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Correcting Construction 
Damaged Trees
By Jerry A. Chenault, Urban Regional Extension Agent
Got tree damage from construction? Immediate action is critical. Unfortunately, most people only seek advice and assistance when a tree declines. But there are steps you can take to save your precious assets.

First, it’s always best to procure the services of a professional arborist to assess damage and to check for potential structure and stability issues. Of course, it goes without saying that broken, torn, split, diseased, rubbed, or dead branches should be removed immediately. Outworn practices included thinning or topping a damaged tree to compensate for root loss. Thankfully, research has given us other alternatives.  

For example, an arborist might recommend cabling and bracing an isolated tree for support and added security, but even that security is limited. These techniques will help to remove loose bark and cut away jagged edges, taking care not to cut into living tissues. However, do not be fooled by advertisements for tree wound dressings. Research shows they do NOT work.

One of the most important things you can do for a construction-damaged tree is to maintain adequate, but not excessive soil moisture in the root zone area. Be cognizant of drainage problems. A long, slow soaking of water, especially in the hot dry summer, can really help a struggling tree. Keep the top 12” of soil moist, but avoid frequent, shallow watering, and over-watering. Proper watering is one of the most important tools you can use to maintain your trees. 

Mulching is also an important tool to help your damaged trees. Apply a 3-4” layer of organic mulch to help condition the soil, to moderate soil temperatures, to reduce weeds and grass, to maintain moisture, and to enhance root growth. Use wood chips, shredded bark, or pine needles over the root system of the tree, but do not apply it over 4 inches deep, and do not pile it against the trunk.

It was also common thought that a damaged tree needed to be fed fertilizer. Not so, according to researchers today. Most experts agree that fertilizing trees during the first year after construction is not a smart thing to do. Water and mineral uptake are likely reduced due to root damage, and fertilizer salts can make the situation even worse. Besides, nitrogen may stimulate even more top growth that the root system cannot support. If a soil test reveals deficient nutrients, however, adding a lower rate of fertilizer can be used to correct deficiencies for optional health.

Compaction of the soil during construction is common, and results in depleting oxygen for the roots. Adding topsoil in landscape grade changes can also deplete oxygen supplies for roots. Soil aeration methods may be a tool to help correct these problems and to get root growth and water uptake going again.

The most common method of soil aeration is to drill holes in the ground in the root zone. These holes are usually 2-4 inches in diameter and are made about 3 feet on center. The depth should be at least 12 inches. The holes are sometimes filled with peat moss, wood chips, for example, to maintain aeration.
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Newer research has shown promising results from radial aeration. This method involves digging trenches in a radial pattern throughout the root zone, similar to rays of sun projecting from the tree trunk. It is important to that trenches begin no closer than 6-8' from the tree trunk (to avoid cutting any major roots). The trenches should be about 1-foot deep and are later backfilled with compost, pine bark, or topsoil. This method works best for an isolated tree, where the roots of other trees won’t be damaged by all the trenching.

After construction, it is important to maintain a watchful vigilance over your trees. Symptoms of decline include fewer and smaller leaves, premature fall colors, and dieback in the tree’s crown area. Also, watch for signs of internal decay such as carpenter ants, soft wood, mushrooms, and other fungal growths and cavities. When in doubt, contact a professional arborist who can assess each tree for viability and potential hazards, as well as recommended treatments.










