if the guards or spirals are still intact and likely
to last a few more years, consider reusing them elsewhere.

Leaving spirals on the young trees for too long can
stunt their development. In this hedge, the guards
have restricted lower branch growth, resulting in a
stilted” hedge with little structure at its base.
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Stakes and ties for
standard trees

Tree ties and stakes are used to
hold trees upright before their
roots become firmly established
in the ground.

There are multiple effective
ways of staking a tree, including
single, double, triple, crossbar
or angled stakes. The trees are
then secured to the stake with a
tie and spacer.

The tie should be ‘slightly’ tight
to allow the tree some subtle
movement, as moving in the
wind stimulates root
development. However, they
shouldn’t be too loose either, as
the tree can be damaged by
knocking against the stake.

_x

If a tie has been used on a
larger tree, check regularly
that it is not too tight and
causing damage. Once the
tree has become established,
remove the stake entirely,

usually after 3-5 years. Double stake
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Does the tree still
need a stake?

If a stake has been used on a
larger tree, it is only necessary
until the tree’s roots have grown
into the soil surrounding the
planting pit to give it stability. This
generally takes a few years. Once
the tree is stable, the stakes can be
removed — to check the tree’s
stability in spring, release the tie
and if the tree stays firmly upright
— remove the stake(s).

Mature tree
no longer
needing a
stake

| /9
=4 i S

Stake left in plaée too long
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Malpractice: Examples of how stakes and ties can damage a tree or hinder its growth if not fitted correctly

Crossbar left
too long,
causing damage °*

Spacer
incorrectly

Narrow tree
tie too tight

Stake loose causing

Stake damage "#

to trunk

Stake fitted on
wrong side of tree |
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Cut tie revealing
tree to lean _ : damage to bark

Strangling
tree tie

Grass cuttings
piled high can
cause trunk to rot

" Vandalism

. —the stake
. and tie are

. not at fault!
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.M L el REMOVE GRASSES AND WEEDS

Grasses and other fast-growing
herbaceous perennials compete
with young trees for water,
nutrients, space and light.

To help the tree establish, keep
an area of about one square
metre free of weeds or grasses
around the trunk for at least
three years. This can be
achieved by hand weeding or
applying a layer of mulch

(see next page).

Once a tree is established, the
grass can be allowed to grow
longer as long grass is less water
demanding than regularly cut
grass. Allowing long grass to
establish under a tree’s canopy
also removes the risk of mowing
and strimmer damage that could
injure the base of the tree.

Weeding newly-planted trees

Hand weeding is time-consuming
but, like watering, is a good way of
involving local communities in
caring for recently planted trees. It
is safer for young trees than
hoeing, which risks damaging the
roots. Try to pull out grasses,
woody plants and any herbaceous
perennials by the roots so they
don’t grow back.

To avoid the soil and your trees
drying out, apply a mulch layer.

The Tree Council does not
recommend the use of chemical
weed control except in very rare
circumstances, as this method risks
causing ecological damage to
other plant species and the fertility
of the soil in the area.
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Protecting young trees from strimmers

Strimmers can cause serious
harm to young trees by stripping
or cutting into the bark at the
base. This damage exposes the
tree to pests, fungal infections,
and disease, and in severe cases,
can ring-bark the tree — cutting
off nutrient flow and causing it to
die. To avoid this, protect the

>

v o e

Strimmer damage

base with a strimmer guard or
apply a wide mulch ring to create
a clear, strimmer-free zone
around the tree. Leaving existing
stakes in place avoids strimmers
and other grass cutting machinery
from getting too close to the
base of the tree.

o : git kg
ree with stakes left
for protection e
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Mulching involves covering soil with a
layer of material—such as mulch mats,
wood chippings, or decomposed plant
matter—to suppress weeds and
competing plants, especially grasses,
at the base of planted trees.

The advantages of mulching are
that it:

* Keeps the ground moist, cool, and at a
stable temperature

* Reduces soil drying and increases the
water available to the tree

* Improves soil health by breaking down
over time and releasing nutrients,
which is particularly beneficial for
compacted or eroded soils

e Reduces maintenance in future
seasons

* Minimises the need for vegetation
control using lawn mowers or
strimmers near the trees.

Mulch mats

Mulch mats are made from a variety of
materials including coir, hemp fibre or
starch-based materials.

Available from garden centres and other
forestry product suppliers, they are relatively
inexpensive and last for around three
growing seasons before they biodegrade.

Sheet mulches are less bulky to transport
than organic mulch and they are easy to fit
around the base of a tree. However, if used
on waterlogged soils they can reduce
oxygen levels and create anaerobic
conditions, which can lead to root death.

For small plantings, you can use old roofing
felt or old carpet as a cheap alternative to
mulch mats. However, these look unsightly
and take much longer to break down. If you
do use carpet, a jute-backed variety is best
as it will eventually decompose. Most
importantly, make sure the material doesn’t
let light through so that weeds can’t grow
under it.
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Organic mulches

Organic mulches gradually improve the soil
as they break down. They can also help
trees where soil is compacted. They can
sometimes be colonised by weeds but these
can be uprooted easily from loose mulch.
Organic mulch should not be used for trees
on wetter soils, as it can reduce oxygen
levels and eventually kill the tree.

Good quality loose organic mulches include:

* Leaf litter — if you're planting in an
existing woodland, you can simply rake
up leaf litter around the planted stems

¢ Spoiled hay and well-rotted manure

* Well-rotted grass clippings

e Composted forest bark is reasonably
cheap if available locally in bulk. Garden
centres stock it by the sack, but this is
more expensive

* Wood chips from local tree contractors
can also be cost effective, depending on
the size of the chips and how long they
have been stored. Avoid using fresh
material as there is a danger of nitrogen
loss from the soil as the chips degrade.
Check the source of the chips to make
sure you're not likely to transfer any
pests and diseases to new plantings.
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Top tips for mulching

* To be effective, mulches need to be applied immediately after
planting, but only when weeds have been pulled up and the tree has
been watered.

* Mulch layers should be between 10 and 15 cms deep to be effective.

* Keep the mulch away from the base of the stem to stop the bark
getting moist and succumbing to decay.

* Use sticks to weigh down hay or other lightweight mulch which may
blow away.

* Avoid using flammable mulch in areas like woodlands where there
might be a high risk of fire, or places where there is the risk of
vandalism.

* One application of mulch is usually enough to help establish a tree.
However, trees can benefit from additional mulching in later years if
they are growing in a place where little plant litter builds up naturally —
for example, on local authority grounds where fallen leaves are cleared
away each autumn.

e Ifitis not possible to spread the mulch when planting in autumn or
winter, put it around the trees in the spring, when the ground is
moist.

* Do not to apply mulch after a period of drought unless you have
watered the ground thoroughly first.
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WATER IF NECESSARY

TASK E

Except during long dry spells, it is rarely necessary to
water young trees (whips or feathers), provided they
were planted at the right time of year (the winter) with
moist roots and are then weeded and mulched.

It usually takes at least three years for a tree’s roots to
establish in the new planting site, after which they
should put on good growth each year, indicating they
are more resistant to drought and shouldn’t need
further watering.

If there is a particularly long spell of hot, dry weather in the
first three years after planting, there are signs you can look
for which can help you piece together if a tree is suffering
from drought stress.

* Leaves may wilt (or droop) during the day but recover
at night

* You might see the yellowing of leaves
* Leaves might curl up at the edges

* Atree may even shed its leaves prematurely in a bid to
save water

* Look for the obvious signs like the soil around the tree
becoming cracked and split.

If you notice any of these signs, your young trees will need
watering, whilst the dry weather persists.

Watering volumes

For younger whips, a good mulch layer will help keep the
soil cool and damp throughout the year. During the first 1-3
growing seasons, if there are extended periods of hot and
dry weather, the trees will need watering. Aim for a large
watering can (approx. 7-10 litres) per young tree, once a
week, and monitor regularly for signs of drought.

It is good practice to water larger trees for three years after
planting. You may then only need to water the trees during
droughts or until they are well-established. The tree’s size
and where it's growing will influence how much water it
needs. As a guide, give standard and semi-mature trees a
very thorough soak, about 50 to 75 litres per tree (10 to 15
gallons) every other week in dry weather during the
growing season.
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Irrigation systems

Watering large trees is often easier using an irrigation
system. This may have been put in when digging the
planting pit or added later. Two commonly used systems
are:

* Watering pipe installed below ground when the tree is
planted. It is cost effective and reduces run-off and water
wastage.

* Watering bags. This slow-release watering bag can hold
up to 30 litres and is easy to install. Once filled, it slowly
and continuously waters the tree over 5-9 hours. These
are starting to be used more often by local authorities to
maintain large planting schemes. They can be easily
moved to other trees once trees are established.

Watering bags
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Top tips for watering
* Itis good practice to water the trees for * If the tree has a watering bag, keep it
up to three years after planting. topped up with water.

* Watering is usually most necessary between ¢ [f you can, use harvested rainwater e.g.
April and August. from a water butt, although other grey
water e.g. bath water or washing up water

* Water in the early morning or evening ‘s 2lae ksl

to avoid evaporation.

* |f awater source is not nearby, explore the
possibilities of using a water bowser such as
an aqua roll or other similar large volume
container.

* Avoid watering ‘little and often’ as this
encourages roots to grow near the surface
making the tree more vulnerable to drought
and being scorched by the sun.

* A good layer of mulch will ensure that the
soil retains water, but ensure the mulch is
not touching the trunk.

* Water slowly so that the water has time to
absorb into the soil rather than running off
e.g. attach a watering rose to your watering
can. If the soil surface is hard or compacted,  ® The amount of water a tree uses varies
break up the top 2-3 cm to let water reach massively according to size, species, local
deeper layers. growing conditions and the health of the

tree but as a rule of thumb a tree needs

about 7-10 litres once a week and for a

standard tree, 50-70 litres once a

fortnight.

* Focus on watering the area under the
branches as this will be where most of the
roots are, but don’t just water the very base
of the tree.

* Talk to your local communities and local
authorities and make a plan for watering
local young trees in dry conditions.

* [f the tree has a watering pipe, pour approx.
50% down the pipe and use the remainder
on the surface of the soil around the tree
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Caring
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planted
trees

For more information and resources about tree care and
management visit The Tree Council’s guidance hub

The Tree Council is a registered charity, number 279000.
Copyright © 2025 The Tree Council

All photos are courtesy of Team Tree Council.

This guidance was produced thanks to support from
National Highways and its 3 Million Trees initiative.
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Working together for the love of trees



https://treecouncil.org.uk/grants-and-guidance/guidance-hub/ 




