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Presidents Message  
By Virginia Carroll 

Now, not only are we well on our way into the 

21
st
 century, but weôve now begun a new 

decade! What will these next ten years hold in 

store for us as tree growers, an association, and 

as an industry?  Will this be an era of new 

challenges? Iôm sure it will be, but with these 

challenges there will also come opportunities. 

Weôll need to be on the cutting edge of 

technology and scientific research if we are to 

continue to produce a quality product. Weôll need 

to continue to practice and improve upon solid 

farming techniques and stay on top of current 

and emerging marketing trends. Weôll have to be 

attuned to how we do business and the changes 

in our marketplace and in the buying practices of 

our consumers.  We need to be open to new 

strategies including diversification in both our 

products and our markets. 

Weôll also need to forge ahead in nurturing and 

improving our relationships with our partners. 

Weôve had a long standing relationship with 

VDACS and benefit greatly from their support, 

expertise and programs such as Virginia Finest, 

Virginia Grown, and even the Buy Fresh Buy 

Local campaigns. We also need to work to 

further develop our relationships and the 

productivity of our partnerships with Virginia 

Tech and the DOF (Department of Forestry). We 

are members, as well, of the Virginia Green 

Industry Council (VGIC) and the Agribusiness 

Council. Our combined voice, in concert with 

these groups, provides us with a greater unified 

voice which will be needed when we address 

issues impacting our association and our 

industry. We 

also need to 

continue to 

nurture and 

improve upon 

our relationships within our association, our 

industry, and our stateôs larger agriculture 

community. We need to work, choose and cut 

farmers and wholesale growers alike, to respect 

and support the work of others within our 

industry. 

We need to affirm our identity as farmers, as 

producers of a green crop which feeds our air, 

enriches our rural landscapes, and remains the 

iconic green product we get to sell during the 

Christmas season. Agriculture is Virginiaôs 

number one industry and we can be proud that 

we are a vital part of that industry. According to 

the NCTA, Virginia ranks among the top states in 

acres of trees, trees harvested, and number of 

farms. That may be good, but we can do better. 

We have a diverse Commonwealth and with that 

geographic diversity we can produce a variety of 

different species of Christmas trees. Wouldnôt it 

be great if ñVirginia treesò came into the minds of 

our consumers when they thought of Christmas 

trees with species ranging from White and 

Scotch pine to Fraser and Canaan fir, as well as 

a variety of other species including spruces, 

Leylandôs, and exotics?  Even more importantly, 

wouldnôt it be great if when the consumer thinks 

of a Christmas tree they think of a real tree and 

not an artificial tree? 

(Continued on page 5) 

VCTGA 2010  

Where Are We Now and Where Are We 

Going? 
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The 2009 Trees for Troops program, sponsored by the National Christmas Tree Growers Association 
Christmas SPIRIT Foundation and FedEx Corp  Was generously supported again this year by the 

Virginia Christmas Tree Growers Association (VCTGA)  and the Mt. 
Rogers Christmas Tree Growers Association.    

Christmas Tree Growers from both associations have donated their 
time and trees to this important effort for the past few years but this 
year was especially important, as many of the Christmas Trees that 
were donated were delivered to Fort Hood, Texas.  

Fort Hood experienced a tragedy unprecedented on American soil, 
with the killing of the American Military Men and Women there in 
early November 2009. ñWe knew that any measure of comfort that 
our efforts brought would be especially important during such a 
difficult time.ò said Jackie Davis of the Mt. Rogers Christmas Tree 

Growers Association. 

Mt. Rogers Christmas Tree Growers donated and loaded more than 300 fresh farm grown trees, mostly 
Frasier Fir, on a Fed Ex truck driven by Jeff Stinson. Jeff has son in the Army, who has served two 
tours of duty in Iraq, and has related to us, through his Dad, what this effort means to our Military 
forces.  

The ñgift from homeò brightened their lives and reminds them that we, as Americans, do care and 
appreciate their sacrifice in the defense of our country. Growers have received notes, Christmas cards, 
and calls from people who have received the trees through this campaign and more often than not, their 
thanks will bring tears to your eyes. 

The Trees for Troops campaign received significant local and  
national media attention. CNNôs Headline cable news carried a 
national story every half hour on their Morning show on 
Wednesday November 25

th 
, efforts at Mt. Rogers was covered by 

three local papers in our surrounding counties as well as a local 
TV station. 

The most important benefit Christmas Tree Growers  receive from 
their continued support of this important cause is the knowledge 
that the ñGift from Homeò to our Military service men and women 
brings with it the message that we care and support their efforts. 

Virginia Christmas Tree Growers Association Teams up 

with Mt. Rogers Christmas Tree Growers Association to 

Donate Trees for Troops  
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In the next couple of months your VCTGA board 

will be holding a strategic planning session to 

take hard look at not just where we are now, but 

where we are going in the next 3 -5 years. This 

session will focus on identifying goals and then 

mapping out a strategy for dealing with the 

issues we need to address. If you, as our 

members and fellow growers, have concerns 

and issues youôd like for us to address, please 

take a few moments to e-mail, call, or meet with 

a current VCTGA officer or board member so 

that we might better be able to address your 

concerns when we meet. 

In closing, I remind you that this summer, North 

Carolina will be hosting the National Christmas 

Tree Association in August. What an opportunity 

for us in the adjoining state. If you are a 

member of our national association, I encourage 

you to take advantage of the meeting.  If you 

are not a member, I encourage you to consider 

joining so that you might fully take advantage of 

the meeting, the field trips, and the information 

you will be able to gather from fellow growers 

across the country. Also, in August youôll want 

to plan to attend our own annual VCTGA 

meeting. Your officers and board members, 

under the leadership of vice president Steve 

Satterfield, are already working to plan and 

organize a quality meeting for our membership. 

So, in closing, letôs take these post Christmas 

months and this the first year of a new decade 

to take stock not just of where we are, but 

where we could be going. We have much to do 

in determining where we will be when the next 

decade dawns. 

Virginia Carroll 

Presidents Message (Continued from page 3) 
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The question of whether or not to fertilize your 
Christmas trees is an important one, because it 
has  implications for the growth and quality of 
your trees, your costs, and water pollution.  
Unfortunately, there is not a clear-cut guide for 
the Christmas tree grower.  The need for 
applying fertilizer to a Christmas tree field is far 
less clear than it is for applying fertilizer to field 
crops, which are generally much heavier nutrient 
users than trees.  I reported on the findings of 
several academic studies of Christmas tree 
fertilization and my own fertilizer experiment in 
an earlier issue of Pines and Needles (Winter 
2005).  I have, since then, pursued the subject 
by communicating with some Christmas tree 
experts and by finding several more academic 
studies on tree fertilization.  Some of you may be 
interested in what I found. 

     It may be helpful to summarize the findings 
that I reported earlier before presenting the more 
recent findings.  I found from our VCTGA 
member-survey and discussions with some 
members that fertilization practices vary greatly.  
Some fertilize regularly, some donôt fertilize at all, 
and growers who fertilize regularly use widely 
varying fertilizer mixtures.  The four research 

papers I summarized earlier presented results 
from field studies on various tree species.  They 
generally found no significant effects on terminal 
or shoot growth, but they all found improved 
needle color from nitrogen fertilization.  I also 
reported that my own crude field experiment, 
including 900 treated and 900 untreated trees, 
found no apparent effects from a one-time 
application of urea (46-0-0).  Based on the 
research papers and my own experiment, I 
concluded that it is probably not beneficial to 
fertilize my trees on a regular basis. 

     My quest, this time around, for research on 
the effects of fertilizing Christmas trees, began 
with a phone conversation with Frank Gouin, 
professor emeritus, University of Maryland.  
Professor Gouin taught horticulture for 32 years 
and is a long-time Christmas tree grower in 
eastern Maryland.  I mentioned to Prof. Gouin 
that the four studies of Christmas tree fertilization 
that I had read earlier found no significant growth 
effect from fertilization, and I wanted to find out if 
he was aware of other research on the subject 
that might show different results.  He did not 
mention any other studies to me but was most 
adamant in denouncing the use of fertilizer on 

Christmas trees as a complete 
waste of time and money.  This 
was an interesting observation 
from a very knowledgeable 
person, but it did not provide me 
with any more systematic studies 
on the subject. 

     My next step was to e-mail 
Professor John Frampton, a 
noted Christmas tree expert at 
North Carolina State University.  
My e-mail explained to him who I 
am, the findings of the research I 
had turned up so far, and asked 
if he could direct me to additional 
research papers on the effects of 
fertilizing Christmas trees.  
Professor Frampton responded 
very quickly with some very 

(Continued on page 7) 

FERTILIZE TREES?  MAYBE YES, MAYBE NO  
 

by Steve Rhoades 
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helpful observations.  For example, he noted 
that while fertilization is not really his field, he 
generally recommends applying no more than 
50 lbs of N per acre, each year, and  
sometimes this may not be needed.  He 
added that for economic and environmental 
reasons, no nutrients should be applied 
indiscriminately but only according to soil and 
tissue reports. Professor Frampton then nicely 
referred me to Dr. Ron Gehl, the N. C. State 
extension specialist for Christmas tree 
nutrition. 

     I sent an e-mail to Dr. Gehl, attaching the 
background e-mail that I had sent to Prof. 
Frampton.  Like Prof. Frampton, Dr. Gehl 
responded quickly with helpful observations.  
In addition, he sent me copies of four 
research papers on the effects of nitrogen 
fertilization on Christmas trees.  Before briefly 
summarizing the findings of the four studies, I 
would like to pass along a couple of Dr. 
Gehlôs observations.  Regarding the research 
that I had mentioned to him that had found no 
significant tree growth response to fertilization, 
Dr. Gehl cautioned that even though there is 
published research indicating a lack of tree 
growth in response to fertilization, it is important 
not to ignore what I had mentioned to him about 
studies finding improvement in tree color, 
because that can affect retail value.  
Furthermore, he noted that there has been other 
published research that has found positive 
responses of some Christmas tree species to N 
fertilization.  However, Dr. Gehl cautioned that 
there simply are few clear-cut answers about 
whether any crop, especially a tree crop, will 
respond to any given nutrient fertilizer.  Different 
soils can have such an important influence on 
tree growth that some fields might respond 
significantly while others can go without fertilizer 
for years and still be productive. He added the 
reminder that as trees grow, they are removing 
nutrients from the soil, and it is not clear how 
long natural forces can replace nutrients 
removed by the trees.  The four studies sent to 
me by Dr. Gehl are summarized below. 

     Darrell Turner (Washington State University) 

reported improved color and increased growth of 
Douglas firs from the application of 2 oz. of N per 
tree.  It is important to note that the trees were 
located on very poor soil, with low levels of P, K, 
and Ca, in Washington state.  It seems to me 
that it is precisely under such conditions that it 
would be reasonable to expect that the 
application of fertilizer might be beneficial, but in 
good soils, the outcome would seem much less 
certain.  It is interesting, however, that Turner 
found that treatment with P and K had no 
significant effects; increased growth and 
improved color were strictly associated with N.  
Turnerôs paper appeared in Soil Science Society 
of America Proceedings, Vol. 30 (1966). 

     L. Eric Hinesley, et al. ( North Carolina State 
University) found in a study of Fraser firs that N 
fertilization had slight to moderate effects on 
some of the growth variables (e.g., height and 
width) they analyzed but not on all.  The authors 
also reported that needle weight and length were 
increased as was the retail value of the trees 
based on the estimates of three experienced 

Fertilizer (Continued from page 6) 

(Continued on page 9) 
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marketers of Fraser firs.  This study appeared in 
Horticulture Science, Vol. 35 (August 2000).  I 
think it is important to note that the trees in this 
study were planted at a density of 1740 trees/
acre meaning that 5ô x 5ô spacing was used.  If, 
however, you planted using greater spacing, 
there may be less, if any, benefit from fertilizing 
because of the reduced density.  For example, if 
trees were planted with 7ô x 8ô spacing, which is 
probably more likely on many choose-and-cut 
farms, there would be fewer than half as many 
trees (778) on an acre of land as compared with 
5ô x 5ô spacing.  Presumably, less than half as 
many trees would remove less than half as many 
nutrients from the soil.       

     Robert A. Sleasak (Oregon State University) 
and Russell D. Briggs (State University New 
York) found some increased growth of several fir 
species with the application of  1 oz. of N per 
tree.  The results also showed a more desirable 
needle color.  The study was conducted at 
several sites across central New York and 
appeared in Northern Journal of Applied 
Forestry, 24 (2007). 

     The fourth study, by David E. Rothstein 
(Michigan State University), found no significant 
effects from fertilization of Fraser firs on tree 
growth or morphology.  He did, however, find 
improved foliage health in terms of ñchlorophyll 
florescenceò.  This study is particularly 
interesting, because it is the only one of the 
studies that I have seen that analyzed the effects 
of N fertilization on N leaching into the water 
below the rooting zone.  That is, it looked at the 
N polluting effects that may result from N 
fertilization of Christmas trees.  Rothstein found 
that N concentration in water leaching below the 
rooting zone increased markedly with increasing 
application rates of fertilizer.  He noted that his 
ñé results suggest that fertilization of Michigan 
Fraser fir plantations greatly exceed the capacity 
of trees and surface soils to store N, provide no 
benefit to tree growth, and create the potential 
for significant N pollution of ground and surface 
water.ò (p. 175) 

     What may we conclude from the four studies 

reviewed here and the four studies I reviewed in 
my earlier note on this subject in Pines and 
Needles?  I think it is fair to conclude that in 
some cases N fertilizer may improve tree growth 
and in other cases it may not.  The bulk of the 
evidence suggests that needle color may be 
improved by the application of N, especially to 
firs.  It may also be reasonable to infer from 
these studies that, as theory would suggest, we 
may be more likely to observe benefits from N if 
we are growing trees on poor soil or in densely 
planted fields.  Based on theory and  evidence 
from the one study that analyzes N pollution, it 
seems reasonable to conclude that if we apply N 
beyond what our trees can use, we are likely to 
pollute ground and surface water.  Obviously, we 
would also unnecessarily increase our costs for 
labor and supplies if we were to apply fertilizer 
when it is not needed at all, or if we applied more 
than what is needed.  Importantly, a strong 
cautionary note about the overuse of N and other 
nutrients was made by several of the experts on 
Christmas trees. 

     What can you do to avoid increasing your 
costs and creating water pollution by 
unnecessarily fertilizing your Christmas trees?  It 
seems to me that getting a soil analysis done, at 
no charge, by VA Tech is the first step that you 
can take.  Soil sample boxes with instructions 
are available from your county office of the VA 
Cooperative Extension Service.  Just follow the 
instructions and mail your soil sample for testing.  
The soil report you receive will tell you if your soil 
is deficient in any of the standard macro (except 
N) and micro nutrients.  I do, however, caution 
against automatically following the fertilizer 
recommendations provided with the soil analysis 
you receive for reasons described below. 

     The Extension Service provides you with 
some information to help you assess the fertilize 
needs of your trees on the back of your Soil Test 
Report or in  a small pamphlet, ñSoil Test Note 1: 
Explanation of Soil Test Notesò.  It says that if 
your soil tests Medium, plants sometimes 
respond to fertilizer, and if your soil tests High to 
Very High, plants do not usually respond.  Thus, 
I canôt understand why the soil reports that I 
receive always recommend the application of P 

Fertilizer (Continued from page 7) 

(Continued on page 17) 




