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Palms have a deserved reputation for ease of 
transplanting relative to similarly sized broad leaved 
trees (see cover plate ). The common sight of tractor 
trailer loads of 20-foot tall or larger palms are 
testimonial to this fact. Nonetheless, transplant failure 
is not unknown, and replacement percentages can rise 
as high as 30 percent or more on an installation. Such 
failures can be greatly minimized with improved 
understanding of how palm root systems regenerate 
after digging from a field nursery, a landscape site, or 
the wild, and by paying greater attention to the care 
received by the palms in the first critical months after 
installation. The purpose of this circular is to describe 
and discuss these factors, and suggest optimum 
conditions for successfully transplanting 
specimen-sized palms. 

cover plate . 

 Harvesting Palms for Installation 

 Developmental Age and Transplant 
Success 

Palms, unlike broad-leaved woody trees, 
complete stem caliper growth before beginning 
substantial height increase. During this 
"establishment phase" (Tomlinson 1990), the root 
initiation zone at the base of the stem is not yet 

developed to its fullest potential. Consequently, 
palms are not very tolerant of the extreme root 
disturbance that accompanies digging from a site of 
previous growth until visible trunk development has 
taken place (Broschat and Donselman 1990a). This is 
most critical for species that characteristically 
complete a great deal of stem development below 
ground (for example, Bismarckia noblilis, Latania 
spp ., Sabal spp.). Even if the palms are not killed by 
premature transplanting, growth setbacks and 
possibly less than optimum caliper development may 
occur. Young palms (that is, without visible trunk 
development) should thus be transplanted only from 
containers. 
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 Time of Year and Transplant Success 

Palms establish most quickly if transplanted 
during the spring and early summer when soils 
temperatures are on the increase. Many tropical 
palms exhibit reduced root function at soils 
temperatures below 65°F. An additional advantage 
is the higher rainfall normally experienced during this 
time in Florida, thereby reducing the need for 
supplementary irrigation during the critical months of 
establishment. In south Florida, time of year is not as 
critical from the perspective of temperature, though 
mid-winter planting should be avoided if possible. 

 Patterns of Palm Root System Regeneration 
and Root Ball Size 

Research has determined that palms vary in their 
root regeneration response when dug (Broschat and 
Donselman 1984a, 1984b, 1990b; Table 1 ). For 
queen palm ( Syagrus romanzofflana ), royal palm ( 
Roystonea regia ), Mexican fan palm ( Washingtonia 
robusta ) and Senegal date palm ( Phoenix reclinata ) 
the percentage of cut roots that branch and continue 
growing is directly proportional to the length of the 
remaining stub. This would argue for including the 
largest root ball possible for these species when 
digging, at least from the perspective of root survival 
in the landscape. A one foot minimum radius (from 
the trunk) is recommended for these palms. While a 
larger root ball may well increase transplant success, 
the additional weight and costs involved in 
transportation may not justify the slight gains in post 
transplantsurvival. It should also be kept in mind that 
the  vertical length of the root ball is often larger than 
the horizontal radius on palms dug from a field or 
landscape site, thus vertically oriented root stubs will 
likely be longer than these minimum 
recommendations. 

Queen palms will likely survive with a root ball 
of 6 inch radius, but a larger root ball will increase 
root survival at the landscape site. Root branching in 
coconut palms ( Cocos nucifera ) does not appear to 
be dependent on the size of the root ball. In sabal 
palms ( Sabal palmetto ), virtually all of which are 
dug from native stands rather than nursery grown, 
negligible root branching occurs, and new roots must 
be initiated from the trunk. For these two species, 
smaller root balls are acceptable. For palms that must 

regenerate new roots from the trunk, root pruning 2-3 
months before digging will provide adequate time for 
new root growth within the ball. 

From the list of palms whose root regeneration 
patterns have been studied ( Table 1 ), it appears that 
the most common response is 1) some degree of 
branching of cut roots, the percentage increasing with 
the length of the stub (up to a point) accompanied by 
2) some variable degree of new root initiation from 
the trunk base ( Plate 1 ). In general, for single 
stemmed palms less than fifteen feet in height, a root 
ball of shovel-width radius from the trunk is a 
common industry average for size and should provide 
for adequate root survival in those species exhibiting 
that response ( Plate 2 ). For clustering or larger 
solitaryspecimens, an incrementally larger root ball 
may be advisable to insure successful establishment 
under siteconditions that may be less than ideal. An 
obvious concern for the field grower is to minimize 
loss of soil from the field. 

Plate 1 . 

Plate 2 . 

Specimen-sized palms that are containerized 
after harvest for the interiorscape market and smaller, 
containerized mass-market palms usually have the 
root ball trimmed further before containerization. 
Such palms are moved into shade structures for 
acclimatization where growing conditions are 
optimal for root system regeneration. 

Root pruning.  Root pruning has generally not 
been considered necessary for palms, with the 
exception of Bismarck palm ( Bismarckia nobilis ) 
and a few others. However, all of the species so far 




