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Root washing is the best way to get
your plant established

y now you’ve undoubtedly heard fellow gardeners talking

about “root washing” their trees, shrubs, or even perenni-
als before planting. The thought of removing all the protective
coverings from the root mass may seem counterintuitive or
even dangerous. But this method—when performed correctly—
will give your plants the best chance of establishing into your
gardens and landscapes.

The most common reason container or balled-in-burlap
(B&B) plants die after transplanting is that their roots fail to
establish in the landscape. In comparison, bare-root stock like
roses or fruit trees are more likely to establish, though their
initial aboveground growth may be slow. This sluggish top
growth is often referred to as “transplant shock,” a term I dis-
like because it not only sounds bad, but it also suggests that
everything has stopped. Nothing could be further from the
truth! Newly planted bare-root stock puts its resources into
new root growth—not crown growth. And it's root growth that
we need to encourage at transplant. Rather than “transplant
shock” let’s call it “root establishment,” because that is exactly
what is happening.

So what happens when a container or B&B plant is put into
the ground with an intact root ball? New leaves and flowers
will continue to form because the roots haven’t been dis-
turbed. That’s not where we want resources going, however,
because without root establishment into the landscape soil,
the crown will die. It may take months or years, but it will
happen. There are finite resources stored in a plant, and they
are allocated to whatever tissues need them for growth. Vig-
orous crown growth reduces the resources sent to the roots,
and that’s the very worst thing that can happen to a newly
installed plant.

For argument’s sake, let’s accept that a bare-root plant will
establish most easily because its roots are in direct contact with
the surrounding soil. What happens when we put a plant with
an intact root ball into the soil? This could be either a soil-
less media root ball from a container, or a clay B&B root ball.

Your roots are showing. Unless they are surrounded by native soil,
roots are unlikely to leave the soil media they are growing in, thereby
preventing the plant from becoming established in its new home.

In both cases, the root ball medium is completely different
from the landscape soil. We know from decades of soil science
research that neither water nor air can easily cross abrupt tex-
ture changes. We also know that roots require both water and
oxygen to grow. So if water and air can’t cross soil texture bar-
tiers, then roots won’t cross them either. This directly limits the
ability of roots in an intact root ball from establishing in the
existing landscape soil.

Do not stake unless the tree absolutely can-

1 not stand on its own.
> o Water frequently, especially if you are planting

during a hot time of year. Bstaliched:

e Do not prune or otherwise disturb the crown
after planting.

e Assess root establishing by giving the trunk a
little wiggle every week or two. You will feel
the resistance increasing as the roots become

e Check for a flush of leaf growth, which is
another sign that your roots have established.

SMART TREE-PLANTING MOVES

This can occur at any time of the year and is
almost completely controlled by root water
uptake ability.

e Add a little nitrogen fertilizer to the root
zone if you wish, although this is not
necessary.
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You're gonna wash that soil right outta your roots

The practice of root washing containerized or B&B plants
removes the barriers to root establishment and identifies
root problems for correction. This method works best when
the plant is dormant. For most areas of North America, this
means after deciduous plants have dropped their leaves.
While you can do root washing any other time of year, the
stress on the plant will be higher. This method takes more
time and care, but it results in healthier plants that require
less fertilizer and fewer pesticides. Isn’t that every gar-
dener’s ultimate goal?

1. Work in a cool, shaded area with access to water. Once
root washing begins, the roots will need to be kept con-
stantly moist. Remove all foreign material from the root
ball—containers, twine, burlap, wire baskets—before
washing. Gently shake off as much media as you can.

2. Place the root ball in a wheelbarrow, watering trough,
or other large container with enough water to cover the
ball completely. Do not allow any part of the ball to dry
out. You can leave it here for several hours if necessary.
Soaking will hydrate the media, allowing it to be more
easily removed.

3. Using your fingers or a stream of water, remove as much
of the root ball media as you can. Return for more soak-
ing if needed.

4. Once you can see the root system, you can correct poor
root structure. Roots should spread outward from the
base like spokes on a wheel. Prune any woody roots;
fibrous roots can be straightened out by hand during
planting.

5. Dig a hole that is no deeper than the root mass and at
least as wide as the root mass. The hole will be wide
and shallow.

6. Place the roots in the hole, covering with native soil as
you go. Once the soil is in place, soak the roots com-
pletely with water until saturated. If air pockets develop,
add more soil. Do not press down on the soil at any point.
Let gravity do the work of soil placement.

7. Mulch the planted area with a layer of arborist wood
chips at least 4 inches thick. The wider this circle is, the
better it is for tree establishment.

Next, let’s consider what roots are doing in those intact root
balls. Roots naturally grow away from the trunk and other roots,
so initially they grow outward and downward. Eventually they
hit a boundary—a container wall, for instance—and they grow
along that surface. This is how circling roots form, and it can
occur at any stage in a plant’s life—from the liner pot to multi-
gallon containers. Once they have lignified, these roots are fixed
permanently into this circling pattern. Without correction, the
circling continues in the landscape, potentially creating girdling
roots. Such root systems are much less likely to establish in
landscape soil after transplanting.
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What else can go wrong inside intact root balls? Next time
you're at a nursery, see if you can find the root flare in a con-
tainer plant. (The root flare is the region where trunk trans-
forms into roots.) Chances are you can’t see it because it’s
buried in the pot. In contrast, you can easily see the root flare
of plants that have grown from seed. Thus, the root flare of
transplant must be at the surface of the soil to ensure trunk and
root health.

—_Linda Chalker-Scott is an extension urban horticulturist at Washington

State University and the author of How Plants Work.




