
Helpful Advice

Growing Christmas 
Trees
Field Preparation

Christmas tree farming is a labor-intensive process. The 
first-time field should be cultivated to remove grass 
and weeds. Both woody plants and herbaceous weeds 
must be controlled prior to planting; this is most often 
done by application of a chemical herbicide. In addition, 
some types of fertilizers or soil amendments like lime 
or sulphur to adjust the soil pH must be introduced into 
the soil prior to planting. Each species has an optimal pH 
range for growth, so test before planting. The work done 
before planting tree seedlings plays an important role in 
the overall success of a Christmas tree crop.  

Weed Control

After the trees are in the ground, work on the crop 
continues. Pests and diseases must be monitored and 
controlled, and weed growth must also be minimized. 
From planting through to maturation, every year there 
are steps to follow to ensure that you have a healthy 
stand of trees. Late dormancy (winter to early spring) 
is a good time for pre-emergent herbicides such as: 
Devrinol 50 DF, Dual Magnum II, Goal 2XL, Kerb 

(for fall applications), Simazine 480, Sureguard, 
Princep-Nine T, Casoron G4 (apply at below 15°C), 
Lontrel 360EC, Gramoxone, Dacthal 75W or Velpar 
DF. These will control weeds before or as they germinate. 
Many growers will tank mix to control weeds that have 
yet to emerge from the soil and kill any that have already 
started to grow. A popular pre-emergent tank mix is 
Sureguard with glyphosate (Touchdown, Credit 45 
or Crush’R) or Sureguard with Velpar. Always check 
labels for recommended and allowable tank mixes.  

Broadstar, Ronstar 2G, Devrinol 50 DF and Gallery 
75DF are pre-emergent herbicides for container grown 
conifers and nursery stock. Not for field use. 
Both pre and post emergent herbicides may be non-
selective which means they work on contact. Care should 
be taken to read the labels carefully before mixing and 
use a directed spray that will not contact your trees. 
Some post-emergent herbicides include: Velpar 
DF, 2,4-D Amine 600, Lontrel 360, Poast-Ultra 
with Merge, Credit 45, Touchdown, Crush‘R and 
Venture. 

Fertilization

An early spring fertilizer application based on your tree’s 
needs should be applied. Each species of conifer has 
different nutrient demands. Some have lower needs like 
Scotch pine, while Fraser and Douglas firs are heavier 
feeders.  Fertilizer can be applied as a general broadcast 
application over the entire area or to the root zone only 
along the tree’s drip line. Do not apply under the tree 
near the trunk. First application should be applied at 
least 2 weeks prior to bud-break. Experience has shown 
that when grass is growing up to the drip-line of the 
trees, The N rate may need to be as high as 120 lb/acre. 
A “general” Nitrogen (N) recommendation is 1 oz. of N 
per tree per year. One rule to keep in mind is that all N 
applications should be completed two or three months 
before the onset of freezing weather. This ensures that 
the trees have adequate time to “harden-off” before 

freezing weather occurs. A tree that has had lush 
growth late in the season is often more likely to suffer 
low temperature damage than one that has not. Next 
season, the brown needles may be due to cold injury. 
Growers often split their fertilizer applications. Apply in 
March – April and again in late June. Growers who want 
green trees in the harvest year will often apply a higher 
N rate in late summer. 

General Fertilizer Schedule 
based on Tree Age

Ounces of N/tree

Years Species Group Spring Mid 
Summer

1 All species 1/2 -- 

2 All species 1/2 -- 

3 Fraser fir, Norway 
spruce 

1/2-2/3 1/3-1/2 

3 White, Virginia, 
Scotch pines

1/2 1/2 

4 Fraser fir, Norway 
spruce

2/3 1/3 

4 White, Virginia, 
Scotch pines

1/2 1/2 

5 All species 1/2 1/2

Notes: For ages older than 5, continue the 1/2-ounce 
split application annually until harvest. In fall of harvest 
year, apply 1/3 oz. of N/tree on Fraser fir and Norway 
spruce to improve color. Choose-and-cut growers can use 
tree height to gauge N rate. Apply 1 oz of urea or 2 oz of a 
fertilizer with approximately 20 percent N per foot of tree 
height.

Terralink carries a wide range of field fertilizer blends 
with or without micros. There are slow or controlled 
release blends for every nutrient need. Popular tree 
blends include: 12-12-12 +micros for new plantings, 
18-7-10 + micros (90% CRN), 21-7-10 + micros 
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(60% CRN), 15-8-11 +12S (50% CRN), 18-18-18 
+3S, 16-16-16+2.5S +1Mg and 5-20-27 which is 
better suited for fall feeding. (None of these blends 
should be used in the greenhouse or in containers.) 
Base your fertilizer blend on your soil or tissue samples 
to match the nutrients you need. For container grown 
trees there are a wide range of slow release fertilizer 
blends in short or long release times. Contact TerraLink 
to recommend a blend that suits your needs.

For Conifer seedling growers in greenhouses we offer a 
line of fully soluble Plant Prod water soluble fertilizers. 
The Starter blends, 10-52-10 + micros or 11-41-8, 
are very safe with a low salt index. The Growth blends 
include 28-14-14, 12-2-14 for plugs, 20-8-20 and 14-
0-14 with Calcium to be used in rotation, or 20-20 
-20. All which  are beneficial during the growth phase.

 The Finisher Blend 12-17-29 is a good formulation to 
harden off conifer seedlings in the fall and to increase 
plant resistance to frost and drought.

Pest Control

During the winter / spring months you will want to 
monitor for pests as well as replant, shear and basal 
prune (done early in the rotation and only done once).  

From bud break and the vegetative growth stage of the 
spring / summer, is when most herbicide, fungicide and 
insecticide applications are done. Continual scouting 
and monitoring for pests should be done on a regular 
basis during the growing season until fall dormancy.

For a list of Diseases and Insects in BC, visit the following 
website, http://forestry-dev.org/diseases/nursery/
index_e.html 

Common pests of Christmas trees include but aren’t 
limited to: various species of Aphids (Spruce Aphid), 
Balsam woolly adelgid, mites (Spruce Mite), root or shoot 
weevils (Black Vine Weevil, Balsam root aphid), scale, tip 

& shoot worms (Western Spruce budworm), webworms, 
beetles and sawflies. Options for insecticides can be 
general for many pests or specific to one or two. Ensure 
you read labels to use the correct spray at the correct 
life stage of the pest and at the correct rates for the 
insects you have. Some Insecticides registered for use on 
Christmas trees are: Dyno-mite 75WP, Admire 240, 
Floramite, Kanemite, Endeavor 50WG, Orthene 
75SP, Lagon, Thionex EC (no longer used after Dec. 
2016), Ripcord 400EC, Lannate TNG, Tristar 70WSP, 
Imidan 50WP, Dipel 2X DF, Pounce EC, Ambush 500 
EL & Opal insecticidal soap.  Some of these are softer 
on beneficials than others. 

Fungal or bacterial diseases such blights, cankers, shoot 
& tip die-back, needle casts and root rots can be major 
problems in your trees if not controlled from an early 
stage. Unless you are 100% sure of the disease, it is 
best to get a tissue sample analyzed. Once you have a 
diagnosis you can choose the correct spray to control or 
eradicate the problem. Many growers use preventative 
sprays or cultural controls to lessen disease incidences. 
General clean up is a good place to start. Fungicides / 
bactericides may be generic (broad spectrum) or specific 
so read the labels. 

Registered products include: Subdue Maxx, Daconil 
2787 & Daconil Ultrex, Echo 720, Copper sprays, 
Manzate DF, Banner Maxx and Aliette Ornamental. 
Some sprays are also specific to certain tree species so 
use care. Some fungal diseases have alternate hosts 
such as bracken fern, various berry crops, goldenrod, 
aster, fireweed, Labrador tea plus other landscape trees. 
Remove host species whenever possible. A good website 
to view pictures of symptoms and damage via the table 
of contents link is http://www.na.fs.fed.us/spfo/pubs/
misc/xmastree/.

Other pests to be controlled may include rodents and 
slugs. Traps for rodents may be used instead of chemicals. 
For slugs and snails, rather than using metaldehyde 
based products, Sluggo snail & slug control is safe to 
use as it is iron based. A child and pet friendly option. 

Antistress Options

LeafShield Anti-transpirant provides a safe, effective 
and affordable solution to maintaining plant quality. 
It reduces moisture stress and protects plants against 
desiccating weather conditions. When applied, 
LeafShield dries to a thin, waxy layer that protects the 
leaf without discoloration. LeafShield is safe for use on 
all plants, including blue spruce and other sensitive 
varieties. Makes your holiday greenery last longer. Do 
not use on roots.
Another option is Anti-Stress 550. It is used to reduce 
moisture loss in plants in hostile environmental 
conditions. Apply before upper and lower leaf of needle 

surfaces and when the product can dry before an 
anticipated period of frost and freeze are to occur. Can 
be used on trees in the field and on cut Christmas trees. 
Product will stay effective for 45 to 60 days.
 
Supplies

Terralink is your one stop source for your equipment 
needs. We carry spray suits, gloves, spray masks and 
cartridges, pruners, fertilizer and granular weed control 
dispensers and backpack sprayers to name a few. Take a 
few moments to visit our website at www.tlhort.com. 
From there you can type in any of the chemical names, 
fertilizer blends or general terms into our search bar. We 
have all the chemical labels and MSDS sheets on our site 
for your convenience. If you cannot find something you 
are looking for, please call your sales rep or our sales 
desk.

Disease Control

Needle Cast Diseases
Needle cast diseases are caused by fungi. Needle casts 
are different from needle blights. Typical symptoms 
include yellow or brown spots or bands on needles, 
needle tip discoloration or die-back, needle death, and 
premature dropping of needles. Typically the previous 
season’s needles are the ones showing symptoms. 
Current season needles may appear healthy even 
though they too may be infected.
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Diagnosing needle cast is best done by submitting 
samples to a laboratory. Sometimes there may be 
more than one fungi present on the needles. As soon 
as the pathogen starts to kill the needle tissue, other 
opportunistic fungi may also start to grow. These are 
called saprophytes since they live on dead tissue. You 
will also find this type of fungi on needles that were 
killed by other means such as fertilizer burn or root rots.

Needle cast diseases have a one-year cycle. Needles are 
infected in the Spring as new shoots are elongating and 
growing. Symptoms will not typically show and needles 
will not be shed until the following season. The spores 
are usually produced later in the season and can at times 
still be produced after the needle has dropped to the 
ground. There are always exceptions, as some needle 
cast diseases can product symptoms on new growth 
or even the previous two years of needles. At times the 
fungus can grow into stem and branch tissue as well. 
Defoliation over several seasons can cause branch or 
even tree death.

Prevention is the key! Most fungicides protect the plant 
from infection and do not cure it once it has a disease. 
Once a needle cast is properly diagnosed, there are four 
control strategies to prevent the continued spread:

1. Cut and burn the problem tree. Remove all possibly 
infected debris and prunings from the field. 

2. Increase air circulation to promote faster drying of 
foliage. This may mean better spacing or selective 
pruning. 

3. Maintain good fertility and proper soil pH as a 
stressed plant is more prone to pests and diseases.

4. Accurately time fungicide sprays as needed. 
Good coverage of current needles is essential to 
prevent further infections. The first application is 
to be made when shoot emergence is less than 5 
cm, and subsequent applications at 7 to 10-day 
intervals until conditions no longer favour disease 
development.

Apply fungicides preventively when conditions favour 
disease development.

Common Needle Casts of BC:

Rhabdocline Needle Cast – Rhabdocline spp.
Douglas firs from seedlings to up to 30 years of age 
are susceptible. It is the only known host for this 
particular pathogen. First symptoms are pale yellow 
spots on needles, mostly near the tips in the fall or early 
winter. Next spring these are reddish-brown and are in 
sharp contrast to the green of the rest of the needle. 
Fruiting structures develop in May – June usually 
on the lower needle surface. Needles are shed soon 
after the appearance of the fruiting bodies. Christmas 
tree plantations can be severely damaged. Scout for 

symptoms prior to bud break in late winter or early 
spring. (March to July).

Fungicides for prevention include: Daconil, Banner 
Maxx – (Rhizosphaera kalkhoffii, on spruce and fir, 
Stigmina lautii needle cast on spruce and Lirula nervata 
needle cast on balsam fir), Manzate DF – (Coryneum 
blight, Keithia blight, Dieback, or Rhabdocline 
needle cast on Arborvitae, Juniper and Douglas Fir, 
Lophodermium needle cast on Pine) and Dithane DG 
Rainshield – same as Manzate. Use protectant sprays 
from mid April to mid June as weather dictates.

Swiss Needle Cast – Phaeocryptopus gaumannii
Douglas fir is the host. Signs and symptoms include 
parallel rows of tiny, black fruiting bodies on the 
underside of older needles, yellowing and mottling 
of infected needles and trees lose interior needles and 
look thin. Start scouting the underside of needles in the 
third growing season prior to bud break. Look in areas 
where there is poor air movement and at field edges. Pay 
particular attention to trees that appear off color or thin. 
Spray protective fungicides at bud-break and continue 
at 3 week intervals until conditions no longer favour 
disease development. Remove and destroy heavily 
infected trees prior to bud break. Infected needles 
cannot be cured however fungicide sprays containing 
chlorothalonil (Daconil 2787 or Echo 720 – Bravo is 
not registered on Christmas trees. Echo has a higher 
concentration than Bravo) or mancozeb (Manzate DF or 
Dithane DG Rainshield) may help prevent new infection. 
Using preventative treatments, thin trees may regain 
their lush, full look within two years.

Plant Nutrition

Fall Soil Sampling 
In many field grown crops, a soil test is not necessary 
more than once every couple of years. 
A Standard test package at Terralink’s Plant Science 
Lab includes pH, organic matter, salts, nitrate-N, 
phosphate, potash, sulphur, magnesium, calcium and 
base saturation. Although this is sufficient, it doesn’t 
hurt to check micronutrients every 5-6 years too. Even 
though most nursery stock typically do not respond to 
applications of micronutrients (in the Fraser Valley, at 
least) you wouldn’t want your crop to suffer in quality 
because of some minor nutrient that has strayed a little 
low. The detailed test package is more expensive but 
also includes sodium, zinc, boron, copper, manganese 
and iron.

Fall is the best time to soil test. Why? Several reasons: 
except for nitrogen and sulphur, the other nutrients 
don’t leach over winter. What is tested in the fall is 
what is present in the spring. Your recommended rates 
for nitrogen and sulphur are based more on crop need 
rather than soil test levels. Having little to no nitrogen 
or sulphur remaining late in the fall is not a bad thing 
as long as they are present in the Spring when you trees 
are preparing for the next season’s growth. Second, both 
the labs and the folks who conduct soil testing are less 
busy than they are in the spring. Last, fall testing allows 
you more time to apply limestone, should the soil test 
indicate your field has become too acidic, as it is always 
drier in the fall. Oftentimes a pH that is too low or too 
high can make certain nutrients either unavailable or 
toxic even at low levels. The best time to apply lime is in 
the fall just before the rains.

The Plant Science Lab is at 
our Abbotsford location. 
Besides soil testing, the lab 
also provides testing for 
pH, soil texture, irrigation 
suitability and others. Call 
for test types and costs.
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Disease Control

Common Rusts of 
Christmas Trees
True fir rusts may cause growth deformation (brooms), 
or defoliation (premature needle drop), or both. The 
major threat is probably in forest nurseries, where there 
are high densities of susceptible host trees and where 
there tends to be high humidity, which favours the 
development of needle and broom rusts. Identification of 
rusts on true firs is very difficult. Some species cannot be 
identified except when found on their alternate host. The 
rusts are unique among the parasitic fungi in that most 
require two unrelated host plants on which to complete 
their complex life cycle. Windblown basidiospores infect 
new foliage of true firs during May and June. Needle 
rusts are most commonly seen on young trees and on 
the younger branches of older trees. Once known, most 
signs and symptoms of these diseases on the secondary 
host plants are readily discernable. Best control option 
is to interrupt the life cycle by removing the alternate 
host. Currently there are no registered fungicides for rust 
control. Prevention is the key. 

Pucciniastrum geoppertianum Needle Rust – 
Host: Shasta, Noble, and Grand Fir. Alternate host 
is Vaccinium spp. (Blueberry, cranberry, huckleberry, 
lingonberry et al)
Infected needles may have chlorotic areas on current 
season needles and are often banded. A sign of infection 
is white tubelike fruiting bodies on the lower needle 
surface any time of the year. Yellow-orange powdery 
spores are present on needles of all ages. Spray 
protectant fungicides on new developing shoots from 
April to June.

Similar pathogen Pucciniastrum epilobii, Fir-fireweed 
rust, has Fireweed as it’s alternate host. Good weed 
control and preventative sprays will help keep this 
pathogen from further infecting your trees.

Uredinopsis pteridis Needle Rust – Host: Grand, 
White and Shasta Fir. Alternate host is Bracken Fern. 
The pathogen depends on the alternate host for survival. 
Remove and destroy all bracken ferns in or next to your 
field to interrupt the life cycle. Needles of any age can 
be infected. No necrosis on needles. Infected needles 
may have chlorotic areas to yellowing blotches on 
upper surface. White colored spores are produced from 
tubelike fruiting bodies on the lower needle surface 
from April to September. Spray protective fungicides on 
developing shoots from April to June.

Melampsora occidentalis Needle Rust – Host: 
Douglas Fir. Alternate hosts: Black cottonwood, Aspen 
and hybrids of Populus sp. 
Remove susceptible poplar hosts near plantation or 
plant a less susceptible Douglas Fir seed source. Newly 
developing needles may be slightly chlorotic and cream 
to yellow- orange fruiting bodies appear in the first few 
weeks. Discolored areas become necrotic and needles 
shrivel and drop in the following 4-6 weeks. 

Other diseases of note: 
Current Season Needle Necrosis is the worst on Grand 
Fir, slightly less on Nobles and lesser so on Nordman and 
Turkish Firs. Watch for tan discolored bands on random 
needles at the tip of the needle or the entire needle. 
Affected portions become red-brown and needles 
drop. Symptoms present on newly developed needles. 
Scout in areas that are prone to higher temperatures 

during shoot elongation such as valleys. Cause is 
currently unknown but some research suggests foliar 
applications of calcium chloride during shoot elongation 
may reduce the incidence however, this is not always 
recommended as it may burn needle tips. Shading 
during shoot elongation may help as well. Calcium aids 
in the strengthening of cell walls so a balanced fertilizer 
program that promotes a healthy strong plant may be 
beneficial to preventing diseases.
Other needle losses can be caused by environmental 
stress such as low light levels or moisture stress. A long 
hot summer the year before can cause needle drop 
in the next season. Incorrectly calibrated machinery 
and herbicide drift can also cause needle loss or plant 
death. Always ensure your plants have the best possible 
growing conditions for optimal health and follow all 
label instructions for rates and applications of any 
chemicals to prevent crop loss.

Fungicides for needle cast, leafblight, tip or twig blight 
depending on species include: Manzate DF, Dithane 
DG Rainshield, Copper Oxychloride, Daconil 2787.

ZeroTol, a broad spectrum Fungicide / Algaecide, is 
another treatment for the prevention and control of 
fungi and algae. It can be used over the tops of field 
nursery plants for control (curative) and suppression 
(preventative) of a wide range of plant diseases. It is 
hydrogen peroxide based with peroxyacetic acid. When 
tank mixed with other fungicides and insecticides it 
helps prevent resistance due to its fast acting oxidation 
process. Mutational resistance of harmful organisms is 
not possible. Test on a few trees first before using on 
your entire crop.
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