
What Are Bareroot Plants?
Dormant, woody plants with roots washed of soil are termed bareroot plants. 
While bareroot plants have many advantages over nursery stock in pots or 
containers, including better root development and lower cost, they can be 
susceptible to heat and drying conditions if they are not planted immediately.

If you are planting bareroot plants this spring and need a little more time to 
get them planted, consider heeling in, especially if you can't plant within two 
days of receiving your plants. This temporary planting technique gives them 
a little more protection from the weather and can give a gardener more time 
for site prep or to wait for good planting weather. It prevents the plants from 
breaking dormancy early and keeps the roots moist until you can get them 
planted in the ground. 
Follow these steps for heeling in a plant:
1	 Remove all packaging and soak the roots in water for up to an hour.
2	 In a shaded location, dig a V-shaped trench at approximately a 45° angle 

just large enough to accommodate the roots, in an area where the soil is 
loose and friable and ideally in a shady location. The depth of the trench 
will need to be deep enough to accommodate the entire root system of 
your plants.

3	 Keep the plants in their bundles and place the plants in the trench tight up 
against each other. Lean them against the angled side, so that the stems 
of the plants are resting up against the side of the trench, with the root 
systems fully inside. 

4	 Loosely fill the trench back in with soil and water until lightly moistened, 
covering the roots. Make sure you firm the soil around the roots, since 
water can gather in any air pockets and damage the roots if/when it 
freezes.

In the spring, plants can remain heeled in for up to a month. In the fall, 
this technique will allow you to overwinter your plants, as long as they are 
planted early the following spring.

Heeling-in Now to Plant Later

Steps for Successful Heeling In

King Conservation District • 800 SW 39th St, Suite 150, Renton, WA 98057 • 425-282-1900 • www.kingcd.org

Heeling In Fact Sheet.indd	 February 13, 2024 1:11 PM



If your ground is frozen, use a wheelbarrow or 
5-gallon bucket and mulch, sawdust, or sand. If you 
have multiple bareroot plants, they can be loosely 
piled together when heeled in and do not require 
the same spacing as permanent planting.
If you don't have space in any of your beds or 
borders, you can also heel-in to containers, or 
even bags of compost. The important point is that 
the roots are fully covered and the soil firmed 
around them. The plants can happily stay like this 
throughout the winter months. Remember that 
your plants will need to be moved and planted in 
their permanent positions before they start to come 
out of their dormancy in the spring, as moving the 
plants after this point will cause damage to their 
root systems.
Remember, your bare root plants will be happy, if 
you follow these steps:
1	 Remove them from packaging, and check the 

roots are moist. If necessary, moisten the roots 
(with a plant sprayer, hose, or by 'dunking' the 
roots into a bucket of cold water) and re-wrap 
the roots in a plastic bag.

2	 Store somewhere cool, dark, and out of any 
danger of frost or drying winds (an unheated 
garage or shed is usually ideal).

3	 Check the plants every couple of days to make 
sure that the roots are moist.

If you think there is a chance of the roots becoming 
frozen, insulate them by covering with sheeting/
sacking/straw or similar. If they do become frozen, 
leave them where they are until they defrost! 
Freezing means the roots become very brittle, and 
any movement could damage them.
When you’re ready to plant and your permanent 
site prep is complete, simply uncover the plants and 
rinse their roots before planting.
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