Lumpkin County Extension Service

26 Johnson Street, Suite A, Dahlonega, GA 30533

PRESS RELEASE DATE: 6-20-07

Greg Sheppard - County Extension Agent

Plants Need Their Space Too

The spacing of items is important. I remember once offering some fresh “roasting

ears” to a neighbor near our farm. The wife declined saying, “No thanks, Lee ain’t got

but two teeth, one on the top and one on the bottom and they don’t mesh.” I guess that

would make eating corn on the cob difficult! Spacing is important in the landscape as

well. Leaving plant material too widely spaced leaves unsightly gaps. Planting things too

closely causes even more serious long-term problems.

I think most folks agree that Americans love instant gratification. We like instant

coffee, instant grits, and instant messaging. We don’t like to wait. So, when we plant

shrubbery, we don’t want to wait on the plants to grow and fill an area. We want it to be

filled with shrubbery now! Unfortunately, most of us can’t find and can’t afford to buy

large ornamentals that have reached their full mature size. Instead, we buy the smaller

plants and just plant them a little more closely so that the bed area looks full. Sorry folks

but that is a mistake.

Ornamentals that are planted too closely may look good the first couple of years

but before you know it you have problems. Shrubs begin to grow together. Larger plants

overgrow plants with smaller stature. Side walks become invaded. Instead of having the

appearance of a full mature landscape it appears to visitors as if the landscape is

swallowing the house. Pruning and maintenance increases just to keep the plants away

from windows, gutters, and doors.

Planting trees and ornamental plants too closely also favors disease and insect

problems. Plants that are too closely spaced have limbs that rub in the wind creating entry

points for disease organisms. The thick mass of closely interwoven branches holds

moisture that favors fungal disease development. They also provide hidden refuges for

insect pests that would otherwise be noticed and controlled earlier.

The solution to all of this, of course, is to space plants correctly at planting time.

Read the tag at the nursery or ask the nurseryman how large the mature plant will get. If a

holly plant I want to buy has a mature spread of 10 feet then I know that I can’t plant it

closer than about six feet from a side walk. That seems awfully far away for a tiny one

gallon plant but you have to visualize the mature full grown plant.

When planted correctly most new landscapes appear rather sparse. That is fine. If

you maintain your plants well they will surprise you how rapidly they fill an area. This is

true for shrubs and groundcovers.

It is very important to space trees properly as well. Ask the nurseryman or stop by

the Extension office to find out the normal height and spread for any tree species you

would like to plant. Otherwise you may find that in short order the small tree you planted

just a few years ago is rubbing shingles on the roof has major limbs hanging over the

carport.

Of course, spacing is important vertically as well as horizontally. You don’t want

your trees or shrubs growing into power lines, obscuring the view from second story

windows or casting too much shade around the pool.

As you work in the garden this growing season remember to space new plants

correctly. A little extra planning up front will save an appearance and maintenance

headache later.

