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Last year I had to take down a couple of 
medium sized conifers.  They weren’t huge 
but once the leaves fell off of the trees that 
were around them, their absence was 
noticeable.  This year the plan is to replant 
other conifers in their place and hopefully 
add some more around the back yard to 
replace older trees that are failing.  Conifers 
and other evergreens are invaluable in the 
landscape.  In addition to providing year-
round color and texture they are important 
for wildlife as sources of food, nesting sites 
and cover. 
 
If you are looking for an inexpensive way to add conifers to your property check out your local Soil and 
Water Conservation Districts (SWCD).  Many conduct tree and shrub sales during the winter for deliver in 
the spring.  They generally offer a variety of bare root evergreen and deciduous seedlings to be used for 
conservation purposes.  These seedlings provide landowners with economical conservation materials to 
establish windbreaks, reforest land, prevent soil erosion and create suitable wildlife habitats. 
 
If you are not familiar with the program there are some things you need to know.  Orders are filled on a 
first come, first served basis.  Seedlings must be ordered in bundles as specified (i.e., 10, 25, 50, etc.).  
Bundles may not be split with different species.  Trees and shrubs are bare root (not in pots).  Each county 
runs their own program so plant selection will vary between counties.  You have to pick the plants up at a 
designated time and place in April.  Conservation packets are also available which have a mixture of trees 
and shrubs and may be for a specific use such as windbreaks, wet areas or for wildlife habitat. 
 
Conifers are a long-term investment.  Consider their size at maturity, shape, color and texture.  Is it 
suitable for your site?  Many conifers are not tolerant of wet soils.  Some are more drought tolerant than 
others.  Is it cold hardy to the area?  If you are planting near a road, is it salt tolerant?  Some conifers are 
better suited for windbreaks than others.  It is always a good idea to research what plant will work for your 
site before you invest your time and money. 
 
Following are descriptions of some of the bare root conifers that are available for purchase through the 
Genesee County SWCD tree and shrub program. 
 
Growing up to 100 feet tall, the Bald Cypress (Taxodium distichum) is a majestic pyramidal tree with soft, 
ferny foliage.  The bark is a dark red-brown to silver-brown with thin, vertical ridges and its heartwood is 
decay resistant.  It is one of the longest living trees in the world.  The bald cypress is known for its knobby 
“knees” that rise up out of the water.  Under dry conditions it does not form the characteristic knees.  



While we generally think of this as a southern tree, it can grow across a wide climatic range being hardy to 
zone 4.  Full sun is preferable but it can tolerate some shade.  It prefers moist, acidic, sandy soils, but will 
tolerate a wide range of soil conditions and it is slightly salt tolerant.  A deciduous conifer, in the fall the 
needles turn an orange cinnamon-brown color before dropping off for the winter. 
 
When is a cedar not a cedar?  When it’s an Eastern Red Cedar, which is actually a juniper (Juniperus 
virginiana).  A native evergreen, it is the most widely distributed conifer in eastern North America.  A slow 
grower it matures at 40 to 50 feet tall and 8 to 20 feet wide.  The scale-like needles are attractive but 
prickly.  Unfortunately, the eastern red cedar is an alternate host for cedar-apple rust, a fungal disease of 
apple, pear and quince trees.  On the plus side Eastern red cedar is resistant to drought and extremes of 
heat and cold (hardy to zone 2).  It grows best in full sun to part shade.  While it prefers deep, moist, well-
drained soil with a pH of 4.7 to 7.8, it is tolerant to a wide range of soils - from poor dry soils, to swampy 
land.  Eastern red cedar is salt and wind tolerant making it a good tree for windbreaks near roads.  You can 
plant this evergreen for future generations of people and wildlife as it is a moderate to long-lived tree, 
with some specimens being 500 years old. 
 
Another evergreen native to NY is the Eastern White Pine (Pinus strobus).  A fast-growing evergreen it 
typically grows 50 to 80 feet tall with a 20 to 40-foot spread.  Its branches are horizontal and tiered making 
it look a bit like a wedding cake.  The bluish green needles are soft and identifiable by their bundles of five 
needles.  Eastern white pine prefers full sun to part shade and tolerates many soil types, including wet 
areas.  Hardy to zone 3. 
 
Fraser Fir (Abies fraseri) is a very fragrant evergreen and frequently grown for Christmas trees.  If left uncut 
they will grow 30 to 70 feet tall with a spread of 10 to 25 feet.  It prefers moist, well-drained loamy soil, 
dislikes high pH and it will not do well on wet, heavy clay soil.  Full sun is best but it will tolerate some 
shade.  Hardy to zone 4. 
 
Contact your local SWCD to see what they offer and for more information about their programs.  Genesee 
County 585-343-2362 x5; Orleans County 585-589-5959 x5; or Wyoming County 585-786-3675. 
 
Resources for this article include:  USDA, North Carolina Extension, Virginia Cooperative Extension, Missouri 
Botanical Garden and Arbor Day Foundation. 
 

 


