
Deep Root Fertilization 
 
If you have trees on your property, chances are you want to keep them. After all, they provide 
so many benefits: shade on hot days, recreation (forts and swings), wildlife habitat, 
beautification, and more.  
 
So it makes perfect sense to want your trees, whether they are large shade trees or smaller 
ornamental ones, to remain healthy and strong. Besides, removing a dead or dying tree can be 
expensive and difficult, and there could be unwanted consequences (shade-loving plants you 
want to keep may not be able to make it, for instance). 
 
The thing is, and it’s easy not to realize this when you are admiring something like a huge, 
centuries-old oak tree, trees, just like the grass and the garden plants you work so hard to keep 
healthy, need certain nutrients. 
 
Why You Need To Feed Your Trees 
 
People don’t go out into a forest to fertilize trees, so why would you have to fertilize trees in your 
yard? And aren’t the fertilizers you’ve been using for your grass good enough? 
 
Let’s look at the answers to those questions: 
 

● Environment. In a wild setting, assuming a healthy ecosystem, trees get the nutrients 
they need through natural processes. Those processes usually do not occur the same 
way in developed areas, especially cities and suburbs. 

● Nonnative trees will likely not get the nutrients they need from the local soil. 
● Native trees that come from a nursery may struggle to adapt to their new settings. 
● Even trees native to the region and which originally grew on the property might not be 

getting what they require. This is because the pre-development ecosystem probably no 
longer exists and because construction can actually alter soil dynamics. The trees then 
have to compete with grass for nutrients, and because of the way we fertilize grass, the 
grass is going to win. 

● Grass, flowering plants, and trees all require the same basic nutrients-- nitrogen, 
phosphorus, and potassium-- but not all in the same concentrations. What’s good for the 
grass is not as good for the trees. 

● Trees have deeper root systems than grass does, so even if grass fertilizer were good 
enough for trees, it would not penetrate the soil deeply enough to be useful. 

● Fallen leaves break down and can provide nutrients trees need, but you usually remove 
them before that can happen. 

 
Thus, intervention is probably going to be necessary. 
 



Your Trees Talk to You. Here’s How To Listen. 
 
Talking to trees? We must be kidding, right? Well, actually, your trees have ways to signal that 
they need some nourishment. Once you understand this language, you can act to protect your 
trees and extend their lifespan. 
 

● If a tree is growing more slowly than it should (expected growth varies and you should 
always research growth based on tree type) even though it is established and there is 
adequate rainfall, the tree may need fertilization. 

● In the summer, when the leaves should be a healthy green, they might be yellowish or 
otherwise off-color. This is a sign that the tree is not receiving sufficient nourishment. 

● Another sign of inadequate nourishment is leaves changing to their fall colors a month or 
two before they normally do. 

● When leaves get smaller every year, the tree is telling you that it is hungry. 
● Finally, visible dying back may signal a need for fertilization. First, make sure the dieback 

is not from insect damage or disease. If in doubt, consult with a professional lawn 
service. 
 

After you know what your tree is telling you, you’re ready to give it the help it needs.  
 
Deep Root Fertilization 
 
To provide nutrition for trees, lawn-care specialists have designed a process called deep root 
fertilization (DRF). As the name implies, this involves the direct introduction of fertilizer deep 
enough into the soil that it does not interfere with the grass but reaches the root systems of 
trees. 
 
In DRF, we use specialized equipment to inject liquid fertilizer into the turf. The fertilizer reaches 
the roots quickly, and the injections, where they occur, provide the added benefits of aeration. 
 
A related question is when to fertilize. Based on our years of experience, we recommend 
applying DRF treatments annually, definitely in the fall but preferably in both spring and fall. In 
the spring, fertilization helps the tree get a great start as the growing season gets going. A fall 
treatment provides additional nutrition the tree needs ahead of the dormant winter season, 
helping ensure a good start the next spring. 
 
Because they don’t yet have well-established root systems, newly planted trees don’t benefit as 
much from DRF, and it may be better to wait until a steady growth cycle has emerged. 
Conversely, large, old, established trees may not need annual treatment. The best way to 
determine which trees need DRF, when, and how often is to seek advice from a professionally 
certified expert. 
 
Benefits of deep root fertilization: 

https://www.sharplawncare.com/lawn-maintenance/spring-fall-aeration/


 
● Good root development 
● Better growth of trees and leaves 
● Greater longevity 
● Improved soil structure 
● Increased resistance to drought, disease, harmful insects, and other stressors 

 
Feeding Trees on Your Own 
 
Although having professionals provide deep root fertilization is really the best thing to do, we 
understand that some people prefer to go about lawn care themselves for reasons ranging from 
budgetary constraints to a passion for it. Most stores tending to gardening and landscaping 
needs will carry tree fertilizers and the equipment for using them (note that this sometimes can 
get more expensive than going with a professional service, especially if one uses the wrong 
fertilizers or applies them in the wrong places or at the wrong times). 
 
There are some things homeowners can do on their own: 
 

● Surface fertilization is the easiest thing to do, though usually the least effective. Here, 
one simply spreads fertilizer on the ground above the root system and lets it gradually 
sink down to the roots. This requires adequate rainfall in order to push the fertilizers 
down, or it requires time- and money-consuming watering. If there is grass growing 
where you wish to apply the fertilizer, it will kill the grass or interfere with its growth. It 
also doesn’t work well on slopes because of runoff concerns. Finally, if there are several 
trees to treat, this can get quite expensive. 

● A better approach, and a form of DRF, is to buy fertilizer spikes and drive them into the 
soil. 

● Yet another alternative, also a type of DRF, is to make holes with a tool such as a 
crowbar and then pour fertilizer into them. This can be very time- and labor-intensive, 
though. 

 
Professional Services 
 
The do-it-yourself methods can be effective, but they require a lot of time and effort, and the 
monetary savings may be smaller than you expect or even nonexistent. And unless you really 
know what you’re doing, there’s a chance of causing harm to the grass, to the trees, or to both.  
 
A professional service will come out with expensive equipment specially made for deep root 
fertilization. Usually, this means a fertilizer container and a tube attached to a hose. The 
specialist will push the tube deep into the soil where the root system is, turn on the water, and 
then inject the fertilizer. Your specialist will also know the fine details about appropriate spacing 
so that the application is neither too little nor too much and that it is going in at the right 
locations. 



 
So why not save yourself time, trouble, and maybe even money and let the pros take care of 
your trees for you? At Sharp Lawn Care, we’d love to help you beautify and protect your 
property while you tend to other things, and we’re ready to provide you a free estimate! 
 
 
IMPORTANT: This written material has been prepared based on sources which you 
provided. Neither Flocksy or the creative who wrote the copy makes any claims whatsoever 
as to the accuracy of the information contained within, and they are not responsible for any 
legal or financial difficulty resulting from the use of this written material. We encourage you 
to review it thoroughly before disseminating it or using it in trade. 
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