
Advice on how to look after your bare root trees until the 
next planting season: 

Prepare the ground: 

• Dig a trench at least one foot (30 cm) deep and one foot (30cm) across. If your
trees have a substantial root system then a deeper trench is better.

 ‘Heeling in’ the Trees: 

• Lay the bundles of trees in the trench.
• Cut the strings that bind the bundles together and separate the trees so that

the roots do not grow into each other.
• Give the whole trench a good water and ensure all the roots are wet.
• Replace the loose soil in the trench. Ensure that each tree in held upright in

the soil.
• Firm in the soil by hand or by gently pressing on the soil with your foot.
• Any excess soil can be left in a mound behind the trench and used to refill it

after the trees are removed for planting.
• Water the trench again so that the soil is saturated.

Care and Maintenance: 

• It is important to make sure that the trees are watered regularly (once a
week) or more frequently in dry spells.

• Roots may become exposed as soil settles in the trench – it is important that
these are covered over and not left to dry out.

• It is also important to protect these young trees from damage by animals such
as deer. Siting the trench in an enclosed garden or a stock proof area will help
to protect them.

• If the trench is in a field it should be surrounded by stock fence with stake
supports. Ensure that the fence is far enough away from the trench so that
animals cannot lean in and browse the tops of the trees.

Lifting and Planting: 

• The trees should only by lifted from the trench when they are fully dormant
(before March or after November). Dormancy is when they have lost all their
leaves in autumn and before they show signs of coming into bud in the spring.
The period of dormancy will depend on where you are – low sheltered sites
will have much shorter dormancy periods that high exposed sites. Warm wet
weather will also encourage a short dormancy period.



• Make sure to loosen the soil in and around the trench before lifting the trees. 
Their roots will have extended during the growing season.

• It is important to avoid breaking the roots (particularly the larger roots) if at all 
possible. After removing the trees from the trench either plant immediately or 
place each one in a strong plastic bag with no holes and ensure that the roots 
remain moist. The bag should be tied at the top to prevent moisture loss.

• The trees should be planted in their final position within two weeks of lifting 
from the trench.

Many thanks to Mick Bracken and Graham Burton of the Woodland Trust for 
their knowledge and assistance with this advice note. 




