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FALL IS AN IDEAL TIME FOR PLANTING TREES AND SHRUBS
by Ginger Easton Smith
County Extension Agent
There has been a slight, but noticeable, change in the weather in the last few weeks.  Although we are not quite into cool, fall weather causing us to turn off the AC and dig out our heavy jackets, it has given me hope that lower temperatures are in sight. The cooler weather, really starting now and for the next few months, is the best time to plant trees and shrubs in the Coastal Bend. 

The milder conditions will give plants a chance to grow their root system and get established while leaf and stem growth are slower, and without the stress of extremely hot, dry weather. Roots will grow even while the top slows or stops. It is also a nice time of year to be working outdoors. 

Palms are the exception to liking fall planting; their roots grow very slowly when the soil temperature gets to 65 degrees and totally stop growing when the soil temperature is below 60 degrees. Wait until spring or summer to plant palms so they will have several months to grow their root system before it cools off again next fall.

For happy plants, make sure you have the right plant in the right place. The upcoming Master Gardener Fall Plant Sale is a great place to find plants that are native, or adapted, to the Coastal Bend and to talk with experienced and knowledgeable gardeners to help with plant selection. The sale is Oct 3, 9:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. at the Aransas County office of Texas A&M AgriLife Extension, located at 892 Airport Rd., Rockport, next to the Transfer Station and Animal Control. You can also call the Aransas County Extension Office at 790-0103 to talk with a knowledgeable Master Gardener about any gardening questions.   

There are a couple great websites where you can get information on what will do well in your yard, with the space and hours of sunlight available. The Texas A&M Forest Service’s Tree Planting Guide at:  http://texastreeplanting.tamu.edu/  will generate a list of trees for Aransas County that meet the site characteristics and preferences that you select. Then, click on “Tree Planting Tools” for great advice, with illustrations, on picking out a plant at the nursery, how to plant and care for trees, and many other topics. 

The Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center (part of the University of Texas) website, www.wildflower.org, has wonderful pictures and information. Go to the “Recommended Species” page at http://www.wildflower.org/collections/ and select “south Texas” for some suggestions for the region. On the right side of the page, narrow your search by putting in your property conditions (sun, soil), the type of plant you want (tree, shrub, cactus, vine, grass, etc.) and even bloom color and season.


Once you have selected your plants, if you will be planting anything that will get a sizeable root system (any tree and many shrubs), call Texas One Call at 811 before you dig to avoid damaging telephone and other underground lines. It’s the law and is a free service, call 48 hours before digging. 

When you are ready to plant, make a hole as deep as the root ball, and two to three times its width. Set the plant in the hole to check the depth. It is extremely important that it is not too deep, so if it is, put some soil back in the hole until it is the right depth. When the plant is in the ground, the soil level on the trunk or stem should be the same as it was in the pot. If planted too deep, the moist soil in contact with the bottom of the trunk or stem will promote rot. In areas with heavy clay, it is best to make the hole a bit shallow and plant a little high. 
When putting a plant in front of a house or fence, be sure to leave plenty of space behind the plant. Also, if it is a tree or a shrub, take a few minutes to position it the way you prefer—look to see if it has a “best” side or if it needs to be turned so the main branches will grow in the directions you want. 


Remove any wire, string, burlap or plastic around the roots before placing the plant in the hole. Add soil gradually, tamping it down as you go to insure good contact between the soil and the roots. It is not recommended to mix any amendments, such as compost or manure, with the backfill soil, as this may discourage the roots from expanding out into the less desirable native soil. Adding organic mulch on the surface will improve the soil over time. 


Make a soil dam a few inches high in a ring around the plant to hold and concentrate water. Build it out to the edge of where the rootball is, and move it out further after a couple months. Do not make a sunken well, because the plant should never be below the soil level of the surrounding area.  

The next step is to water very thoroughly; as well as wetting the root zone; this will help pack the soil somewhat. Check the soil the next day by poking your finger in the soil surface. Water again only if it is dry an inch down (which will probably take at least a few days). Don’t water too frequently, especially when cooler weather arrives, you don’t want to rot the roots.

The last step is to apply a three to four inch layer of mulch starting a couple inches out from the stem or trunk to at least where the rootball ends. Extend it further if you have the material. Never pile mulch against the trunk or on the crown (where the plant meets the soil) of the plant as it can weaken and eventually kill the plant.
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