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INTRODUCTION:
WHY AND HOW TO
KILL A TREE
STUMP

After felling a tree, you
are often left with an
unsightly stump that
can become a nuisance
in your garden or yard.
Not only does a tree
stump pose a tripping
hazard, but it can also
encourage regrowth,
attract pests like
termites and ants, and
take years to rot
naturally. Learning
how to kill a tree
stump effectively is

essential for any
homeowner who wants
to reclaim their
outdoor space.
Whether you plan to
replant grass, build a
patio, or simply
improve the aesthetics
of your landscape,
removing a stump is a
vital step. Many people
assume that digging it
out is the only option,
but several methods
can kill the stump
without requiring
heavy machinery or
hours of backbreaking
labor. This
comprehensive guide
covers chemical,
manual, natural, and
burning techniques so
you can choose the
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approach that best fits
your skills, budget, and
timeline.

Understanding the
biology of a tree stump
is the first step. Even
after the trunk is cut,
the roots can remain
alive for months or
years. They continue to
absorb water and
nutrients, allowing new
shoots to sprout. If you
simply cut the stump
flush with the ground,
those sprouts will
reappear, often more
vigorously than before.
Therefore, killing the
entire root system is
necessary for
permanent removal.
Proper stump killing
also prevents the
spread of diseases
from the decaying
wood to nearby
healthy trees and
plants. Whether you
opt for a chemical
herbicide, a manual
dig-and-pry approach,

or an eco-friendly
rotting accelerator, you
need a clear plan. In
the following sections,
we will explore each
method in detail,
providing step-by-step
instructions, safety
tips, and estimated
timeframes so you can
reclaim your yard
quickly and safely.

WHY YOU SHOULD
KILL A TREE
STUMP

Before diving into the
methods, it is helpful to
appreciate why stump
removal is worthwhile.
A leftover stump can
cause several long-
term issues. First, it is
an eyesore. A bare
stump in the middle of
a lawn disrupts the
visual flow of your
landscaping. Second, it
is a physical hazard.
Children playing, lawn
mowers, and even
adults walking at dusk
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can trip over a low
stump. Third, the
decaying wood
becomes a haven for
insects, fungi, and
diseases that can
spread to other plants.
Fourth, if you ever
want to plant a new
tree in that spot, the
old root system will
compete for nutrients
and water, hindering
growth. Fifth, the
stump can produce
suckers—adventitious
shoots that grow from
the roots—which
require constant
trimming. Killing the
stump eliminates all
these problems and
opens up your yard for
new uses, such as
planting a flower bed,
installing a birdbath, or
laying sod.

METHODS TO KILL
A TREE STUMP

There are five primary
ways to kill a tree

stump: chemical
treatment, manual
removal, natural

rotting, burning, and
grinding. Each has its
own pros and cons.
Below we break down
every technique so you
can decide which suits
your stump size, your
patience, and your
environmental
preferences.

1.
Chemical
Stump
Killers

Using a chemical
stump killer is one of
the most effective
ways to kill a tree
stump, especially for
large stumps with

extensive root
systems. These
products contain



herbicides like
glyphosate, triclopyr,
or potassium nitrate
that accelerate decay
and prevent regrowth.
The process involves
drilling holes in the top
of the stump, filling
them with the
chemical, and waiting.
Here is a step-by-step
guide:

1. Cut the stump
low: Using a
chainsaw or
handsaw, cut the
stump as close to
the ground as
possible, ideally
leaving 2-4
inches above the
soil.

2. Drill deep
holes: Use a
power drill with a
1-inch spade bit
to drill holes
about 4-6 inches
deep into the
stump. Space
them 2-3 inches
apart across the

entire top.

3. Apply the

chemical: Pour
the herbicide
concentrate into
each hole until it
is nearly full.
Follow the
manufacturer's
instructions
regarding
dilution if
needed. Some
products come in
granular form;
pour the
granules into the
holes and add
water.

. Cover the

stump: Place a
plastic tarp or
garbage bag
over the stump
and secure it
with rocks or
tape. This
prevents rain
from washing out
the chemical and
keeps the area
dark, which
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speeds up the
process.

5. Wait and
monitor:
Depending on
the product and
stump size, it
may take 2-6
weeks for the
stump to die
completely. You
may see the
wood becoming
soft and spongy.
Avoid removing
the cover until
the stump is fully
killed.

Chemical methods are
straightforward but
require caution.
Herbicides can harm
surrounding plants if
overapplied or if they
run off. Always wear
gloves and protective
eyewear, and keep

pets away. For
environmentally
conscious

homeowners, there are
eco-friendly stump

killers that use natural
enzymes and
microorganisms,
though they may take
longer.

2. Manual
Removal

(Digging
and
Cutting)

If you prefer a
chemical-free approach
and have time,
physical labor, and
some tools, manual
removal can be
effective. This method
is best for small
stumps (under 12
inches in diameter)
with shallow roots. You
will need a shovel, a
mattock or axe, a
pruning saw, a pickaxe,
and possibly a vehicle



chain or a come-along your way around

surface roots
with an axe or
loppers.

. Dig a trench:
Using a sharp
spade, dig a
circular trench
around the
stump about 1-2
feet away from
its edge. Expose
the main lateral
roots. The
deeper you dig,
the easier it will
be to cut the
roots.

. Cut the roots:
Use an axe ora
pruning saw to
sever the large
roots you have
exposed. Work

winch for leverage. the stump,
Here is how to do it: cutting roots as
you go. If the
1. Clear the area: stump has a

Remove any taproot, you may
rockg, roots, or need to dig
debris around straight down
the stump. Cut along its side.
back any visible  Rock the

stump: Once
most roots are
cut, push the
stump back and
forth to see if it
moves. Place a
long pry bar or a
strong board
under the stump
and use a rock or
block as a
fulcrum. Push
down to lever the
stump upward.
For heavy
stumps, attach a
chain or rope and
pull with a truck
(ensuring safety
and that the
vehicle is stable).

5. Remove the
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stump: Once
loosened, lift the
stump out of the
hole. Fill the hole
with soil and
pack it down.
You can plant
grass or flowers
immediately.

Manual removal is
satisfying but
physically demanding.
It can take several
hours to a full day. The
main benefits are zero
chemicals and instant
results; the stump is
gone the same day.
However, large stumps
with deep taproots
may be impossible to
remove without
mechanical assistance.

3. Natural
Rotting

(Organic
Accelerati
on)

If you are not in a hurry
and want an organic
way to kill a tree
stump, you can
accelerate natural
decay using nitrogen-
rich materials. This
method works by
feeding fungi and
bacteria that break
down wood. It often
takes 6-12 months for
the stump to become
soft enough to remove
easily, but it is safe,
cheap, and
environmentally
friendly. Follow these
steps:

1. Cut the stump
low and drill
multiple deep
holes (as you
would for



chemicals). The
holes should be
1-2 inches wide
and 6-8 inches
deep.

. Fill the holes
with a high-
nitrogen
substance: fresh
manure, grass
clippings,
compost, or a
commercial
stump-rotting
accelerator
(which usually
contains
ammonium
sulfate or urea).
Pack the material
tightly into the
holes.

. Add water after
filling to activate
decomposition.
Keep the stump
moist but not
waterlogged.
Covering it with a
wet burlap sack
or tarp helps
retain moisture.

4. Add more

material every
month or so to
maintain high
nitrogen levels.
Over time, the
wood will soften.
You can hasten
the process by
occasionally
pouring a
mixture of
molasses and
water (1 cup
molasses per
gallon of water)
onto the stump
to feed beneficial
microbes.

. Check after 6-9

months by
poking the wood
with a
screwdriver or
axe. If it has
crumbled or is
easily pierced,
you can break
the stump apart
with a spade or
shove it out of
the ground.
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Natural rotting is the
slowest method but
requires no specialized
tools and poses little
risk to nearby plants. It
is ideal for
homeowners who can
wait and want to avoid
harsh chemicals. Once
the stump rots, the
organic matter
enriches the soil. You
can also add a fungus
inoculant, like oyster
mushroom spawn,
which will colonize the
wood and speed
decomposition while
producing edible
mushrooms.

4,
Burning a
Tree
Stump

Burning is an effective
way to kill a tree

stump, but it is also the
most dangerous and
may be illegal in some
regions during dry
seasons or under local
fire  bans. Burning
works best on well-
seasoned stumps that
are not green and
sappy because they
ignite more readily.
Always check with your
local fire department
and adhere to
regulations before
attempting this
method. To burn a
stump safely:

1. Prepare the
stump: Drill
large, deep holes
(about 1-2
inches wide and
10-12 inches
deep) in a grid
pattern across
the top. Fill the
holes with
kerosene, diesel
fuel, ora
commercial
stump burner



solution. Do not
use gasoline—it
is too volatile

and dangerous.

. Allow the fuel

to soak in for
several days.
Soak again if the
wood absorbs
the fuel quickly.
Cover the stump
with a metal lid
or a piece of
steel to keep
animals and rain
away.

. lgnite the

stump when you
have a clear day
with minimal
wind. Use a long-
handled lighter
or a fireplace
match to set the
stump on fire.
The flames
should burn
slowly from the
inside out. Keep
a garden hose or
fire extinguisher
nearby at all

10

times.

4. Monitor the
burn for several
hours. The stump
will smolder for a
day or two. Do
not leave it
unattended.
When the stump
has burned down
to below the soil
line, extinguish
any remaining
embers with
water and soil.

5. Fill the hole
and level the
ground.

Burning can be very
satisfying because it
destroys the stump
completely, but the
smoke may annoy
neighbors, and the fire
could spread to nearby
roots, damaging other
plants. Also, the
surrounding soil can
become depleted of
nutrients after a hot
fire. This method is
best reserved for rural
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properties away from
structures.

5. Stump
Grinding

Stump grinding is
perhaps the most
common professional
method for killing and
removing a tree stump.
A stump grinder is a
machine with a
rotating cutting disc
that chips away the
wood into small pieces.
While you can rent a
stump grinder from a
garden center, it
requires skill to
operate safely. The
machine is heavy and
powerful, and
mishandling can cause
injury. If you are not
comfortable using it,
you can hire a tree
service to do the job in
under an hour. The
process:

11

1. Clear the area

of rocks, debris,
and vegetation.
Mark any
underground
utility
lines—most
grinder blades
would be
damaged by
rocks, but hitting
a gas line could
be catastrophic.

. Position the

grinder over the
stump. Start the
engine and
slowly lower the
cutting wheel
onto the stump's
surface. Move
the wheel side to
side to grind
away the wood,
lowering the
wheel as you go.

. Grind below

ground
level—typically
4-8 inches
deep—to ensure
all major roots



are destroyed.
The grinding
wheel will also
chip away lateral
roots near the
surface.

. Remove the
wood chips
after grinding.
You can use
them as mulch in
your garden or
dispose of them.
Fill the
depression with
topsoil and
reseed or sod
over it.

Stump grinding Kills
the stump instantly
and prevents regrowth
if done deep enough. It
leaves behind a pile of
wood chips, which is a
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speed make it the
preferred choice for
many homeowners.
Costs for hiring a
professional range
from $75 to $500
depending on stump
size, which is often
worth the labor saved.

CHOOSING THE
RIGHT METHOD
FOR YOUR STUMP

Selecting the best way
to kill a tree stump
depends on your
situation. For a small
stump (under 6 inches)
in an area you are
willing to dig, manual
removal is quick and
free. For a medium
stump (6-18 inches),
chemical treatment or

minor drawback, but natural rotting is
the convenience and effective if you can
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