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Choosing the Right Tree for Your Home Garden 
 
Introduction 
Trees can provide many benefits -- beauty, enclosure, privacy, shade. They can also lower heating and 
cooling costs and increase property value. Trees house and feed wildlife and provide environmental 
benefits by absorbing carbon dioxide, releasing oxygen, and holding water in their root zone.  
 
How to Select a Tree 
Before buying a tree, assess potential locations. The longevity of trees requires careful studies of the site.  
Take care to make sure your location and the tree pair well. No impulse buying!  
 
Potential Location: Use the checklist in the section below. Because most urban gardens are constrained in 
space, conduct an honest assessment of potential conflicts as the tree grows to save future problems.  
 
Desired Benefits: Make a list of benefits you seek from the tree -- shade, beauty, foliage color, fruit, flower, 
privacy enclosure, wildlife values are common motivations. Since no one tree can offer all, it is helpful to 
think about tradeoffs and know your priorities.  
 
General Considerations: Place deciduous trees in the south/west to shade the summer sun; use conifers to 
block prevailing wind in the winter. When selecting a tree for the beauty of foliage, flowers and fruits, place 
it where the fallen leaves, petals and fruits will not be a bother.  
 
A Checklist for Siting a Tree  
Available Space: Estimate space above and below ground that can be available for the tree as it grows. 
Consult multiple sources for mature height and crown width of the candidate. Keep in mind that tree shape 
can change with maturity. Also size varies depending on soil and location. A good resource is the Oregon 
State University landscape plant database https://landscapeplants.oregonstate.edu/ 
 
Prevailing Wind Direction and Sun Exposure: Conifer or broadleaf evergreen trees can block prevailing wind 
and summer sun. If you want a tree for shade in the summer but allows sunlight to go through for the 
winter, choose a deciduous tree. Keep in mind that not all conifers are evergreen -- deciduous conifers 
include larch, bald cypress, dawn redwood. Also remember that not all broadleaf trees are deciduous -- 
evergreen broadleaf trees include Southern magnolia, holly, strawberry tree. 
 
Potential Conflicts: 

• With other plants – Consider the future reach of roots and shoots – imagine what the tree will look like 
in 20 years. Mature crowns may be rounded, vase-shape, reverse teardrop shape; visualize how it may 
affect other plants. Columnar and fastigiate specimens are better fit for narrow areas while weeping 
shapes form enclosures. Roots of mature trees are likely to reach beyond the dripline.  

• With utility wires and structures – Keep trees at least 3 feet from pavement, 15 feet from buildings and 
other trees, and if your tree will grow taller than 30 feet, 25 feet away from overhead electrical wires. 

 

https://landscapeplants.oregonstate.edu/


 

 

Tall trees that reach 60 feet or more should be 35 feet away from the house for proper root 
development. 

 
Soil & Water: Roots need both air and water. Ideally the soil has good structure and allows air and water to 
flow through. Roots of mature trees reach wider than the span of its crown; give it a location that will not 
be surrounded by impermeable pavement.  
 
Desired Benefits: Trees offer beauty with their foliage, flowers, fruits, and bark. Some of these benefits 
come with unsightly debris. Place the tree where attractive features are best enjoyed while debris creates 
the least bother.  

 
Trees for Special Situations 
Oregon State University Extension publication Selecting, Planting, and Caring for a New Tree (EC1438) 
suggests trees for specific conditions. For a free download, visit https://catalog.extension.oregonstate.edu  
10-Minute University™ offers Good Trees for the Home Garden with more suggestions from regional 
horticultural experts. For a free download, visit https://www.cmastergardeners.org/10-minute-university/ 
 
Tough Places (poor soil, urban conditions, temperature fluctuations) 

Goldenrain Tree Koelreuteria paniculata Crown spread 30’, zone 5–9  
Thornless Cockspur Hawthorn Crataegus crusgalli inermis Crown spread 25’, zone 4–8  

 
Under Utility Wires 

Glorybower Clerodendrum trichotomum Crown spread 25’, zone 6–8  
Kousa Dogwood Cornus kousa Crown spread 25’, zone 5–8  
Vine Maple Acer circinatum Crown spread 20’, zone 4–8  

 
Source of Shade 

Red Maple Acer rubrum Crown spread 40’, zone 4–8  
Katsura Tree Cercidiphyllum japonicum Crown spread 40’, zone 5–8  

 
Low Need for Water After Established 

Hackberry Celtis occidentalis Crown spread 35’, zone 6–9  
Yellowood Cladrastis kentukea Crown spread 35–45’, zone 4–8  
Turkish Filbert Corylus colurna Crown spread 25’, zone 4–8  
Eastern Redbud Cercis canadensis Crown spread 20’, zone 4–8  

 
For More Information 
Trees and Shrubs for Fall and Winter Bloom EM9277 https://catalog.extension.oregonstate.edu/ 
Choosing the Right Tree, International Society of Arboriculture 

https://www.treesaregood.org/treeowner/choosingtherighttree 
 
For Master Gardener™ Advice 
Call Home Horticulture Helpline: 503-655-8631 (Clackamas County), 503-821-1150 (Washington County), or 
503-445-4608 (Multnomah County). 
Oregon State University Extension Service prohibits discrimination in all its programs, services, activities, and materials on the basis of race, 
color, national origin, religion, sex, gender identity (including gender expression), sexual orientation, disability, age, marital status, 
familial/parental status, income derived from a public assistance program, political beliefs, genetic information, veteran’s status, reprisal or 
retaliation for prior civil rights activity. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) 
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