
Urban Tree Wells: Past, Present, Future

ÅPast 20 years of experimenting
ïJohn Snell, Montpelier Tree 

Board
ÅPresent: 5 years with the 

Stockholm Method
ïJoseph Ferris, Montpelier 

City Arborist
ÅFuture: Stockholm Method 

and StormwaterCredits 
ïAlec Ellsworth, Montpelier 

Tree Warden



Renovating Existing 
Sidewalk Planting Wells

!ƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘΧ

John Snell
Montpelier Tree Board



²Ƙȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŀƭƭ ǳǊōŀƴ 
trees look like this?!



Life in the city can be tough

ÅUnknown soils 

ÅHigh pH in sidewalks

ÅInconsistent water

ÅSummer heat/winter 
cold

ÅElectric lights



Life in the city can be tough

Å Snow piles

Å Salt

Å Dog poop & pee

Å Cigarette butts & trash



Life in the city can be tough

ÅHoliday lights

ÅPeople

ÅIsolated individual trees

ÅtƭǳǎΧ



! пΩȄпΩȄ ψψΩ ǇƭŀƴǘƛƴƎ ǿŜƭƭτ
ƛǘ ŀƛƴΩǘ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƻ ƎǊƻǿ Ǌƻƻǘǎ ƛƴΗ



We reap what we sow!



Some trees do just fine! 
Can we replicate that?

ÅNorway Maples & Green 
Ash do well but are no 
longer on our planting list 

ÅWhat is the main criteria for 
success of an urban tree?



Just a little (more) room to grow!



CƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƭŀǘŜǊΧ



And it does not take much!

Greenspire Lindens, after 14 years



Red Oaks, After 18 years



Swamp White Oak, after 7 years



Root zone volume vs. tree size

пΩȄпΩȄнΩ Ґ он /ǳōƛŎ CŜŜǘ όƴƻǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǊǘΗύ



Experiments with CU Structural soil

Å 15-year old Red Oak in parking lot with CU Structural Soil and pavers 
ƛƴ ŀ ǿŜƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ олΩȄпΩȄмуέ

Å The tree has done very well and provides desirable shaded parking.



Experiments with CU Structural soil

Åά{ǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ǎƻƛƭέ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ 
new sidewalk but on deep 
sand fill

ÅtŀǘǘŜǊƴŜŘ άǇŀǾŜǊǎέ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ 
than real ones(not 
permeable)

Å SW facing site with brick wall 
Å Extensive watering is required 
Å For a variety of reasons, it has 

not been very successful.



A project to renovate planting wells

ÅMontpelier was replacing a 
number of sections of 
deteriorated sidewalk downtown

ÅMany of these bordered existing 
ǘǊŜŜǎ ǇƭŀƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ пΩȄпΩ ǿŜƭƭǎ 

ÅMost of these treesτa variety of 
speciesτwere not very vigorous.



A project to renovate planting wells

Å The Tree Board proposed an 
experimentτwe had not much to lose! 

Å Department of Public Works agreed to 
excavate a larger area around nine tree 
wells and install CU Structural Soil prior 
to pouring new sidewalks.

Å We opted to leave the trees in place!



Marking and cutting sidewalks



Marking and cutting sidewalks



Removing cut sidewalk slabs



Exposing the tree roots



Placing CU Structural Soil



Placing CU Structural Soil

5ŜǇǘƘ ƻŦ мсέ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇǊƻƳƛǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ нпέ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ōȅ /ƻǊƴŜƭƭ



Results 
ÅAll trees but one were 

deemed worth leaving

ÅSame old problems:

ïWater issue is not solved 
by placing better sub-
surface material.

ïAir exchange is still 
potentially an issue

ÅSame Results:

ïSmall Trees

ïNot much root growth 
outside of 4x4 tree well.



Another example 

ÅGinkoon State Street. 
Planted 2003 in 
άǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŀƭ ǎƻƛƭΦέ 
Removed in Spring 2025

ÅVirtually no root growth 
outside the 4x4 grate 
except along curb line 
(water). 



Next Generation, Ideas Considered

ÅMore CU soil
ïExpensive, mixed results, no 

stormwaterbenefit. 
ÅSilva Cells
ïStormwaterbenefits, proven success, solves a lot of 

the problems we face in urban environments. 
ï9ȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜΣ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛȊŜŘ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭΣ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŘƛƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǳǇ ƻǊ 

go around non-standard spaces. 
ÅStockholm Method
ïHas potential to address multiple issues with 

growing big trees, with stormwaterbenefits. 



Structural Soil Pros/Cons
- Similar in some ways to the Stockholm Method, with some important differences.

- Propriety product ---trucked in from far away. 

- More expensive than Stockholm Method (~$10/cu ft vs. $5/cu ft)

- Mixed results locally in Montpelier

- No stormwaterbenefit. 



Silva Cells Pros/Cons
- Proven method, great for trees. 

- Can incorporate stormwaterbenefits. 

- Expensive installation ($14-$18/cu. ft vs $5/cu ft)

- Not great where there are a lot of obstacles to work around (i.e. downtown Montpelier)

- Not great if you have to dig it up again (i.e. anywhere in Montpelier). 



Stockholm Method Pros/Cons
- Relatively Cost effective (~$5/cu. ft)

- Uses all local materials. 

- Installation using methods that are mostly familiar to contractors/municipal crews in VT. 

- Can (potentially) incorporate stormwaterbenefits. 

- Easy to make it work in almost any shape of space. Can be dug up and replaced.







2024 Installation 



Some photos from installation


