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Watering: The Most Critical Early Care

Water immediately after planting to settle the soil and eliminate air pockets. Do not
soak to a muddy consistency; you want to aim for moist and firm.

For the first growing season, water deeply 1-2 times per week (more frequently in heat
or sand, less in clay). "Deeply" means wetting the soil 8-12 inches down. Avoid daily
sprinkling. Deep watering encourages roots to grow downward and outward into native
soil.

The second year, gradually reduce frequency to once weekly in dry periods.

By year three, most trees in average rainfall areas need supplemental water only during
extended drought.

Mulch (2—-4 inches of wood chips, bark, or shredded leaves) around the base, keeping
mulch a few inches away from the trunk itself. This helps retain moisture, moderate soll
temperature, and suppresses competing weeds and grass. Mulch also reduces the need
for frequent watering.

Newly planted trees require frequent watering to establish their roots. Typically needing
about one inch of water every two to three days for the first 12 weeks after planting. After
this initial period, watering can be reduced to once a week until the roots are well
established.

Watering Requirements for Newly Planted Trees

¢ Initial Watering — Water daily for the first 1-2 weeks after planting to help the tree
acclimate.

¢ Frequency — From weeks 3 to 12, water every 2 to 3 days to ensure adequate
moisture.

¢ Amount— Aim for about one inch of water per week, adjusting for rainfall.

e Long-term Care — After 12 weeks, switch to weekly watering until the tree is
established.



e Signs of Stress — Look for wilting leaves or dry soil as indicators of insufficient
watering.

A tree that gets proper water during its first two to three years will establish a root system
that can sustain it for decades. A tree that gets neglected or drowned during that same
window will struggle, decline, and often die.

The first two weeks: Critical establishment

The first 14 days after planting are the most critical. The root-ball is still a self-contained
unit sitting in the planting hole, surrounded by backfill soil that may drain very differently
than the root-ball media. Water can run right past the root-ball through loose backfill
without ever soaking the roots.

Water the root-ball directly. Place the hose at the base of the trunk and let it run slowly.
The goal is to saturate the original root-ball and the surrounding backfill soil. Don’t just wet
the surface.

Water every day for the first 1-2 weeks only if there is no rain. This is the one period where
daily watering makes sense. The tree has zero roots extending beyond the original root-ball,
so it depends entirely on that small volume of soil for moisture.

How much: Soak the area slowly for 15-20 minutes with a slow-running hose. You want the
water to penetrate 12-18 inches deep, not just wet the top 2 inches and run off.

The watering formula:
After the first two weeks, shift to a consistent schedule based on trunk diameter. This

formula comes from the Arbor Day Foundation and university extension programs. It works

for most climates and soil types:

e 10 gallons per week perinch of trunk caliper.

e Measure the trunk diameter at 6 inches above the soil line. A 2-inch caliper tree
needs 20

e gallons per week. A 3-inch caliper tree needs 30 gallons.

e That sounds like a lot, and it is. Most homeowners dramatically underwater their
new trees. A quick 2-minute sprinkle with the hose delivers maybe 3-5 gallons.


https://www.arborday.org/perspectives/how-properly-water-your-trees

