
Tree roots block drains. That is 
a simple fact but tied with this 
fact are a host of myths and 
errors. As we will see almost 
always the problem starts with 
a plumbing problem caused by 
age, soil movement or 
substandard work and roots 
are nothing more than an 
indicator that there is a 
plumbing problem that needs 
fixing. 

A bit about roots 

First of all we need to 
understand some basics about 
tree roots. Roots grow in 
response to appropriate stimuli 
(available moisture, nutrients, 
oxygen and appropriate soil 
temperatures}. Once 
stimulated pioneer roots 
elongate from just behind the 
tip (the root cap} and continue 
to elongate for several weeks. 

These young pioneer roots are 
very small in diameter (usually 
smaller than a millimetre in 
diameter and seldom thicker 
than several millimetres in 
diameter}. Once they stop 
elongating cells on the outside 
edge of the root form 
elongations that protrude out at 
right angles to the root, into 

stage the roots are very 
ineffective at absorbing and are 
often referred to as "woody 
roots". 
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Myth 1: The roots have broken x 
my pipes 8 
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This is rarely the easel If we go A 

back to basics all roots start of a 
small non woody roots. These 
roots exert only a relatively small 
force. Using basic maths and 
physics it can be demonstrated 
that force exerted by the tip of tree 
roots is very small. The force 
exerted in fact is so small most tree 
roots would have trouble growing 
through a shopping bag. We see 
evidence of this truth in the fact 
that we often see plants in 
nurseries growing in rather thing 
plastic bag type pots. 

Myth 2: Tree roots "seek" out 
water 

This is a complete fallacy. Tree 
roots have no sensing organs so 
they cannot detect water that is not 
immediately adjacent to their 
surface and they certainly cannot 
detect that it is in pipes. Root 
growth is stimulated by water and 
ceases when conditions are not 
ideal; so roots do not "look" for 
water when conditions are dry. 

small spaces in the soil around This makes sense for example if 
them. These single cells you think of a young root trying to 
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organs, are the 
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As the roots 
continue to get ~ 
older the root 
hairs die (usually 
in a few weeks to a few 
months} and the roots start to 
become woody and develop a 
protective layer of bark. At this 

Myth 3: Tree roots are 
aggressive 

Roots take advantage of 
available water so when 
conditions are ideal roots 
grow faster divide more 
frequently and elongate 
more. To this extent roots 
are opportunistic and when 
conditions are ideal their 
growth rate can be very 
rapid, depending on the 

species of tree. 

The species that tend to grow more 
rapidly are often described as 
having aggressive root systems but 

this is somewhat inappropriate. 
Aggressive implies emotion and 
intent to their growth behaviour. A 
more appropriate description of 
these trees is that they have 
vigorous root systems. 

It's a plumbing problem! 

Almost always the problem starts 
with a plumbing fault. Old pipes 
have cement or rubber joints fail, 
soil movement causes joints to 
separate and so on. Once the seal 
is broken water starts to seep out 
into the surrounding soils. Once a 
root comes into contact with the 
moist soil (remember this is just a 
matter of chance} then they start to 
grow more rapidly. 

Eventually, again by chance, they 
will find there way through the fault 
in the plumbing where conditions 
are ideal. Once in these ideal 
conditions the root starts to divide 
rapidly to take advantage of these 
ideal conditions before "the dry 
conditions start again". Of course 
the conditions seldom dry out and 
the moist warm oxygen and nutrient 
rich environment continues to 
encourage new growth. 

Over time solids gets caught in the 
debris and over time the roots and 
solids forms a plug that can 
completely block the pipe. Over a 
relatively short period of time the 
drain blocks and a plumber is 
called. To alleviate the problem 
many plumbers use a mechanical 
device (an electric eel} to macerate 
and remove the roots. 

Using an eel sometimes results in 
even more damage being caused to 
fragile pipes resulting in the hole in 
the pipe getting even larger. This 
accelerates the problem even more. 
'Water jetting" or "water laser" is 




