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Many families enjoy the ambiance of a 
traditional fresh cut Christmas tree.  
Choosing that perfect tree, bringing it 
home and decorating it are part of many 
families’ holiday traditions.  Properly 
caring for a cut tree right from the start, 
will ensure that your tree will last 
through the holiday season. 
 
When a Christmas tree is cut, more than 
half its weight is water.  Look for a fresh 
tree when making your tree selection.  
Check the condition of the needles.  A 
fresh tree will have few brown needles.  
Needles should be flexible and not fall off 
if you run a branch through your hand.  
Raise the tree a few inches off the 

ground and drop it on the butt end.  Very few green needles should fall off the tree.  It is normal for a few 
needles to fall, but if an excessive amount of green needles drop, do not take that tree home.  Losing 
needles may mean the tree is too dry and it could turn into a fire hazard. 
 
Check the cut end of the trunk.  A fresh tree should be sticky with sap rather than smooth and dry.  Taking 
the family out to a local tree farm to cut your own tree will ensure that your tree is fresh and create lasting 
memories.  To prevent your tree from drying out on the way home, cover the tree, especially if it is riding 
on top of your car.  A plastic tree disposal bag works well. 
 
Water is the single most important factor in caring for your fresh cut Christmas tree.  When you bring your 
tree home, make a fresh cut to remove about a half inch from the base of the trunk.  Most tree species can 
go about 6 hours after cutting before dried sap will form.  This barrier of dried sap keeps the tree from 
taking up water. 
 
Using too small a tree stand is one of the biggest mistakes made.  As a general rule, the stand should 
provide 1 quart of water per inch of stem diameter.  Do not let the water level go below the base of the 
tree.  With many tree stands, water may be in the stand but the base of the tree cannot reach it.  Research 
has shown that plain water will keep a tree fresh.  Using floral preservatives or additives such as aspirin or 
sugar are not recommended as they have been shown to provide no benefit to the tree.  Do not add 
water-holding gels to the stand.  They can actually reduce the amount of water (in the stand) that is 
available to the tree.  Most Christmas trees will use about a quart of water every day so refill with cool, 
clean, fresh water. 



 
If you are not going to put the tree up right after you get it home, you should store it in a bucket of water 
in a dark, cool, humid place (33 to 50 degrees F; 85 to 90 percent relative humidity), well ventilated and 
free of drafts.  Do not leave a fresh tree in the sun.  Make a fresh cut on the butt of the tree before you 
place it into the water and again before placing it in the tree stand.  Make sure the base of the tree is 
straight and 6 to 8 inches long so it fits in the stand. 
 
The lower the room temperature and the higher the humidity, the longer a cut tree will last.  Pick a spot 
that is not near a radiator, heat vent, wood stove, or fireplace as these can dry the tree out.  Try not to put 
your tree in front of a window that receives direct sunlight as this can also dry it out.  Flame retardants or 
anti-transpirants are not necessary as they have little effect on cut trees. 
 
Stay safe this holiday season when decorating.  Make sure that your tree is secured in a sturdy tree stand 
away from high traffic areas and sources of open flames, such as candles and fireplaces.  Before putting 
lights on your tree, check that the cords are not worn or frayed.  Using lights that produce low heat, such 
as miniature lights, will reduce drying.  Consider switching over to LED lights.  They are cooler than 
incandescent lights, last longer and use less electricity.  When you leave home or go to bed turn the tree 
lights off.  Take your tree down before it dries out.  A properly cared for tree will last about five weeks 
indoors. 
 
Real Christmas trees are biodegradable, which means they can be recycled for mulch or other purposes.  
Many communities have a tree recycling program where they are chipped for mulch.  There are also other 
ways to give your tree a second life.  The boughs can be cut from the tree and used in the garden to 
protect tender plants or placed on garden beds.  You can put the tree in the backyard or under bird 
feeders to provide shelter for birds.  If you have a pond, you can even sink it in the pond to create fish 
habitat.  Burning your Christmas tree in a fireplace or wood stove is not recommended. 
 
Most Christmas trees are now grown as a specialized crop.  In NYS there are approximately 17,000 acres of 
Christmas trees being grown.  To have a steady supply each year, tree farmers plant more trees than they 
harvested.  According to the National Christmas Tree Association, when one Christmas tree is cut down, 
one to three trees are planted in its place.  That is an average of 56 million trees planted every year.  
Christmas tree farming is a year round job.  Just like any other crop, insects, weeds and diseases need to 
be controlled.  Trees also need to be sheared for several years to get that perfect Christmas tree form. 
 
It can take 7 to 15 years to grow a good 6 to 7 foot Christmas tree in New York.  Christmas trees are often 
grown on soil that will not support other crops.  Christmas tree farms help stabilize soil, protect our water 
supply, clean the air, produce oxygen and provide a refuge for wildlife.  All while creating a scenic view. 
 
Resources for this article include:  National Christmas Tree Association, Christmas Tree Farmer's Association 
of New York, University of Illinois Extension, Montana State University, and SUNY College of Environmental 
Science and Forestry. 

 


