
 

 
10 steps for successful tree planting 
 

Tree planting campaigns are as popular as they are often expensive and unsuccessful.  
 
So, when it comes to restore or increase tree coverage in a region, the primary focus should not be 
on planting as many trees as possible. Instead, first of all a careful site analysis should always be 
carried out to identify existing site specific main potentials and limitations for tree restoration and to 
assess which alternative approaches (such as promoting natural regeneration or tree establishment 
through direct seeding) could potentially achieve the goal of increasing the number of trees in a 
given area with substantially less effort and risk. 
 
In situations in which tree planting e.g.in form of enrichment planting appears strongly indicated, the 
following „10 steps for successful tree planting” can help to increase the success of such activities: 
 
1.Carefully inspect the site conditions of the planned reforestation area; identify major potentials and 
constraints. Define a strategy to deal with the main constraints identified (e.g. existence of free-
roaming animals, water scarcity, occurence of uncontrolled fires). 

 
2. Identify potentially suitable species / varieties and means for tree establishment (direct seeding, 
transplanting of seedlings, use of stem cuttings) for. In case of use of tree-seedlings: select and use 
only healthy seedlings with a well-developed root system. 
 
3. Where water availability is a strongly limiting factor…..: tree seedlings should be planted at the 
beginning of the main raining season in order to provide them enough time to adjust to the new site. 
  
4. Minimize the time between digging out- and transplanting of tree seedlings (during transport avoid 
that the seedlings’ root systems be openly exposed to extreme temperatures and / or dry conditions; 
remove damaged roots from seedlings). 
 
5. At the planting site dig holes of appropriate volume and distances. Depending on the specific 
purpose and species used for reforestation, the indicated distance between the planting holes can 
vary considerably. The holes themselves should have as a minimum about twice the depths and 
widths of the seedlings’ root stocks. 
 
6. If available, fill  the holes around the root stocks with a mixture of soil and well-decomposed 
organic material (minimum: 1 bucket of organic material per seedling). The complementary use of 
hydro-gel can be considered in areas with severe drought periods. Where available: water the 
seedlings and carefully compact the soil around them. 
 
7. Put a layer of preferably organic material as mulch around the seedlings (note, that due to ongoing 
decompostion, the mulch layer needs to be periodically renewed). 
 
8. When planted along slopes, tree seedlings should either be planted ….within existing contour 
trenches or in the center of half-moon shape earth or stone bunds. 
 
9. During the first few years the small plants might require some watering, which should be organized 
in an efficient way e.g. through sub-surface bottle irrigation. 
 
10. When indicated, implement complementary measures such as white painting of the seedlings’ 



stems to avoid excessive sun radiation to damage the plant tissue or periodical weeding around the 
planted tree seedlings need to be implemented.  
 
How many tree seedlings shall be planted? As already mentioned under point 5, this again depends 
on the one hand on the site specific situation- as well as on the specific purpose and available 
resources for tree cover restoration. In general, it is better to plant a smaller number of tree 
seedlings and then continue to support them for a while than to establish a large number of plants 
without sufficient capacity for necessary follow-up support activities.    
 
In areas, that are highly degraded and/or count with particularly harsh climatic conditions, it might 
be necessary to start with the planting of rather robust, highly resistant tree-species in order to 
create more favorable micro-climatic conditions for the subsequent planting of more sensitive 
species.  
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