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Growing woody plants in Wyoming
can be a challenge, especially in
areas of high elevation or low

precipitation. In some locales in our state,
both factors must be taken into consider-
ation. Planning and thought must go into
the purchase and planting of any type of
plant, especially woody types.

What is the difference between a tree and a
shrub? Trees are woody plants, generally 8
feet or taller, that live for many years. They
are characterized by having a single stem
or trunk. Shrubs are also woody plants that
live long lives, but they are generally
smaller and have several stems originating
from the base of the plant. They can range
in height from less than 1 foot to 15 feet.
Sometimes they are also called bushes.

Common sense and horticultural principles
should both be followed when deciding
which shrubs to plant. Some of those prin-
ciples are discussed below. The climate
cannot be changed, but the gardener can
create micro-climates that enhance shrubs’
potential for long-term survival.
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Proper placement of shrubs in the land-
scape is one of the most important factors
affecting shrub survival in Wyoming.
There are many placement considerations.

• Design of the landscape. Shrubs can
perform many functions. These might
include shade or screening from neigh-
bors or streets. The landscape may be
intended as a showcase for native
plants. In any landscape, start with
trees, as they are the dominant ele-
ment. Then fill in with shrubs and
other plants.

• Exposure to prevailing winds. In many
places, winds blow from the west,
southwest, or northwest most of the
time. A shrub planted in an open area
on the west or northwest side of a lot
or a structure will be exposed to harsh,
drying, and potentially damaging
winds.

• Proximity to structures. Plant shrubs
far enough away from a structure or
building that branches will not scrape
the sides. The shrub will need suffi-
cient space to grow. Plant the shrub at
a distance from the structure equal to
at least half the shrub’s mature diam-
eter.

• Proximity to underground utility
lines. Shrubs rarely cause problems un-
der overhead power lines. However, it
is wise to contact local authorities to
determine if and exactly where buried
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utility lines may be located. There is
usually no charge for this service.

• Proximity to sidewalks, curbs, and
driveways. Shrub roots can crack and
damage concrete as the roots grow and
develop. They can block sidewalks and
driveways, making it difficult for pedes-
trians to pass. They can also impede
drivers’ vision at intersections. Often,
local zoning regulations or tree ordi-
nances will specify which species of
shrubs or trees are allowed in certain
places. Always consider the size the
plant will be when full-grown. Plant
shrubs at least as far away from side-
walks, curbs, and driveways as half the
shrub’s mature diameter.

• Proximity to other shrubs and trees. If
a new, young shrub is planted too
close to a mature shrub or tree, the
new one may be shaded. Its growth

may be abnormal or stunted because of
a lack of sunlight.

• Exposure to sun. Make sure the shrub
has enough sunlight hours to match its
needs in its new home. Most shrubs
have specific light requirements. Make
sure to place the plant in the best light
for the species. Also keep in mind the
size of the shrub when it reaches matu-
rity. Will it still receive enough light
ten years from now?

• Proximity to water. Newly planted
shrubs must be pampered to survive in
Wyoming. A water source must be near
during the growing season, and espe-
cially during the winter. Wyoming fre-
quently has periods of warm, dry
weather during the winter months. Ad-
ditional water at these times is crucial
to the plant’s survival.

• Soil pH. Often, one of the more limit-
ing factors in growing woody plants
successfully in Wyoming is the high
soil pH of grassland areas. Most shrubs
will thrive in soils with a pH of 6 to 7.
Many of our native soils, however,
have higher pH levels. Select shrubs
that will tolerate higher pH soils or
more alkaline conditions. (For further
information, check UW CES bulletin
B-1097, “Iron Deficiency Chlorosis on
Woody Landscape Plants in Wyo-
ming.”)

• Proximity to neighbors. When select-
ing a site, consider your human neigh-
bors. Determine if the shrubs will
block the neighbors’ view, if they could
be a possible hazard (thorns), or if they
could be a nuisance (pollen, fruit,
flowers, leaves). Check to see if the
plants will affect neighbors’ sidewalks,
driveways, or curbs.
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Shrubs can be purchased in a variety of
containers, or in no container at all. Each
option has advantages and drawbacks.

• Bare-root shrubs. Often referred to as
“whips,” these very small shrubs may
or may not have developed branches.
Whips should be purchased very early
in the season, before they come out of
winter dormancy. The roots on bare-
root stock should never dry out. If
whips must be stored, keep them in a
cool, moist spot with the roots
wrapped in moist peat moss or other
absorbent material.

As soon as possible, pot whips in new
or clean containers to allow the roots
to develop. Later on in the growing
season, potted plants can be planted in
their new homes. Bare-root shrubs also
can be planted directly into the
ground. The cost of bare-root materi-
als is low, but they may take several
years to reach maturity.

• Containerized shrubs. Shrubs can typi-
cally be purchased in #1 (1 gallon), #2
(2 gallon), or #5 (5 gallon) containers.
These shrubs will have well-developed
root systems and will be more mature
than bare-root plants. They also will
cost more. One way to check the
health of the plant is to gently remove
the shrub from its container to check
the root tips. If they are clean and
white, chances are that the plant is a
healthy one. Also, check for circling
roots or plants that are root-bound. If
the roots are circling around the con-
tainer, or if there are too many roots
present, choose another plant.

• Balled-and-burlapped (B&B) shrubs.
Occasionally, shrubs can be purchased

with the root system balled-and-
burlapped. These will be the largest
and most expensive shrubs available for
purchase. Their root systems are con-
tained in a relatively small “bag” that
must be carefully handled. B&B shrubs
must have their root systems intact,
and the root ball should be in one
piece, a characteristic called “ball integ-
rity.” If the root ball has been pierced,
the soil has fallen away from it, or the
ball integrity has not been maintained,
the shrub’s survival will be compro-
mised.

Regardless of the option you choose, all
shrubs purchased should have the follow-
ing characteristics:

• Freedom from insects, diseases, and
their associated damage

• Clean, clear color of the foliage typical
for that particular shrub

(Some shrubs have purple or red tinges
to their foliage; others have a yellowish
cast to them or have variegated leaves.)

• A minimum of broken or damaged
branches

• No visible wounds or scars on the
stems

• Healthy root systems that are well-es-
tablished in the container or root ball
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(Healthy roots are white and should be
visible on the outside edges of the root
ball.)

• Signs of new, healthy growth such as
buds or mature green leaves
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Site preparation is probably the most im-
portant part of shrub planting, but it is
also the most difficult and often-over-
looked step. Consider the landscape as a
whole, select the proper site for the new
plant, and then prepare the site.

Preferably, the hole for the new shrub
should be dug before the plant is pur-
chased or soon thereafter, especially if the
plant is B&B. Dig the hole to the depth of
the root ball or soil depth in the container.
The shrub should be planted only as
deeply as the original soil line, which will
be a darkened area at the base of the stems.
They should not be planted too deeply.
The hole should be at least three times the
width of the root ball. For bare-root
shrubs, dig the hole at least twice as wide
as the spread-out root system.
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If the plant is bare-root, soak the roots in
water for several hours before planting.
When the site has been prepared, check
the root system. Carefully prune out any

small circling roots or any roots that have
been damaged or broken. Next, spread the
roots out horizontally in the prepared
hole. Carefully fill in the hole. Make sure
the roots are undamaged and that the
shrub is placed straight and at the proper
depth.

If the plant is in a container, carefully re-
move the shrub from the container either
by gently pulling or by cutting the con-
tainer away from the root ball. Always
handle shrubs by the root ball, not the
branches. Taking care not to break or dis-
turb the root system, gently place the plant
in the hole. Make sure the crown of the
plant (where the branches and soil meet) is
at or above the surrounding soil level. If
the soil level needs to be raised, gently lift
up the plant by the root ball, place addi-
tional soil underneath it, and then replace
the plant.

If the shrub is B&B, place the plant gently
in the hole, making sure it is not too deep.
Carefully cut away the burlap and twine
from the root ball. B&B shrubs may have
wire baskets around the root balls instead
of burlap and twine. Cut away as much of
the wire basket as possible – preferably all
of it.
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Once the plant is set at the right level, the
process of filling up the rest of the hole
can begin. Make sure the shrub is straight
before completely filling in the hole. Gen-
tly firm the soil periodically to fill in spaces
under and around the root ball. Good
contact between the soil and the root ball
is essential. Roots cannot grow in pockets
of air.

When the hole is filled all around the root
ball, build a low “wall” around the perim-
eter of the hole, creating a bowl to hold
water. The next critical step is watering the
plant to settle the soil around the root ball
and to provide water for the root system.
It may be helpful to have water running
while filling the hole around the plant.

A slow trickle of water over several hours is
a good way to water the plant. Make sure,
however, that the hose is moved periodi-
cally so all areas around the root ball are
watered. A sprinkler is also effective in wa-
tering. Use a gentle sprinkle to water the
shrub gradually over a few hours. Slow wa-
ter applications will settle the soil around
the root ball without compacting it.
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After planting, do not fertilize the new
shrub. Shrubs rarely need to be staked.
Also after planting, carefully prune off any
dead or broken branches. The pruning cut
should be made just outside the branch

collar, and not flush with the larger
branch. After removing dead or broken
branches, further pruning should not be
necessary during the first year.

Water the new shrub frequently during the
growing season. The area around the roots
should be moist but not waterlogged. In
addition, the shrub’s roots should not be
allowed to dry out.

Winter watering is essential, especially for
young shrubs, because Wyoming winters
are unpredictable at best. Snow cover can-
not be counted upon to provide consistent
water during the winter. If the ground is
frozen, watering is unnecessary because
moisture cannot penetrate frozen soil. If
the area is dry and there is no snow cover,
however, it would be beneficial to get out
the hose.
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The following table lists shrubs that have
been grown successfully in Wyoming. Har-
diness and adaptability of woody plant spe-
cies is closely associated with altitude. Each
species is identified with a USDA hardiness
zone, as well as a maximum elevation for
growth. This table is not intended to be an
all-inclusive list; consult your local nursery
professional for other suitable shrubs for
your area.






Evergreen shrubs
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Deciduous shrubs
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Deciduous shrubs (continued)
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Deciduous shrubs (continued)
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Deciduous shrubs (continued)



The Plant Select web site is: www.ext.colostate.edu/psel/index.html

Plant Select® is a cooperative program administered by Denver Botanic Gardens

and Colorado State University in concert with horticulturists and nurseries

throughout the Rocky Mountain region and beyond. The purpose of Plant Se-

lect® is to seek out, identify and distribute the very best plants for landscapes and

gardens from the intermountain region to the high plains. Several plants are cho-

sen each year that thrive in the sunny, variable conditions of Rocky Mountain gar-

dens. These can be plants that have grown here for years and have not yet attained

the popularity they deserve, known as recommended plants. Introductions repre-

sent taxa that are discovered by our cooperators. Superior forms or hybrids care-

fully tested over time are known as originals. Plant Select® is at the vanguard of a

bold, new plant palette that is revolutionizing the way we garden. Here are plants

that thrive in both our variable winters and our hot summers. They are helping

forge a truly American style of horticulture.

		


