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GROWING CHRISTMAS TREES FOR SALE
 
The growing of Christmas trees has become a popular pastime for many small block holders in New Zealand, 
some of them solely for enjoyment and income and in other cases to satisfy council subdivision bylaws.  The 
following is a brief outline on the process Pinus radiata must go through to become a Christmas tree, but the 
basic principles are the same for most other species listed below. 

LAND  

Land available for planting Christmas trees should be flat to rolling contour have  good access, fertile and rea-
sonable drainage.

THE END PRODUCT 

The desired end product should be of a conical shape, possess numerous side branches and being free of dis-
ease and attractive to look at.  Being attractive to look and as described below will make the end product easy 
to market

TREE PURCHASE 

Select the species you wish to grow based on the market you intend to capture.  In New Zealand the most popu-
lar choice is Pinus radiata as it is fast growing and over the years it is the species that we have all been exposed 
to.  The following is a brief list of some of the species that are commonly grown for Christmas trees around the 
world. 

Pinus radiata (multinodal or control pollinated*)Some Abies species  

Pinus muricata Some Picea species  

Pinus pinea Pinus slyvestris 

Trees are usually purchased in increments of 100’s or 1000’s and most seasons we have quantities of the above 
species.   Or alternatively these species can be grown on a contract basis a year or two in advance (contact the 
nursery for details). 

*Control pollinated Christmas trees seedlings are grown from trees which have traits desirable for the grower.  
The traits are rapid growth (if this was a forest tree it would be a GF32) multinodal branching habit and good 
dothistroma resistance.

FERTILISER 

It is not really necessary to fertilise your Christmas trees, but doing so will show improved growth and better 
over all nutritional heath.  Fertiliser tablets are available from the nursery. These fertiliser tablets supply suffi-
cient nutrient for one growing season and are easy to apply.



TREE SPACING 

The spacing of trees is a personal matter but we have found the following spacing to be the most successful in 
providing long term sustainability of the block of land and a fast growing well-shaped tree.  The spacing of 1.8m 
by 1.8m enables you to use a tractor-operated mower to maintain the grass growth around the trees without 
excessive chemical control.  Should space be of a premium then the trees can be planted 1.8m by 900mm or the 
distance between the rows may be reduced to 1.5m should you have a narrower tractor mower system (most 
tractor mounted mowers are around 1.5 to 1.8m wide).  But remember – although closer spacing may increase 
the return, the cost of maintenance will be affected and the risk of insect perdition, funguses and long term 
sustainability will be greater. 

TREE PLANTING  

Plant the tree using a multicut method giving good cultivation to depth of 300mm.  Place the seedlings in the 
bottom of the hole and replace the dirt.  Pull the seedling upwards about 80mm whilst firming the soil with your 
boots.  Ensure the seedling is planted vertically and all spade cuts are closed.

GROWTH 

The normal growth pattern of Pinus radiata is as follows: 

One year after planting Height = Approx. 1m 

Two Years after planting Height = Approx. 2-3m 

Three Year after planting Height = Approx. 3-4m 

Some Christmas trees should be ready to harvest after 2.5 years with the majority being ready to harvest  in 3.5 
years.

RELEASE SPRAYING 

Releasing is the spraying or cutting of vegetation which grows around the base of the tree and if left unchecked 
would eventually smother the tree shortly after planning by restricting light, moisture uptake causing reduced 
growth and sometimes mortality.

PRUNING AND SHAPING 

To promote growth of side branches a program of pruning is required.  The program commences in February 
or March after the season in which trees were planted.  Pinch out or prune the growing tips of all branches and 
remove the growing tip .  Removal of the growing tips and any multiple leaders and heavy side branches will 
promote the growth or many new shoot tips which in time will grow into new leaders and lateral branches.  
The most vigorous branch will become the new leader and the rest of the  will shoots will become branches.  
This method is used to control the distance between each whorl and help to improve the bushiness and conical 
shape of the tree.  Remove the bottom 400mm of growth from the tree prior to planting in in the late spring after 
plants have established.  Removal of the bottom growth forms the stem that will support the tree in a container 
once it is harvested.  Trees grown in the nursery for Christmas trees that are topped are topped at 400mm to 
450mm in the nursery.  In most cases this is where the first whorl will form.  Occasionally some form small 
branchlets below the topping point and these will continue to grow and  should be removed at the first pruning.  
The above pruning operation should be repeated in November, which will be about 18 months after planting.  
Then again in Feb - March which will be 24 months after planting.  The final pruning will be September - Octo-
ber and be sufficient to finalise the shape before sale. 



DISEASE AND PEST CONTROL 

Disease and pest control are essential in the growing of Christmas trees the most common disease is Dothistro-
ma pini  (Needle cast disease or Dothy).  Control is only on new unifected foliage so once the trees are infected 
the infected foliage will die back and fall off.  The other pest is a small Thrip that chews needles and possibly 
spread other deseases  Control of both of the above is by spraying with 4kgs of copper oxychloride fungicide, 
50mls pyrethrum insecticide and spraying oil at 1% of total mix – per hectare.  Remember that spraying equip-
ment should be calibrated properly.  We also have a hand out available at the nursery which will instruct you 
how to do this.   As a preventative measure the best times to apply the spray is October, February and March in 
each season. 

It should be remembered that all pruning should be done on time and that the times above are only an indi-
cation of when they should be done.  Observation is the best tool to ensure that you get it right and through 
observation you will be keeping an eye on the trees for any signs of disease.

HARVESTING 

When Christmas trees are ready to be sold they should be cut from the ground as close to sale time as possible.   
Once the purchaser is ready to pot the tree they should then cut an additional 20mm of the base of the tree and 
then make another cut 20mm above this cut one third of the way through the stem.   Cutting the bottom from 
the stem will remove the hard layer of sap and allow water to enter the stem and the second cut will facilitate 
the uptake of additional water and prolong the life of the tree after harvest.  The tree should be placed in a mix 
of gravel and be watered every day with up to a litre of water.

CONCLUSION 

It must be remembered that all crop-growing operations are “HANDS ON OPERATIONS”! All of the above 
treatments are increased or deleted as necessary; observation is essential to determine at which stage each 
operation is started.  However with a little practice and observation the reward at harvest can make the project 
satisfying.  
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