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WATERING YOUR TREES 
Applying the proper amount of water is important to your tree’s health. Under-watering causes a decline in the growth 

and health of trees and shrubs. Over-watering causes spaces normally occupied by oxygen to become filled with water; 

which could result in root suffocation and root rot.  When this situation continues tree decline and tree death is the result. 

HELPFUL TIPS 
- Water once every 7 to 10 days, depending on rainfall - A weekly watering is more beneficial than frequent light or 

daily watering. It is better to water in the early morning or late afternoon when the evaporation rate is at its 
lowest point. 

- Check soil moisture - Simply dig a small hole and feel soil to determine if it is wet, moist, or dry at the root level. 
Otherwise, use a tensiometer to determine water tension. The majority of a large tree’s roots are in the upper 12 
to 18 inches of soil. 

- Give an inch - Most trees require 1 inch of water per week during the growing season (in absence of rainfall). To 
illustrate what one inch of water looks like, consider the root system of a large tree. A large tree root system can 
spread out to a 30’ x 30’ area. To provide 1 inch of water to this 30’ x 30’ area, 560 gallons of water or over ten 55-
gallon water barrels would be needed. This translates to a garden hose flowing at full capacity for nearly one hour 
to deliver 1 inch of water. A garden hose connected to a water sprinkler reduces the water flow and requires more 
time to deliver 1 inch of water. To gauge your sprinkler’s flow rate, place a collection cup on top of the ground 
under the watering stream. 

- Position water flow - Oscillating sprinklers work well if placed on the ground next to the trunk with watering 
stream is directed out towards the dripline. The water stream should NOT spray the tree bark. Water is primarily 
absorbed by the root system, so avoid sprinkling the leaves/needles to avoid creating fungus diseases. Soaker 
hoses uses less water than sprinklers, however, soaker hoses must be moved frequently for good coverage.  

- Preserve soil moisture - Adding a 2-4” deep organic mulch layer to the soil surface will reduce evaporation from 
the soil and eliminate competition for water and nutrients from turf and other competing plants. Keep the mulch 
off the trunks of the trees. Mulch like a donut, not like a volcano. 

DRY SPELLS AND HEAT STRESS 
- Water deficit - The combination of sparse rainfall and high heat temperatures lead to a dangerous water deficit 

for trees. Shallow and thin root systems found in urban trees are vulnerable to drying out (especially for trees in 
poor condition).  

- Leaf drop and leaf scorch - Some trees respond to heat stress by dropping some leaves, thereby limiting the 
loss of water through their leaves. Other trees develop leaf scorch (brown, dry leaf edges) when they cannot 
keep up with the water demand caused by hot weather. 

- Prioritize watering needs - Trees can be permanently damaged and may not recover, so watering ‘at risk’ trees 
is most important. Vulnerable trees may include: 

o Recently transplanted or young trees 
o Damaged trees, such as those with damaged root systems 
o Susceptible tree species, such as Ash 
o Sensitive tree species, such as Sugar and Norway Maple 
o Floodplain tree species, such as Oak, River Birch, and Red Maple 
o Confined trees, including those with confined roots in planters or parking islands  
o Trees grown outside their normal geographical range  
o Any favored tree 


