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Introduction




A Time-Honored Tradition


Christmas trees are among the few traditions that have truly stood the test of time, stretching back centuries yet remaining an important part of modern life. While the gifts under the tree have become increasingly high-tech, the tree — a bit of greenery in the home to brighten up the dark winter season — is a simple custom that has endured. Today’s trees have changed, however. Gone are the days of the sparse “Charlie Brown” tree: expectations as to shape, fullness, color, and quality are far more exacting than they once were.
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It takes a more sophisticated approach to produce these higher-quality Christmas trees. No longer do farmers simply cut down wild trees to sell during an otherwise slow time of the year. Today, Christmas tree farming is a specialized segment of agriculture that requires the right site, carefully selected tree species, proper pruning and shearing, and adequate fertility and control of weeds and pests to produce trees that will attract customers and return a good price to the grower. Christmas trees of this sort can be grown by huge industrial-scale farms, but also by growers with more modest operations, and even by backyard hobbyists.


At nearly any meeting of Christmas tree growers you’ll notice that these farmers tend to be older. While there is a renewed interest in agriculture by younger generations, their focus has been largely on food crops. Christmas tree farming represents a mostly overlooked avenue for younger farmers. For those already established in agriculture, Christmas trees might be added to diversify products. Others might grow Christmas trees to keep busy and generate additional income in retirement. Whatever your motivation, this book will guide you through the steps necessary to create and maintain a successful small to mid-sized Christmas tree operation.


Many growers say that most of what they know was learned from others in the Christmas tree business. State and regional Christmas tree associations offer meetings at established farms, where you can ask questions, hear presentations from expert researchers, and find out what works, and what doesn’t. The National Christmas Tree Association (www.realchristmastrees.org) offers the same educational and networking opportunities on a larger scale. You will find fellow farmers almost universally willing to share their expertise and experiences. The modest annual dues and meeting fees can save thousands of dollars in mistakes. Chances are you will also make some good friends who share your interest in growing Christmas trees. That is part of the fun of being in this business.


The many Christmas trees that decorate homes and businesses come from small farms and from large Christmas tree plantations of thousands of acres. Large-scale operations, particularly in the top-producing states of Oregon, Washington, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and Michigan, are multimillion-dollar industrial agriculture businesses that harvest hundreds of thousands of trees each year.


This book is geared more toward smaller-scale tree farmers who might plant and harvest a few hundred to several thousand trees each year, as a hobby that lets them work the land, a sideline to boost their regular income, or a pleasant diversion in retirement. A tree farm can help you make money with interesting outdoor work. It also makes excellent use of fallow land. A field of Christmas trees is attractive and it doesn’t block views as a forest does. Such a project is ecologically attractive. According to the National Christmas Tree Association, each acre of trees provides enough daily oxygen for 18 people, aids in erosion control, and gives excellent cover for wildlife.
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Chapter One




Getting Started


On paper, growing Christmas trees seems to be the rare agricultural endeavor that is easy and profitable. How can one go wrong with a crop of 1,200 trees on one acre? You might buy seedlings for a little more than $1 each and sell mature trees in just 6 to 10 years for $20 or $40 or more apiece. That is not a bad profit margin for a spare-time activity!




Financials


The bottom line is that, like any business, Christmas tree farming comes with its share of market uncertainties. No one can be sure what the situation will be 10 years from now when this year’s seedlings are ready for harvesting. When you weigh the pros and cons of growing any agricultural crop, you always find it a gamble. Working with the many whims of nature is risky and the whims of the buying public can be equally unpredictable. This is not to say that Christmas tree farming isn’t rewarding, or that it can’t be financially profitable, just that it’s not as simple an endeavor as it might seem to those outside the industry.




Small Investment Required


It takes a surprisingly minor initial cash outlay to start a small- to medium-sized Christmas tree project in comparison with the money required for many other agricultural enterprises. The planting stock is relatively inexpensive and only a few essential tools are needed to manage a small plantation. Many of the expenses can be spread over time, as the trees grow. Keep in mind, though, that the first income will also be years in the future.


The wait for the first profits is not much longer, however, than it would be for the first big harvest of apples, walnuts, blueberries, or other similar crops. It is far shorter than waiting for a planting of trees for firewood, timber, or maple syrup to mature.




Annual Harvests vs. a One-Time Bonanza


One common mistake among beginners in the tree business is to plant all their available acreage at once. There are important logistical and financial reasons to stagger your planting. Trees planted at one time will all need the same amount of shearing and other care at the same time each year, eventually creating a huge bubble of work.


More important, though, is the challenge that a single crop of uniform age creates when it comes time to sell. It can be difficult to find a market for a large number of trees all at once, especially without previous sales experience in the business. Also, your one and only crop could be ready to harvest during a period when there is a surplus of trees that would make it difficult to sell them at any price. Even if they can all be sold at a good price, you will face a huge harvesting job that must be completed within a few short weeks, and you will have to pay big income taxes that year. Then you will be left with no more trees to sell until the next crop matures, perhaps 10 years later.


Planting a portion of your acreage each year provides a steadier annual income and more evenly distributes the work of planting, cutting, shearing, harvesting, and marketing. Staggered planting puts you in a better position to develop relationships with wholesale buyers who want to be certain of a source of trees they can depend on year after year, or meet the desires of choose-and-cut customers who value the tradition of returning to the same farm year after year.




Market Realities


Many new growers look only at the profit potential in Christmas trees: the $1 seedling miraculously turning into the $40 tree. It is possible for things to work out in such a rosy fashion. You must not make any mistakes along the way, however, and the weather, markets, and prices must all be favorable. No diseases or insects can wipe out your investment before sales time. And once you start selling your healthy natural product, you’ll discover that artificial trees cut deeply into the market for real trees.










	



Industry at a Glance









	

TYPE




	

Number Purchased




	

Retail Value









	

Real Christmas trees




	

24.5 million




	

$1.01 billion









	

Artificial trees




	

10.9 million




	

$790 million









	

350 million




	

Total number of real Christmas trees currently growing on farms in the U.S.









	

15,000




	

Number of farms growing Christmas trees in the U.S. (more than 100,000 people are employed full- or part-time in the industry)









	

350,000




	

Number of acres of Christmas trees planted in the U.S.









	

Most popular Christmas tree species




	

Balsam fir, Douglas fir, Fraser fir, noble fir, Scotch pine, Virginia pine, and white pine.









	

Source: National Christmas Tree Association, 2012














Artificial Trees


The first plastic trees looked phony. New models have become very realistic. Most are manufactured in China, and the number being imported into the United States is rising dramatically. While real Christmas trees still outsell artificial versions on a year-to-year basis, the longer lifespan of artificial trees — different sources estimate the average artificial tree is kept for six years — means that, overall, they are found in most of the homes that display Christmas trees.


At the same time, a growing number of ordinances have popped up around the country forbidding natural trees in some buildings because of fears they represent a fire hazard. Also, a new generation of potential customers has arrived with no tradition of enjoying real trees and little concern for whether a tree is fake or real — or whether they have Christmas trees in their homes at all.




Natural Trees: The Sustainable Choice


Christmas tree industry groups have worked regionally and nationally to promote farm-grown Christmas trees as the clear ecological choice over plastic trees manufactured overseas using petroleum products and other chemicals. There have also been many fact-based demonstrations to counter tree bans brought about by fears over fires, as well as efforts to emphasize the importance of Christmas traditions such as real Christmas trees.


In 2014, at the industry’s urging, Congress passed and the president signed legislation creating the Christmas Tree Promotion Board, a national marketing collective meant to duplicate the success of agricultural marketing groups such as the National Dairy Council (famous for the “Got Milk?” campaign). Growers who sell more than 500 trees per year will be required to pay 15 cents per tree to help fund a national marketing effort to promote real, farm-grown Christmas trees.




Your Investment of Time and Money


“They just grow, don’t they?” Christmas tree growers often hear this question from friends, neighbors, customers, and others who think that this line of “work” is just a matter of planting some seedlings and waiting for them to grow. This misconception leads people to picture Christmas tree farming as a low-investment, high-return proposition: Just buy a small seedling, stick it in the ground, and kick back a few years before selling the tree for a 300- or 500-percent return on investment.


Even the nurseries that sell Christmas tree seedlings and transplants are often not realistic about how much labor, time, and expense you will have to put forth before you get a stream of income. No matter what the catalogs imply, the cost of buying and planting the small trees will not be your last or, in most cases, even your biggest investment.




Budgeting Tips


Before you order the first tree, it is important to plan carefully an investment budget of both time and money. You will probably find that the time involved is harder to estimate than the money, because your hours will vary depending on your site, how much work can be done mechanically, the tree species you’re growing, the amount of labor you hire, disease and pest outbreaks, and other factors.


Don’t overlook office expenses as you make out your budget. Advertising, insurance, taxes, postage, telephone, stationery, bank fees, and association dues may seem minor, but can add up to a large figure over a period of years. There may also be legal expenses incurred to start up your business, apply for zoning variances and permits, and so on.




Size of Operation


The degree of investment required will depend on the size of the Christmas tree farm you are establishing. It is difficult to define precisely what qualifies as a small, medium, or large operation, but there are some general criteria.


A small planting is one you can manage with the tools and equipment that a gardener or small farmer would ordinarily have on hand. A small operation might be up to several acres in size, harvesting a few hundred trees per year. An operation of this size can be strictly a spare-time occupation, but you must devote a fair number of evenings and weekends throughout the year to planting, as well as to controlling weeds, insects, and disease, and a few weeks each summer for shearing.


A medium-sized operation, perhaps 10 to 50 acres, will probably require extra labor as well as more power equipment. On this size tree farm you will probably need a tree planter, mower, fertilizer spreader, sprayer, tractor, and tree-harvesting equipment. There will also be the annual expenses of fuel, storage of equipment and supplies, fertilizer, machinery upkeep, pesticides, and labor — all of which can add up to a sizable amount before the first tree is sold.


A large planting will occupy hundreds of acres, involving a great deal of equipment, labor, and investment that is beyond the scope of what is covered in this book.




Managing Costs


Before you buy new equipment, look online and in newspapers and trade magazines for classified ads offering used equipment, and check out auctions of growers who are discontinuing operations. Christmas tree associations often have “buy, sell, or trade” classified ads in their newsletters and/or websites.


As in most farm operations, careful attention to production and harvesting costs, even the seemingly insignificant financial ones, can make the difference between success and failure.




Selecting the Best Site


If you are planning to buy land specifically to grow Christmas trees, you have the advantage of searching for the perfect location. Look for land that is accessible by a good road, with fertile soil suited for the species of trees you want to grow, in an area blessed with an ideal climate.


You may also be able to find property near the market you want to supply. In locations far from population centers, the price per tree may be only one-half to one-third of what it might be near affluent suburbs, where there are fewer trees growing locally and the cost of living is generally higher.
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