Getting to the Root of the Problem

Tree roots are far more extensive than most realize and cause turf problems
on important playing surfaces. Pruning tree roots every two to three years
is a simple, effective option to address this issue.

BY ROBERT VAVREK

The impact of tree roots on turf quality may go unnoticed until a period of droughty weather. When trees and turf compete for

water, trees usually win.

To say most golf facilities across
the United States are overplanted
with unnecessary trees would be
an understatement. Myriad turf prob-
lems related to dense shade and poor
air circulation are topics of consider-
able discussion and debate during
most USGA Turf Advisory Service
visits. Trees aren'’t picky; they cause
just as many problems to warm-
season turf as they do to cool-season
species.
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Professional services can be con-
tracted to make an objective evaluation
of serious shade problems that affect
specific areas of a golf course. Shade
issues can also be documented with
user-friendly apps for an iPhone/iPad,
such as Sun Seeker or Sun Scout.
With a little practice, even a quality
compass can be used to determine
which trees will cause the most shade
problems to a particular green or tee.
Similarly, a variety of hand-held ane-
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mometers are available to determine
air movement, or lack thereof, across
turf due to trees, brush, berms, or
other obstructions.

We feel the warmth of the sun or a
cool breeze and can relate to concepts
such as shade and poor air circulation
causing stress to turf. In contrast, the
expansive network of roots that exists
beneath a mature tree is mostly out
of sight and usually out of mind with
respect to how it impacts turf quality. A

Green Section Record Vol. 51 (7)
April 5, 2013

TGIF Record Number 217513



http://www.usga.org/course_care/green_section_record/Policies-For-Use-and-Reuse/
http://www.usga.org/course_care/green_section_record/Policies-For-Use-and-Reuse/
http://www.usga.org/course_care/green_section_record/Green-Section-Record/
http://www.lib.msu.edu/cgi-bin/flink.pl?recno=217513

i

4

Figure 1. A common misconception is that the root
distribution of a mature tree will mirror the size and
breadth of the crown. This greatly underestimates the
size of the root system and its impact on adjacent turf
(drawing courtesy of SULIS University of Minnesota).

moisture meter can be used to quantify
this competition for water, but what is
buried underground is usually ignored.
Nevertheless, this oversight can be a
significant contributing factor resulting
in turf decline during hot, droughty
weather.

Part of the problem begins with the
misconception of how trees grow. Most
believe that the distribution of the root
system will mirror the tree’s crown, or
its branches, leaves, and any repro-
ductive structures (Figure 1). However,
tree roots can grow to a distance of
two to three times the height of the
tree, which is far beyond the drip line
of the tree’s canopy for most species

Tree roots that clog perforated pipe are a common cause of
drainage failure on golf courses, especially in sites where willows,
cottonwoods, and other shallow-rooted trees have been planted.
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common to golf courses. There is
mythical importance associated with
the area within versus beyond the drip
line of a tree, when, in fact, a drip line
is nothing more than a simple visual
reference that has little, if any, physio-
logical importance to the turf. Unfor-
tunately, this leads golfers to believe
that if a putting green or teeing ground
is located outside of a tree’s drip line,
then tree roots will have no effect on
the health of the turf.

Many also visualize trees growing
like a carrot with a large, deep taproot.
Quite the opposite is true, because a
majority of tree roots will be found in
the upper few feet of the soil profile
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Figure 2. Tree roots affect turf well beyond its drip line as they
extend outward from a tree equidistant (or more) to its height.
Consequently, the fine feeder roots of a large, mature tree growing
very close to a putting green may impact a considerable portion of
the green (drawing courtesy of SULIS University of Minnesota).

(Figure 2). The fine roots compete with
turf for soil moisture and nutrients and
are notorious for clogging drainage
pipes, while the larger surface roots of
shallow-rooted trees can directly affect
the playability of bunkers, tees, and
fairways.

Why ignore the detrimental effects
of tree root competition when the issue
is so easy to address? Simply prune
the roots to a depth of at least 24
inches with a rock saw, stump grinder,
trencher, or vibratory plow at an
appropriate and convenient distance
between the trees and affected turf.
Use the smallest width of trencher that
will do the job, because the wider the

Tree roots exposed at the surface obviously affect
playability. However, roots growing just below the soil
surface can be a hidden hazard to golfers.
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