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Tree surface roots: why 
they happen and what to do  
Source: Rick Durham, horticulture extension professor   

Big shade trees are a gift — until their roots start 

showing in the lawn. Surface roots make mowing 

tough, trip people up and can heave sidewalks. They 

aren’t a sign your tree is failing, though. In most cases, 

they’re a normal response to how roots grow and how 

soil behaves.  

Most tree roots spread outward in the top 4–15 inches 

of soil because that’s where oxygen is available. In 

heavy, compacted, or poorly drained soil, oxygen is 

scarce, so roots creep even closer to the surface. Each 

year those roots thicken, the way a trunk does, and 

they can push through the turf. Erosion from rain and 

foot traffic exposes them more. Nearly any mature tree 

can develop surface roots, though poplars, willows, 

maples (Norway, red, silver), sycamores, aspens, 

beeches and some ash and pin oaks are frequent 

culprits.  

 

(Continued on pg. 2) 
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The worst thing you can do is cut or grind off 

visible roots. That invites decay and insects, 

removes thousands of feeder roots that absorb 

water and nutrients, and can weaken the tree’s 

stability. Piling on lots of soil is risky too; deep 

fill over the root zone can suffocate roots.  

First, consider adding a mulch layer over 

exposed roots. A two- to three-inch layer of 

shredded wood or chips cushions the roots, 

reduces mowing around the tree and holds 

moisture. Extend the mulch ring as far as you 

can — ideally to the dripline — and keep it 

pulled back a few inches from the trunk. Skip 

“volcano” mulching—don’t pile mulch around 

the trunk. If you want plants under the canopy, 

hand-dig small pockets within the mulched 

area for shade-loving perennials or 

groundcovers between roots; avoid rototillers 

and do not add thick layers of soil first.  Make 

sure plant roots extend down into the soil and 

not just into the mulch.  

Growing grass under trees is also an option but 

has its own challenges.  Even shade-tolerant 

species may not provide a thick enough cover 

to be attractive. The grass and tree roots will 

constantly compete for moisture and nutrients, 

and you may find yourself watering the grass 

under the tree more often than in other parts of 

the yard.  Nevertheless, if you want to try 

grass, rake away debris of sticks and excess 

leaves, then add just enough topsoil —a half 

inch or less — just enough to fill in between 

roots and smooth the surface. Seed with a 

shade-tolerant grass and water as needed. 

When mowing, you may want to set your 

mower deck a bit higher to avoid damaging any 

exposed roots. Because roots continue to 

thicken, expect to repeat this light topdressing 

every year or two rather than burying 

everything at once.  

Planning and planting choices help prevent the 

problem. In compacted or clay soils, select 

trees with deeper root systems such as black 

gum, ginkgo, yellowwood, zelkovas and many 

oaks are good options. You can also choose 

smaller ornamental trees whose roots are less 

likely to grow large enough to cause trouble. 

Plant slightly high (about two inches above 

grade), give trees room near pavement, and 

check local rules before planting along streets. 

Remember that roots extend well beyond 

property lines and will follow air, water, and 

space.  

In short, surface roots are mostly an aesthetic 

and maintenance issue — a response to soil 

conditions rather than a sign of poor tree 

health. Treat the soil gently, protect the roots, 

and manage the area with topdressing or 

mulch. Your tree will thank you — and your 

mower will, too.  

(Continued from pg. 1, Make your home 
garden thrive! The five benefits of plant 
diversity) 
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Winterize your home 
to prevent fall invaders  
Source: Ray Tackett, UK extension 
horticulture agent 

 

The days are getting shorter, the nights 

cooler, and if you notice some clustering on 

the outside of your home, it could be insects 

trying to get inside.  The Asian lady beetle is 

always a problem this time of year, some 

years worse than others.  Other fall invaders 

may include face flies, spiders and stink 

bugs.  If you live near lakes, rivers and 

creeks, you may see boxelder bugs, a red 

and black insect.  Once inside, these insects 

usually don’t increase in numbers because 

they are accidental invaders and also 

harmless. 

Insects are usually no threat, mainly just a 

nuisance.  Although stink bugs can exude a 

substance that doesn’t smell pleasant.  If you 

vacuum stink bugs from windows sills, or 

wherever they are, you might want to throw 

away the vacuum bag because of the 

odor.  Lady bugs and stink bugs can also 

leave a stain if you smash them, which is why 

we recommend vacuuming them. 

Exclusion is considered the best way to keep 

insects out of your home, because there are 

more control options available on the 

outside.  Pest-proofing your home as much 

as possible will help keep insects 

out.  Caulking, inspecting screens and 

windowsills, checking where utilities come 

into the home are ways to winterize your 

home.  

 

Be sure to follow our Facebook page 

for all the up-to-date  

information and articles.       

@FranklinCountyKyCooperativeExtension 
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2pm-4pm 
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Our Garden 

Gathering is 

coming up on 

Saturday 

September 27 from 

in the Garden at 

Liberty Hall and we 

are so excited! 
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Adam Leonberger 


