
The sidewalks vs your trees 
 
Many cities and counties throughout the U.S. are in the midst of an ongoing effort to repair 
and maintain public sidewalks, but that has major implications for apartment and condo 
owners who have spent a considerable amount of money on landscaping. 
 

 

For those apartment building owners or condo associations, there could be major financial losses 
looming, and multifamily residential complexes that have a reputation for beauty and bucolic 
tranquility due to mature trees could find themselves facing an identity crisis. While local authorities 
typically make the best effort to prevent the death of trees, some of the root trimming that is required 
can lead to disease or wholesale loss. 
  
The University of Massachusetts has on its website a short guide on minimizing tree damage when 
repairing sidewalks. It says the farther from the trunk the roots are cut, the better, and roots thicker 
than two inches in diameter shouldn’t be severed. If roots must be cut, they should be cut cleanly—
not with a backhoe—and they should not be allowed to dry out. Trees whose roots are cut too close to 
the trunk can become unstable and topple. In some places, pruning tree roots is impermissible, so 
check with your local authorities. 
  
Many locales have a list of trees that are acceptable for placement near sidewalks, so if you are just 
beginning a landscaping project, consult that list as part of your planning. Avoid trees that grow very 
large since their root systems are big and spreading. If you are trying to build a canopy to create 
shady spots or an urban forest, plant large trees a significant distance from your walkways and 
parking lots. A good landscaper can advise you with that consideration in mind, and all states have 
arborists on staff who might provide good suggestions. 
  
To repair damage to your own sidewalks—not public walkways—without destroying invasive trees, 
consider elevating the path over the roots. This can create a lovely flow and save the trees at the 
same time. Remember that trees help prevent erosion, create shade, and improve the look of 
commercial residential complexes. Sometimes they need to be very large to fit the scale of multiunit 
buildings. Protecting the trees and the sidewalks is important, so choose wisely when planting and 
work with qualified landscape architects and arborists when repairing tree-damaged pavement. 
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http://www.umass.edu/urbantree/factsheets/22treesandsidewalks.html



