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 Old textbooks often showed a diagram of a “typical” tree, with the root system depicted 

as a mirror image of the top crown growth.  The roots conveniently stopped at the dripline (line 

drawn down from the ends of the branches to the soil level).  Root depth was shown to be as 

deep as the tree was tall.  Considering the amount of work necessary to actually look at the total 

root system of a mature tree, few trees were probably examined to come up the diagrams.  As it 

turns out, the reality of root systems is somewhat different than the pictures. 

 Most landscape tree roots grow well beyond the dripline.  Looking at poplar, green ash, 

and honeylocust, it has been found that the greatest root lengths were actually outside the 

dripline.  With the poplar trees, over ¾ of the entire root length was beyond the branches.  The 

actual root spread was over two times the distance from the trunk to the dripline.  Others have 

found similar results in spruce, magnolia, maple, and apple. 

 Root depth in trees is also grossly exaggerated.  Most absorbing roots are in the top few 

inches of the soil, with little root growth below three to four feet.  The reason—oxygen.  Roots, 

as with leaves, need air to grow.  At soil depths below a few inches, the amount of oxygen 

becomes too limiting for growth. 

 From a practical viewpoint, everyone has seen a tree that was blown over in a storm.  The 

wide, but shallow root system is easily seen.  Deep roots, many feet down into the soil are mostly 



not there.  It is true that some seedlings, such as oak, develop a taproot in the beginnings of their 

life cycle, but as the tree grows, this taproot is replaced by more shallow feeder roots. 

 Using this information, efficient irrigation of trees can be maximized.  Deep (two to three 

feet), but infrequent irrigation is the best method for most trees.  While some lists of tree species 

have been written to give a selection of deeper rooted trees, in most situations, genetics is not as 

important as how the tree is watered.  Shallow, frequent irrigation, as for lawns, will almost 

assure that trees located in the area will develop shallow, invasive roots. 
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