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You have finally decided to plant a tree or trees into your landscape, or you have been asked to 

spearhead a community tree planting event.  You have done your research as to the best tree(s) 

to plant in the location you have chosen; right tree, right place.  You head out to the nursery 

armed with the idea of the specific tree(s) you want, and the nursery does have one and it looks 

like the example above.  Now what?  A tree is a tree after all, right?  But is it? 

 

Do you say thanks but no thanks and keep looking or offer to take this poor thing home for free 

and invest 2-3 seasons to try and help it overcome an overwhelming number of issues.  And 

then it dies.   Now you have lost 2-3 growing seasons where a higher quality tree would have 

been adding to your property values or a strong community effort. 

 

Where do you go to find a trusted authority on selecting a quality tree?  If you are just 

interested in a single tree for your home, we can give you some guidance further in this article.  

If you are heading up a larger scale planting effort, then I would suggest starting with a couple 

of National standards you may wish to look at before getting started.  The first is the American 

National Standards Institute (ANSI) Z60.1 2014 

ANSI_Nursery_Stock_Standards_AmericanHort_2014.pdf . This standard does not specifically 

address tree or shrub quality but in fact it is the standard used in production of trees and 

shrubs: 

 

The purpose of the American Standard for Nursery Stock (ANSI Z60.1, the “Standard”) is to 

provide buyers and sellers of nursery stock with a common terminology, a “single language,” in 

order to facilitate commercial transactions involving nursery stock. For instance, the Standard 

establishes common techniques for (a) measuring plants, (b) specifying and stating the size of 

plants, (c) determining the proper relationship between height and caliper, or height and width, 

and (d) determining whether a root ball or container is large enough for a particular size plant. 

 

The next ANSI standard to look at would be the suite of standards (soon to be combined into a 

single set) ANSI A300 standards for tree care operations (these standards must be purchased). 

More specifically, ANSI A300 (Part 6) - 2012 Transplanting (includes Planting). Specifically, the 

Appendix D Sample procurement specification for quality nursery trees. 

 

The following pages are Appendix D: 

 

https://cdn.ymaws.com/americanhort.site-ym.com/resource/collection/38ED7535-9C88-45E5-AF44-01C26838AD0C/ANSI_Nursery_Stock_Standards_AmericanHort_2014.pdf


  



 

  



 

  



  



All these standards will only get you sort of close to understanding that quality needs to be considered, 

but they won’t give you the details you may need to zero in on quality specimens. The last one of these 

general type of documents to consider is geared more toward a homeowner planting a couple of trees 

would be Trees Are Good – Buying High Quality Trees, through the International Society of 

Arboriculture’s consumer portal at http://wwv.isa-arbor.com/publicOutreach/treesAreGood/index. 

To truly get a closer understanding what entails a quality tree we must go out of state.  Unfortunately, 

the Commonwealth of Virginia’s nursery industry does not have a set of standards for tree quality.  If we 

wanted to get a since of what a quality standard for trees may look like you could check out Florida’s set 

of standards at Florida Grades and Standards for Nursery Plants 2022 (fdacs.gov) 

This is a large document for most trees and shrubs in the nursery trade in Florida.  Florida grades their 

tree stock to four levels, Florida Fancy, Florida #1, Florida #2, and Cull.  Some of the information gleaned 

from their standard is offered in this article. The main areas to consider for quality are grading the trunk, 

grade the branch attachment, using their tree matrix, trunk caliper, structural uniformity of the crown, 

down grading factors, and roots.  Let me share some examples from their standard. 

Grading the trunk:  

 

 

 
Florida Fancy 

http://wwv.isa-arbor.com/publicOutreach/treesAreGood/index
https://ccmedia.fdacs.gov/content/download/103635/file/grades-and-standards-for-nursery-plants-2022.pdf


 

 

 

 
Florida #2 

Florida #1

  



 

 

  

 

Grade the Branch Attachment 
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Florida Fancy 
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Florida #2 



 

 

  

 

 

Structural Uniformity of the Crown 
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Florida #2 

Cull 
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Downgrading Factors 

 

No central leader 

 



 

Bad rooting 


