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"How do the roots 
look?" I asked our crew 

again, a question I have 

been asking our nursery 

staff year after year. 
Because we grow street 

and landscape trees in 

fabric grow bags, it presents an opportunity for us to observe and 

compare how tree roots respond to this rather unique production 

method. Imagine tree roots growing through a container full of 

small holes buried in the ground, and now you understand the 

grow bag method of production in a nutshell. More specifically, 

tree liners are planted in the ground in geotextile fabric bags of 

different sizes, depending on species and harvest expectations. 

When dug, small roots are shaved off outside the bag, producing 

an abundance of roots inside a soil ball for transplanting. 

The sales pitch for grow bag distributers is that no circling roots 

are produced. In most cases, this is true. However,  after utilizing 

grow bags for several years, I have found a couple of exceptions. 

Some species roots do not perform quite as preferred in them, and 

delayed harvesting can also increase the concern. 

Anecdotally, we find species like elms, hawthorns, hornbeams, 

and styrax perfectly penetrate the fabric. This fabric restricts 

larger roots from growing outside the bag, and forces more root 
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branching inside; all of which are preferred root responses for 

future successful transplanting - the ideal root ball! 

And then, there are the maples, ash, and cherries with fast 

growing aggressive roots, that if left in bags long enough, may 

grow too massive and fast to penetrate the fabric; and therefore, 

begin to circle. This is cause for concern and drives the need for 

variety-specific production knowledge. 

Ok, so why mess with grow bags in the first place? There are 

actually many reasons. On most species, they work as advertised, 

developing a concentration of thousands of root tips in a smaller 

than expected package. They are also available nearly year round, 

with higher transplant success for especially difficult to transplant 

species. Smaller equipment is able to harvest, ship, move onsite, 

and plant the product than conventional B&B produced trees; and 

less soil is shipped away as well. All of these positive attributes are 

increasingly important as we strive for sustainability across the 

industry. 

Every production method has its challenges, and grow bags are 

no exception; however, I am convinced that grow bags are an 

exceptional production method, and that the relatively few bugs 

can be fixed. After years of asking, "How do the roots look?" I 

have found that the roots are as variable as the tree species above 

ground. Some are fibrous, some very woody, others fleshy and 

thick, most with horizontal or vertical inclinations, and many so 



GROW BAG TREES COME IN A SMALLER THAN EXPECTED PACKAGE, ARE AVAILABLE 

NEARLY YEAR ROUND, WITH HIGHER TRANSPLANT SUCCESS FOR ESPECIALLY 

DIFFICULT TO TRANSPLANT SPECIES. SMALLER EQUIPMENT CAN BE USED TO 

HARVEST, SHIP, AND MOVE TREES ONSITE. 

tiny, they are nearly invisible, or in some cases hardly there. 

Fabric used in grow bags can also be variable. We have actually seen altered root 

responses when using a different fabric by accident and/or due to an unknown 

product change. However, we still do not know enough about roots and their 

response to various production methods, such as a change of fabric used in a grow 

bag. Additional research and knowledge across the industry could increase our root 

response and transplanting success. 

This new and directed research in the area of grow bag root response is just one 

of the many reasons why Annie and I strongly support the TREE Fund. Riding in the 

first Tour de Trees nearly 24 years ago, the first annual fund raising tour by the TREE 

Fund, I saw the most dedicated people in our industry act on a dream of building 

a funding source, and eventually an endowment, to fund important tree research. 

As the first TREE Fund Liaison for our PNW chapter, and as a two-time TREE Fund 

board member, I have seen this organization grow, and now flourish, to become the 

preeminent tree research funding source in our industry. 

Witnessing new board members joining from the upper echelons of our industry, 

now giving time and direction to the TREE Fund, I am convinced that this is just the 

beginning, and we are on our way to much bigger dreams! 

Annie and I are proud to have our family name attached to one of several 

endowment funds now at the TREE Fund. These funds focus on one or more tree 

industry challenges and support the TREE Fund's mission to "Sustain the world's 

urban forests by providing funding for scientific research, education programs, and 

scholarships related to arboriculture and urban forestry". Once fully funded, our 
"Tree Root Research Barborinas Fund" can help to tackle issues similar to what we 

have experienced at our own nursery; and improve an already good production 

method into one of the best. 

Every time you bid at a TREE Fund auction, buy a raffle ticket, support a tour rider 
or provide an auction item you're helping to fund solutions to the challenges we 

face. The more answers we uncover, the better tree stewards we all become. The 

information we garner from unbiased research will make confident and credible 

experts of us all. Join us in directing the course of our industry. Donate today at 
www.treefund.org. 

(TOP) GROW BAG TREE PRODUCTION STARTS IN A 

FABRIC CONTAINER IN THE GROUND WITH ROOTS 

PRUNED BACK SO THAT ALL NEW ROOTS START IN THE 

GROW BAG. 

(BOTTOM) IN MOST CASES, NEW ROOT GROWTH 

IN GROW BAGS PENETRATE THE FABRIC BUT ARE 

RESTRICTED THEREBY PRODUCING LARGER AND MORE 

CONCENTRATED ROOTS IN THE ROOT BALL. HOWEVER, 

SOME AGGRESSIVE SPECIES LIKE MAPLES AND PLANE 

TREES BEGIN TO CIRCLE OVER TIME, WITH THE USE 

OF SOME FABRICS. RESEARCH IS NEEDED TO MATCH 

VARIABLE TREE ROOT GROWTH WITH THE RIGHT TYPE 

OF FABRIC. 

(OPPOSITE PAGE) CONVENTIONAL IN GROUND TREE 

PRODUCTION IN GROW BAGS PRODUCES EXCEPTIONAL 

ROOT SYSTEMS, IN SMALL PACKAGES, WHILE 

EMPHASIZING ROOT VARIABILITY AND ITS CHALLENGES. 
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