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Less than one-third of New Mexico is naturally
forested. The rest of the state is natural grassland or
desert with small areas of tundra. Thus trees planted
in our cities and around our homes must grow under
climatic conditions and in soil that does not naturally
support tree growth. Yet trees are valuable in our en-
vironment, making our surroundings more pleasant
and ameliorating the effects of development and other
human activity. They cool our cities, cleanse the air,
and absorb noise. New Mexicans need tree species
that can tolerate the soil and environmental conditions
of an arid or semi-arid region. Also, because many
trees are not native to our state, they require special
care.

SELECTING A TREE

There are a number of factors to consider when se-
lecting a tree for landscaping, including tree size, wa-
ter requirements, temperature and other weather con-
ditions, and potential problems. All trees listed in
table 1 will grow in New Mexico. This table does not
represent an exhaustive list of all potential trees for
New Mexico, but it does provide good selections for
a variety of situations.

A tree should never outgrow its site, yet it must be
large enough to fulfill the purpose for which it was
planted. Become familiar with the mature size of a
tree in New Mexico before deciding to plant that spe-
cies. (Table 1 lists the height of various tree species.
Consult your county agent for more information on
tree size.) Species native to areas with acid soil may
be 15–20% smaller in New Mexico than in their na-
tive environments.

The tree you choose must also be able to survive
on the amount of irrigation it will receive. Some trees
grow naturally in streambeds and need large quanti-
ties of water. Others can survive on very little water
once they are established. Plan an irrigation system
that will meet the needs of the trees you choose.

Minimum temperatures and other climatic factors
affect tree survival. For example, some trees do poorly

in southern New Mexico because the summers are too
hot and dry for them. Fig. 1 shows three growing
zones for New Mexico; these zones are based on tem-
perature and other weather conditions. Some trees
listed in table 1 can be grown in all the zones, others
only in the warmest or coldest regions. Be sure a tree
species will survive where you live before deciding to
purchase it.

Trees grow at different rates. As a general rule, the
faster a tree grows, the weaker its wood and the more
likely it is to be attacked by insect pests and diseases.
Slow-growing trees, on the other hand, are difficult to
transplant and take years to reach salable size. There-
fore, large, slow-growing trees are hard to find in
nurseries. The best choices are to select a tree with a
medium growth rate, or select a fast-growing tree and
plant a slow-growing tree nearby to replace it when
the fast-growing tree dies.

Other features to look for when selecting a tree are
the texture or apparent coarseness of the tree (both in
leaf and without leaves), leaf color, flowers and fruit,
whether there is any fruit drop, and whether the pol-
len presents a potential allergy problem. In the case
of dioecious trees (trees that have male and female
blossoms on different plants), a male tree may present
a pollen problem while a female does not. Trees with
attractive flowers do not generally have high allergy
potential. For many trees listed in table 1, information
on pollen allergy potential is unavailable, either be-
cause the tree has not been extensively studied or be-
cause the pollen allergy potential is so low that medi-
cal references do not consider it worth mentioning.

PLANTING A TREE

When planting a tree, dig a hole that is deep
enough for the roots of the tree and twice as wide.
Remove a containerized tree from its container and
cut through the side of the rootball. Remove wire or
twine from the rootballs of balled and burlapped
trees. Gently place the rootball in the hole, rolling
back any burlap.

To find more resources for your business, home, or family, visit the College of Agriculture and Home Economics
on the World Wide Web at www.cahe.nmsu.edu
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G t th l t 180

Average date of last frost

A 1 A il 1 20

Average number of frost free days

Las Cruces

Roswell

Santa Fe

Albuquerque

Farmington

Gallup

Fig. 1. Planting zones in New Mexico. (From “Climatological data, annual summary-New Mexico 1982.” Na-
tional Weather Service, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, U.S. Dept. of Commerce.)

Growing zones.

S = Southern

C = Central

N = Northern (and mountain)
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Backfill the hole with the soil you removed from
it. When the hole is half filled with soil, fill the hole
with water to settle the soil and remove air pockets,
then finish filling the hole with soil. Water again.

CARING FOR TREES

Water all trees regularly for the first two years af-
ter they are planted. After two years, reduce the wa-
tering frequency for trees with low and medium water
requirements. Each time you water any tree, water
until the soil is moistened to at least 30" deep.

Trees need nitrogen fertilizer only when they are

growing less each year than is normal for the species.
Consult your nursery or county agent to determine
appropriate growth rates. When trees need to be fer-
tilized, spread 1 lb of actual nitrogen (5 lb ammonium
sulfate) per 1,000 ft2 under the entire canopy of the
tree, and water it into the soil. Add 3 lb of superphos-
phate at the same time as the nitrogen. Only fertilize
trees in the spring or early summer. Otherwise, if you
apply nitrogen fertilizer in late summer, trees will be
more susceptible to freeze injury.

With early training young trees will produce good
form and need less pruning when they are mature.
Check with your county Extension agent for informa-
tion on proper pruning techniques.
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