
Tree Care Basics 

When turf is your specialty, it’s easy to spend the day looking down. What 
about the other components of the landscape? Hardscape, flowers and trees 
all work with turf to create a complete landscape picture. Trees are 
especially easy to overlook. They grow just fine by themselves in a forest, so 
many think they’ll do fine with little care on your site. Not true. 

In a forest, trees don’t have to deal with compaction caused by pedestrians 
and vehicles (i.e., golf carts). Nor do they have lawnmowers, edgers, tillers 
and other equipment used for regular maintenance nipping at their toes 
(roots and bark). 

In a forest, leaves and other organic matter decay into the soil, enriching it 
and creating a fantastic source of nutrients for trees roots. In an urban 
setting, we rake leaves and remove decaying matter as soon as possible. 
Urban life is much different for a tree than life in the woods. 

In a forest, nature has order. Food, water and living space are earned. 
Survival of the fittest is the rule. Some saplings wither and die under the 
canopy of large established trees. Others continue their daily push to reach 
sunlight. In a Georgia forest, dogwoods grow as they were meant, as an 
understory tree. In urban reality, dogwoods grow in parking islands. Survival 
depends on healing wounds quickly and not giving in to the stress caused by 
nutrient deficient soils, drought, and increased heat. 

Some important tree terms 

Learning a little about trees can help prolong their lives in a big way. What 
is d.b.h.? It is the diameter at breast height. This measurement is taken at 
approximately four and one-half feet off the ground. 

What is the critical root zone? Draw a circle to represent the trunk of a tree. 
Then draw a larger circle representing the canopy. Be sure to show how far 
the branches extend. The outer portion of the canopy is called the dripline. 
The area between the dripline and the trunk is the critical root zone. A good 
rule of thumb is to allow one foot for every one inch of trunk d.b.h. 
(“diameter at breast height,” remember?). 



Where are the tree roots? Tree roots lie in the top 12 to 18-inches of soil. 
They are easily damaged by tilling, trenching and digging. A healthy root 
system will naturally lead to a healthy tree. 

What do trees need? 

Trees need regular pruning. Pruning by trained professionals will keep trees 
healthy and reduce potential liabilities from falling limbs. The cost of a 
pruning program is much less than replacing a ruined Lexus. Worse yet, what 
about a personal injury lawsuit? Can you afford the time and the money? 

Trees need soil therapy. Soil amendments must be introduced to help 
restore the nutrients, micronutrients, mychorrizae and other elements 
needed for root growth. 

Some trees need to be fertilized, some don’t. However, when you fertilize a 
tree, the material should be injected into the soil where tree roots have 
access. 

Trees need their space. Remove the turf from under tree canopies and 
replace it with mulch. Don’t replace it with flowers, as tilling of the bed 
destroys essential roots in the tree’s critical root zone. 

Trees need protection. Protect the critical root zone. Damage in the critical 
root zone can kill a tree. Death may not be instantaneous. It can often be a 
slow three to six year process. Some species can tolerate more damage and 
loss in the critical root zone than others. Only an arborist can tell you for 
sure how much damage a tree can tolerate. 

Trees need water. Depending on the area, trees may or may not need 
supplemental watering. Consult a professional arborist for 
recommendations. 

Trees need professional care. Take time to look up as you walk a site. 
Notice dead or dying limbs. Worry if a tree is prematurely losing its leaves or 
appears to have an infestation of some kind. Most importantly, call a 
professional arborist for help when you see any of these signs. 

 

 



Finding an Arborist 

Trees are complex organisms. While shrubs rebound from a bad cut in one 
season, and grass rebounds in weeks, trees can take years to recover from 
bad pruning cuts and other damage. 

Protect yourself and your trees by working with a professional arborist with 
a proven record and recommendations from other customers.  A true 
professional will not mind if you ask for references. 

 


