
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBILITIES 

ORGANIC CHRISTMAS 
TREES 



A BIT ABOUT ME  

ÅWorked with 

Christmas trees 

since 1988  

ÅStationed in western 

North Carolina  

ÅMountain conifer 

integrated pest 

management 

specialist with NCSU  

 



MY THING IS IPM ð NOT 
NECESSARILY ORGANIC 

òIPM is a strategy which encourages 

the reduction of pesticide use by 

employing a variety of pest control 

options in harmonious combination 

to contain or manage pests below 

their economic injury levels.ó 



TODAYõS PLAN 

In just 20 
minutes!!!  

What is organic?  

The interest in organic Christmas trees  

Commercial Fraser fir organic production  

The Extension Fraser fir organic 
demonstration  

What it will take to grow organic certified 
Christmas trees  



WHAT IS ORGANIC?  

Organic food production is based on a system of 

farming that mimics natural ecosystems that balance 

pest and beneficial organism populations and 

maintain and replenish fertility of the soil.  The term 

ôorganicõ in the United States is applied to the 

agricultural products produced on farms that adhere 

to the USDAõs National Organic Program (NOP) Rule. 



ORGANIC òFACTOIDSó 

Organic 
has 
become 
big in 
last 5 
years  

73% of US families purchase organic  (2009)  

3.7% of all food purchases in the US are organic 
(2010) 

Organic supplements accounted for 35% of 
organic non -food sales,  followed by organic fiber 
and organic personal care products  

In 2009, overall organic sales in US was $26.6 billion 
of which $1.8 billion were organic non -food sales  





After all no 

one eats a 

Christmas 

tree!  

WHY ORGANIC 
CHRISTMAS 
TREES? 



ORGANIC CHRISTMAS TREES 

ÅAbout 15 years  ago , we  conducted  a survey to 

determine  customer  preference  for organic  

ÅResults indicated  that  most  people didnõt really  

care if Christmas trees were  organic  and customers  

that  typically  bought  organic  food  didnõt set up a 

Christmas tree  

ÅMain thing  ð people want  a pretty  tree  

ÅHowever , in recent  years , organic  has become  

more «  mainstream  » 

 





ORGANIC TREES IN THE NEWS 

Å« Everyone  knows  Asheville is a hotbed  for 
organic  growers . But when  it comes  to 
Christmas trees, the bed  is just sort of 
lukewarm . » 

ÅSpoke  with  Aubrey Raper  of Rogue Harbor  
Farm in Madison County  who  sell organic  
trees. 

ÅSpoke  with  Vicky Heatherly  of Continued  
Traditions farm  in Haywood  County  who  sold 
« insecticide -free  » trees. 
 

December 20, 2009 Citizen -Times article òWhatõs on your tree? Organic 

Christmas tree growers fill a small nicheó by John Boyle 



THE EARTHWISE CHRISTMAS TREE 

ÅCompared real trees 
vs. fake trees  

ÅSuggested finding 

organic trees and 
gave the following 

web site  

ÅSuggested fake trees 
werenõt a good 

environmental 

choice  

 
By Nina Shen Rastogi , Oprah Magazine, December, 2009  



Organic Christmas Tree 

Å Buy an organic, free-range Christmas tree at Urban 
Earth Co-op, and help save old-growth White Pine 
forests  

Å Celebrate Christmas with a fragrant Northwoods 
.ŀƭǎŀƳ CƛǊ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǊ ²ƘƛǘŜ tƛƴŜ 
forest from wildfire. These trees are harvested as 
part of a best management strategy to protect and 
foster old growth of White Pine trees adjacent to 
the Boundary Waters Canoe Area. A critical 
conservation practice in mature stands is to 
remove these smaller trees. 

Å After the blowdowns in the Boundary Waters, the 
fuel loads increased astronomically, raising the fire 
danger in the regionςfires kill White Pine forests. 
Clearing out the under-story by removing many of 
the younger abundant trees, such as Balsam Fir, 
reduces fire intensities and creates openings for 
pine white and red pine seedlings. In the past, 
these trees are cut, then burned or chipped.  

Price range from $20-$50 

http://www.urbanearthcoop.org/


MY INTEREST IN ORGANIC 
CHRISTMAS TREES 

ÅBegan working with organic Christmas trees in 1991 

ÅHave had a few small grants through the years to 

investigate predatory mites in particular ð Jeff Owen, 

Christmas tree specialist has also worked with fertility 

and weed control  

ÅHave worked with several organic pesticides  

ÅWorked with several growers based on their interest 

and need  



ORGANIC  
NEGLECTED 

I donõt think we 

want to go back 

to poor quality 

trees just to be 

organic.  

Fraser fir for sale in 1960. 



SADLY, THE 
REST IS ABOUT 
FRASER FIR 

But donõt worry. I know 
well the publicõs interest 
in other species besides 
Frasers, and what we 
are learning in the 
mountains should work 

anywhere.  

At the Southern Christmas Show in Raleigh, consumers frequently 

ask more questions and comment more about the Leyland Cypress 

than the Fraser fir.  



COMMERCIAL 
ORGANIC TREES 

These Frasers, sold in 
2007, are certified 

organic. Grown in 
Mitchell County, they 
have commanded top 
dollar the last two years 
regardless of falling 
market prices 

elsewhere.  



Two most difficult issues 
with growing Christmas 
trees organically are 
weed control in young 
trees and fertility of a 
multi -year crop.  

ORGANICALLY 
GROWN 
CHRISTMAS TREES 



Organically grown trees 
have used heavy 
emphasis on mowing 
which encourages 
grass. 

COMMERCIAL 
ORGANIC FRASER 
FIR IN MITCHELL  
COUNTY  



ORGANIC VS. 
CONVENTIONAL  

The conventional trees 
in the foreground have 
a lot more biodiversity 
and flowering plants. 
This is due to the low 
rates of Roundup to 

stunt weeds rather than 
mowing.  



Grass can 

create òweak 

bottomsó 

ORGANIC 
FRASER FIR 





Pictured here is 
a high quality 

organic 

Christmas tree.  

HIGH QUALITY 
CHRISTMAS 
TREES 

His first field of trees didnõt 

do as well.  



Few twig aphids or 

spider mites. Lots 

of predators. Some 

BWA but can keep 

in check with oil.  

PEST CONTROL 
IN ORGANIC  





This grower 
took over a 
field of trees 
and never did 
make a go of 
it. 

OTHER 
ORGANIC 
ATTEMPTS 



The Extension Organic project 

ωPlanted in 2008 

ωAlleghany County  

ωPurpose ς to see how well we could grow Frasers 
organically and at what cost 



First cost: 

Ground cloth! 



Squares are 1 ½ ft. 

Use 5 staples 







EXTENSION DEMONSTRATION PLOT  

Necessity 
is the 
mother 
of 
invention  

87 man hours later , we  got  tired  and 
decided  to quit  ½ way  through !  

Top Ĳ of field is òorganicó ð bottom 
half of field is òlate organicó 

To be certified, you must use only 
organic practices for 3 years -- so we 
started off trees conventionally  



Summer of 2008 


