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Growing Banana Trees

By Susan Lopez, Master Gardener

The banana tree (Musa spp.), which is not really a tree at all but a perennial bulb, has been around for a long time. It is believed to have been introduced to Africa in prehistoric times. In more modern times, banana trees grew wild and were native to Southeast Asia, but now banana trees are cultivated in most humid, tropical regions. The popularity of the banana tree is no coincidence. Besides producing a delicious fruit, banana trees lend a tropical look to any landscape, whether in containers by the pool, or planted around your outdoor cabana. Even the leaves of the banana tree have their uses. The leaves can be used as wraps for boiled, grilled or steamed foods and lend a delicate flavor to the food. Fish wrapped in a banana leaf and grilled on the barbeque pit is said to be delicious. With so much going for the banana tree, including a few in your landscape might be something you desire to do, so here are some easy steps to growing a banana tree.

Location – The planting site should be chosen for protection from the wind and cold, and in the warmest location in your yard – preferably a south or southeast corner. Banana trees love bright light and high humidity – perfect for our coastal gardens. The ideal condition is twelve hours of bright light each day with 30% shade. You should plant banana trees in clumps as it will increase humidity for the plants in the middle and shade and cool the trunks. The best bananas  will be likely be produced by the trees in the middle of the clump.

Soil – Bananas will grow in most soils, but a rich, well-drained soil high in organic matter is the best. They prefer an acid soil with a pH between 5.5 to 6.5. Mulch heavily to maintain moisture. Oak leaves, which are abundant in our area and slightly acidic, provide an excellent mulch. Adding old banana leaves to your mulch is also a good idea, as the leaves are high in potassium and just what your banana tree needs to thrive. Plant your banana tree in a hole about twice as wide and 1 ½ times as deep as the container in which the young tree was grown.

Watering – Regular, deep watering is recommended to keep plants from drying out in the hot summer and to leach any salt out of the soil, as banana trees are not salt tolerant. Banana trees need lots of water, but overwatering will cause root rot. Soil should be moist but not soggy. If the top inch of soil dries, rewater.

Fertilization – Banana trees like lots of fertilizer because of their rapid growth. Apply a balanced fertilizer (having N-P-K) once a month that is high in potassium, abbreviated as K.  Spread the fertilizer around the plant in a circle, being careful not to let the fertilizer come in contact with the trunk. If you do not get at least one new leaf per month during warm months, you might not be fertilizing enough.

Propagation – Suckers, called rhizomes, can be taken for propagation when they have a stem diameter of two to six inches. Suckers can be removed with a spade during the summer months. Transplant the suckers at the same depth as the sucker was growing originally, or a little deeper.

 Fruit Production – The first step in fruit production is the selection of a fruit bearing variety. Not all banana trees produce fruit, some are strictly for ornamental purposes. For those varieties which do produce fruit, do not expect any banana production until the main trunk achieves an age of at least eighteen months without freezing back. You can get bigger fruit if you remove all unwanted suckers, only keeping the best one or two. When banana fruits do appear, cover them with a light cloth, as they are very sensitive to intense sunlight which can be found in our coastal area.  
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