
Western spruce budworm damage. Photo: Mike Johnson/DNR. 

Western spruce budworm: A spectacular year in 2011 
Posted on December 20, 2011 | Leave a comment | 

“There is an unusual 

caterpillar killing trees 

near Republic!” 

“What is going on with 

the trees at Blewett 

Pass?” 

“Brownish caterpillars 

are everywhere!” 

The telephones at many 

eastern Washington 

Forestry offices started 

ringing in June and 

didn’t stop ringing for 

weeks. People were 

noticing defoliation 

caused by the western 

spruce budworm. Red, 

partially eaten foliage, 

gray tree tops, and caterpillars dropping from conifer trees were common sights across northeastern 

Washington in 2011. 

The western spruce budworm, Choristoneura occidentalis, is a native caterpillar-moth that feeds on the 

expanding buds and new growth of Douglas-fir, grand fir and occasionally Engelmann spruce and 

western larch. It periodically reaches “outbreak” levels which can remain high from 3 to more than 20 

years! 

People notice defoliation in early summer when partially eaten buds continue to expand and the damaged 

needles start to frizzle and dry out. Fortunately, the “budworm” caterpillars feed only on the newest 

foliage, and the trees can continue to photosynthesize with their older needles. At least 3 years of heavy 

defoliation can deplete the trees enough to cause topkill, and four or more years of defoliation can cause 

tree death. Usually the smaller understory trees are most severely affected by budworm because they have 

a higher percentage of “new” foliage and larger caterpillars rain down on them as the season progresses. 

There has been budworm defoliation somewhere in Washington every year for many decades, which is 

why the Washington Department of Natural Resources (DNR) and US Forest Service cooperate to 
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Data from aerial surveys show the 
major outbreaks of Western spruce 

budworm outbreaks in eastern 
Washington during 2011. Map: US 
Forest Service & DNR. (CLICK to 

enlarge image.) 

monitor budworm. The map with this article shows the draft 

aerial survey data for 2011. A persistent outbreak in the 

Mount Adams, Ahtanum and White Pass area has subsided, 

but activity remains high between the crest of the Cascades 

and Wenatchee. Budworm populations appear to have 

declined in western Chelan and Okanogan counties, but 

defoliated areas have expanded and intensified in central and 

eastern Okanogan County. Populations are just building in 

Ferry, Stevens, and Pend Oreille counties and in the Blue 

Mountains of southeastern Washington. 

By examining pheromone traps placed out to catch adult 

moths in July and August, we can get an idea of the next 

year’s likely defoliation levels. The most recent trapping data 

is being compiled now and will be available soon in DNR 

Forest Health reports (and in a future edition of Forest 

Stewardship Notes). 

More outbreaks 

There are a number of reasons that budworm outbreaks are 

becoming more frequent, more persistent, and more 

damaging. These factors include changes in forest 

architecture and composition toward more fir, less pine and larch, more tree crowding, more trees 

weakened by competition, and more canopy layers to catch and sustain falling caterpillars. Although the 

budworm preferentially feed on the fir trees, this pressure won’t be sufficient to turn a forest back toward 

pine and larch domination without a significant event such as fire or restoration logging that opens the 

stand for improved pine and larch germination or planting. 

Many birds, small mammals, and insects feed heavily on the budworm, but this is not usually sufficient to 

stop an outbreak when suitable food (fir buds) remain abundant. Budworm populations decline naturally 

due to starvation, cool spring weather, atypical frosts in fall or spring, changes in foliage quality over 

time, and other factors that aren’t completely understood. Landowners’ responses 

Landowners respond 

The defoliation caused by the latest outbreaks may just be the red flag needed to alert more forest 

landowners to the importance of forest stewardship activities that decrease the vulnerability of their trees 

to this caterpillar. Landowners who experience budworm activity can take the opportunity to understand 

the outbreaks and make a response plan. 

In the long term, forest management that enhances the proportion of healthy pine and larch, reduces 

canopy layers, and increases the vigor of fir host trees will shift the balance away from budworm habitat. 

Some landowners may seek to spray forest insecticides to ensure temporary defoliation relief for their 

trees. This is an option, but must be planned well in advance. The caterpillars are only vulnerable to. 
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insecticides for a few weeks in mid-June and aerial insecticide applications require complex advance 

permitting and contracting.

In the next few months and years there will be many opportunities to learn more about the western 

spruce budworm. Start now with the Forest Service’s Leaflet number 53.  Another good reference on 

these defolilators was written several years ago by DNR Silviculturist Louis Halloin, who is now retired.

The people on the phone last summer were not correct when they thought these caterpillars were 

“unusual” or that affected trees were immediately being killed. But they were on the mark in 

understanding that this conspicuous defoliation activity is important to heed. The next few years will be a 

critical time to evaluate your forest’s condition and take action to improve forest health, restore balance, 

and increase tree vigor.

By Karen Ripley, Forest Health Program Manager, DNR, karen.ripley@dnr.wa.gov

Comments are closed.

This entry was posted in Uncategorized. Bookmark the permalink. 
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Pacific Northwest Christmas greenery
Posted on December 16, 2011 | Leave a comment | 

The sense of smell is the strongest stimulator of memories. There is no stronger memories than those 

stimulated by the scent of fresh evergreens during the winter holiday seasons.

The evergreen trees of the Pacific Northwest are known for their majestic crowns and heights. They are 

known for their abilities to produce strong clear woods. But the Pacific Northwest forest product that is 

used by more homes in the North America and around the world is the fresh Christmas greenery from the 

evergreens of the evergreen forest.

Traditional native uses

Traditionally, native peoples had many everyday uses for the limbs and foliage of the evergreens of the 

Pacific Northwest, including:

Western redcedar 

The foliage of the western redcedar was used as garlands to provide fresh scents to their homes. Small 

bunches of the fresh cut tips were placed near the openings and in the overheads of the living spaces. The 

foliage of the western red cedar not only improved the smell of the living spaces but also was used as the 

base for sleeping mats. Besides providing a much more comfortable sleeping surface it had the secondary 

benefit of repelling fleas. That same insect repelling qualities was taken advantage of by wrapping clothes 

for storage in cedar boughs. The purifying smokes of cedar smudging were a valuable cultural practice to 

native peoples. Western redcedar foliage was placed on hot embers to produce a thick smoke that would 

purify a new home or refresh the home after sickness or death.

Western juniper 

The other evergreen tree whose foliage and fruits were valued by all native peoples was the western 

juniper. In the drier part of the Pacific Northwest where the juniper grows abundantly it is used for the 

same purposes, as the western red cedar is use on the coastal plains. The additional value of the western 

juniper is it blue berries. They were used to flavor foods. The crushed berries were mixed with fats and 

juices to marinate wild game. This not only flavored the meats but tenderized them also. The berries were 

also used in medicines. To this day juniper berries are used in traditional medicines that help with 

stomach ailments and with diabetes. The berries were used to control the monthly cycles of the native 

woman.

Western white pine 

The foliage of Western white pine was important in traditional medicines. The foliage when crushed 

produces a resin that was used to treat cuts and burns. It stopped the flow of the blood and acted as an 
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antiseptic. The fresh foliage was used within sleeping mats. The long needles provide much support and 

protection from the hard ground. The use of fresh bunches and garland to provide a refreshing scent to 

living areas was employed by many bands of native peoples. 

Use by European settlers 

The first permanent settlers other than natives to the Pacific Northwest were from northern Europe. The 

peoples from Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Finland, and Germany made great loggers. They came as whole 

towns and brought their traditions with them. The Pacific Northwest had many new evergreen that were 

harvested for timber. Though these trees were providing jobs as timber they fulfilled many other 

important functions similar to the evergreens in their homelands. 

Utilitarian uses 

The strong scented needles were placed in cloth pouches and used to scent the drawers and closets for 

freshening and protecting clothing. The softer boughs of the western white pine, Port Orford cedar, 

western redcedar were all used for mattress stuffers. Smudging with smoke was used like incense sticks to 

cover the smells of everyday living within sleeping and living quarters. 

Christmas trees and greens 

As valuable as these utilitarian functions of evergreens were to improving everyday life, their ceremonial 

value in celebrating the Christmas holidays was also important. It is the use of fresh greenery from the 

evergreens trees that brought back all the memories of Christmas past and created new ones for future 

Christmas seasons. Garlands of western redcedar decorated rafters and door arches. Wreaths from noble 

fir, Port Orford cedar, incense cedar, western juniper, grand fir, Douglas fir or white pine were on the 

doors and over the hearths. Sprigs of these plants were added to holiday drinks and placed around the 

holiday table. Carriages, buggies, sleighs and the animals that pulled them were decorated with springs of 

evergreens. Not only were the boughs and needles valued for their ability to create the proper holiday 

atmosphere but the young trees and tops of trees were cut to provide trees to become the Christmas trees 

that provided the center piece for all Christmas celebrations. 

By Jim Freed, WSU Extension Forest Products Specialist 

360-902-1314, freedj@wsu.edu 

Comments are closed. 
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Omak Middle School students spent a day 
learning about forestry at the Rosenblatt's 
working forest. Photo: Fernne Rosenblatt

Landowner’s Voice: Keeping the magic of forestland 
ownership alive; outreach to our youth
Posted on December 16, 2011 | Leave a comment | 

My husband and I have owned a tree farm about 15 miles east of Okanogan for almost40 years. The 460 

acres is a mixed conifer forest—ponderosa pine, with some Douglas-f r and western larch. The little Loup 

Loup Creek spends about three-quarters of a mile meandering through our property. The land is the 

heart and soul of our family. This is the place we gather to play and work together and share family lore 

and love.

Owning our family forest is a joy and a challenge. 

We get a great deal of satisfaction from the 

process of improving our forest, maintaining 

wildlife habitat land, and selling timber to local 

mills. There is no more rewarding activity than 

helping to maintain sustainable forestry, pass 

values on to the next generation, and be a 

productive part of the larger community. It can be 

a challenge when we are dealing with broken 

fences, invasive weeds, and insect infestations. 

Add to this aching joints, tired muscles, unstable 

timber prices, and at times, managing a forest can 

feel more like a burden than a joy.

Roger and I have been able to nurture the magic we felt when we first purchased this land almost 40 

years ago by keeping our focus on the future: the future of our land, our family, our community, and our 

ecosystem. We want to share with you the birth and development of our annual middle school field day—

one way we nurture ourselves and our community.

The idea of hosting a school f eld day on our property grew out of our own education about land 

stewardship and conservation. We looked back at our field and classroom experiences and realized we 

learned best when we worked with experienced teachers who got us out on the land, getting our hands 

dirty, and our shoes wet. The idea for a middle school field day came to fruition in April 2000 through a 

partnership developed with Cathy Darley, a science teacher at the Omak Middle School. Cathy had been 

looking for a place that would serve as a natural laboratory for her students, and we wanted to help her 

educate the next generation of decision-makers about forests and their community. Cathy prepared the 

students and we organized the field staff. Roger and I recruited natural resource professionals and 

educators from around the county to handle the education modules.
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Nearly 100 students and 20 teachers, parents and volunteer teaching 
staff attended the 11th annual Omak Field Day in 2011. Photo: Fernne 

Rosenblatt 

During our first field day we overheard our neighbor Gordon Kent, a local teacher and stream flow 

instructor, ask, “Why do we want to know about streamf ow?” 

“This creek is connected to several things,” explained Kent. “This creek, the Little Loup Loup, might fuel 

the irrigation in our own neighborhoods. It also provides water and habitat for many animals, f sh, 

insects, and plants. Many things rely on this creek.” 

Seventh graders quickly 

learned why the creek’s 

f ow rates were 

important and that 

Streamf ow equals 

Velocity times Area. The 

kids measured a section 

of the creek and 

calculated the 

streamf ow rates. “The 

best part,” as kids said, 

“was that the scientists 

actually used our 

f ndings in their 

research. What we did 

was important.” 

The seventh grade f eld trip to the creek and forest included startling and amazing discoveries. Places 

where deer and bears had scratched the bark from trees, a tiny snake, and nightmare encounters with 

insects were just a few. Shrieks of horror and surprise frequently echoed through the area. Students 

returned to school ranting and raving about the experience. They had learned new things about nature 

while having fun. 

The eleventh annual Omak Field Day occurred on May 30, 2011. Almost 100 students and 14 volunteer 

teaching staff were supported by a dozen middle-school teachers and parents. The excitement of the 

students as they got off the school buses and ran down the hill was palpable. The teaching staff was 

energized by the day. Their confidence in this next generation was increased and they wanted to come 

back next year. 

Roger and I learn something new each year from the instructors and from the students. We feel an 

increased sense of confidence in our young learners, an admiration for the volunteer teaching staff, and a 

stronger connection to this land and our community. And it keeps the magic of those first moments of 

looking at this land alive and enriched. 

By Fernne and Roger Rosenblatt, Okanogan County forestland owners 
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‘Ties to the Land’ – A workshop for the whole family
Posted on December 12, 2011 | Leave a comment | 

Do you own and care for farm or forest land? Are you concerned about maintaining these lands from 

generation to generation? If so, you may be interested in a new series of workshops.

Succession planning—the human side of estate planning—focuses on ways to maintain family ties to the 

land from generation to generation, building awareness of key challenges facing family businesses and 

motivating families to address those challenges.

Families will soon have a chance to participate in Ties to the Land workshops across Washington State, 

where they will receive information about legal and economic aspects of transferring forest lands from 

one generation to the next. This all-day workshop is a mix of presentations and practical exercises to help 

families develop techniques needed to address tough issues.

The award-winning Ties to the Land curriculum was developed by leading estate planning experts at 

Oregon State University Extension and the Austin Family Business Program. Registration is $45 per 

family or ownership and includes a Ties to the Land workbook and companion DVD, designed to help 

families continue to improve and direct their communications and planning at home.
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Dates and exact locations are still to be determined, but will be in the vicinity of Bremerton, Port Angeles, 

Chehalis, Vancouver, Olympia, Willapa or Gray’s Harbor, Everett, Mt. Vernon, Deming, Issaquah, Usk, 

Dayton, Asotin, Leavenworth, Spokane, Kettle Falls, Tonasket, Ellensburg, White Salmon, and Chewelah 

or Deer Park. 

These workshops are sponsored by WSU Extension, the DNR Forest Stewardship Program, and the US 

Forest Service State and Private Programs. Steve Stinson from the Family Forest Foundation will 

facilitate the workshops. 

For more information and to view all upcoming events, please visit http://ext.wsu.edu/forestry or contact 

Andy Perleberg, WSU Extension Forester, (509) 667-6540; andyp@wsu.edu 

Comments are closed. 

. 

This entry was posted in Uncategorized. Bookmark the permalink. 
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Lumber, log and housing markets
Posted on December 12, 2011 | Leave a comment | 

Here is the outlook for log, lumber and housing prices from the November 2011 DNR Economic and 

Revenue Forecast - a quarterly publication:

Lumber and log prices

Figure 2.8 shows monthly real seasonally adjusted prices for lumber and logs (the price paid for logs 

delivered to the mill). The lumber price bottomed at $159/mbf in February and March of 2009 and rose 

to highs of $313/mbf in April 2010 and $304/mbf in January 2011. In July 2011, the lumber price stood 

at $257/mbf. Composite log prices have shown less volatility, as they usually do, rising from a low of 

$291/mbf (seasonally adjusted average) in April and May of 2009 to a high of $501/mbf in April 2011. 

The October price for logs is at $463/mbf.

Earlier in 2011, dropping lumber prices brought the price curves for logs and lumber together, placing 

mills in a pinch as their margins disappeared. Some mills announced temporary and/or partial 

shutdowns because log prices were too high relative to lumber prices. Since May, lumber prices have 

increased relative to log prices, a good sign for mills but this relationship may not continue if lumber 

prices fall back as expected.
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Housing market: Existing homes 

Prices of existing homes in the United States have generally been moving sideways the last two and one- 

half years after having dropped back to mid-2003 levels in the beginning of 2009. The Case-Shiller 

existing home price index, a composite for 20 large U.S. cities, hit a new post-2003 low in the first 

quarter of 2011, when the average existing house was worth only 68 percent of what it was worth at the 

peak of the real estate bubble in the First Quarter of 2006. On an annual basis, home prices were down in 

18 of 20 cities when compared with August 2010. Most economists do not expect housing prices to begin 

increasing again at least until the end of 2012; others think it will be much longer. 

An excess supply of existing homes is weighing on the housing market and contributing to lower home 

prices and a depressed level of new home construction. Making things worse is the huge “shadow 

inventory” of foreclosed properties and future foreclosures in the pipeline (distressed properties that 

haven’t yet hit the market), estimated to be in the range of 3.5 million to 4 million units. 

Housing market: New homes 

New home sales continue to be at historically low levels, averaging only 300,000 per year over the last 

five quarters. This rate of new home sales is only 43 percent of the long-term (1963-2010) “normal” 

annual rate of 680,000 per year. In the 12 months ending September 2011, only 265,000 new homes 

were constructed for sale. This is only 19 percent of the new homes which were built in the peak year of 

2005. 

The dramatic drop in new house construction has brought the inventory of newly built homes down to its 

lowest level in 10 years. At a high in July 2006, there were 572,000 new single family homes available to 

purchase in the United States. At the end of September 2011, there were only 165,000 available. 

The months’ worth of inventory of new homes for sale has worked its way down to 6.2 months in 

September from a monthly high of 12.2 months in January 2009. This compares with the pre-2006 

“normal” of about four months’ worth of inventory of new homes. New home completions and sales won’t 

increase significantly until the excess supply of existing homes, including those in the foreclosure 

pipeline, is absorbed. 

Comments are closed. 

This entry was posted in Uncategorized. Bookmark the permalink. 
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A climber installing a dowel 
into a large tree in Western 
Washington in 2001. Photo: 

Dan Omdal/DNR.

A tree’s cross section, cut just above the 
inoculation site. The staining and softened 

texture indicate the initiation of decay. Photo: 
Dan Omdal/DNR.

Fungi evaluated for increasing habitat diversity in managed 
conifer forests
Posted on December 12, 2011 | Leave a comment | 

Standing trees with internal decay or “heart rot” are an important habitat component for some birds and 

wildlife in Washington. Rotted wood is soft and easier to excavate into nest cavities. Nests high in 

standing trees provide additional protection from some ground predators. Living trees with decay and 

cavities persist longer as effective nesting sites than dead trees or snags do.

In many places, large trees with internal decay have been depleted by 

logging practices that reduce the number of large, old trees and 

remove dead trees. Washington’s Forest Protection rules require 

leaving some large trees and snags as habitat when harvesting timber, 

but it takes decades of time for natural wounds and internal decay to 

develop. Recently, DNR and US Forest Service forest pathologists have 

been working with wildlife biologists and foresters to evaluate ways of 

inoculating living trees with wood rotting fungi in an attempt to 

quickly and reliably produce long-lasting, effective internal decay in 

living trees.

The group 

initially 

collected heart

-rot fungi from 

forested sites 

around 

Washington 

and Oregon 

and grew it on 

hemlock 

dowels. Then tree climbers drilled holes high in 

the trunks of selected trees, inserted one fungus-

infected-dowel per hole and capped it with a 

short piece of plastic pipe to prevent the hole 

from closing over. In 2010, they returned to some 

of these trees (now 7- to 14-years since the 

inoculation) to cut down some of the treated trees in order to observe whether any decay was occurring, 

measure the extent of any decay, and see whether wildlife had started using the sites. The results of this 
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Split section of a tree containing a fungus- 
infected dowel and pvc pipe plug. The dark 
colored wood interior to the inoculation is 

decayed. Photo: Dan Omdal/DNR. 
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project are published online at: “Seven- to 14-Year Effects of Artificially Inoculating Living Conifers to 

Promote Stem Decay and Subsequent Wildlife Use in Oregon and Washington Forests.” 

Although no wildlife was yet observed using the 

inoculation sites, these treatments did result in 

successful colonization by heart rot fungi and 

development of internal decay. Some important 

observations include: 

The recommendation to drill three holes at 

each inoculation site in order to create a 

larger volume of decayed wood more 

quickly; 

■ 

Fomitopsis cajanderi “brown top rot” 

appeared to cause the most decay in 

westside Douglas-fir; 

■ 

Fomitopsis officinalis “quinine fungus” was 

most effective for inoculating several 

eastern Washington tree species; and 

■ 

Fast growing trees may not be good candidates for this treatment because they produce such thick 

layers of hard, sound wood outside the internally decayed area that it would likely be difficult for a 

bird or animal to excavate and reach the decayed area. 

■ 

Additional inoculated trees remain standing and will be evaluated in future years. 

 By Karen Ripley, Forest Health Program Manager 

Washington State Department of Natural Resources 

Comments are closed. 
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The effects of topping: These 
re-sprouted branches were 
growing next to a severely 

decayed branch cut and were 
susceptible to failure.

Tree topping
Posted on December 12, 2011 | Leave a comment | 

Tree topping: By tree topping I do not mean the appropriate pruning practices that trained arborists may 

employ (such as with fruit trees or broadleaved street trees). Rather, I mean the cutting off of the top of a 

tree to improve views or avoid power lines.

Tree topping is actually one of the most common things I get asked 

about as an Extension Forester. Is it OK? Will it hurt the tree? My 

advice on tree topping is simply this: Don’t do it.  In fact, I can 

only think of one legitimate reason to top a tree, and that is to 

create a snag or wildlife tree.

Topping is one technique to artificially create a snag. Why? 

Because it’s so effective for killing the tree. Not only has the tree 

lost its leader and a key portion of its photosynthesis factory, but 

now you have a nice fresh cut across the top of the stem that is 

exposed to the elements, collects rainwater, and otherwise fosters 

the perfect conditions to introduce disease and decay right into the 

stem of the tree. This is great if you want heart rot for cavity 

dwellers or to have a dead or malformed tree to provide habitat 

features. Not so good if you want a tree that looks good or is 

healthy.

Think about a tree or trees in your forest that have been naturally 

topped (e.g. top blown out by wind, snow, or ice). What does the 

tree look like now? What were the impacts of the storm damage to 

the tree’s appearance, growth, health, and vitality?

There are bound to be conflicts between trees and either views or power lines. In these cases, I do not 

believe that topping is the answer. In the case of power lines, you may be able to work with your power 

company to identify the most likely hazard areas and do some careful branch pruning without simply 

hacking the top off of the tree.

If the conflict with the top of the tree is unavoidable, then the problem is ultimately that it is the wrong 

tree for that location. In this case, I recommend removing the tree altogether rather than keeping it in a 

ruined form by topping. You can replace the tree with a smaller variety that won’t cause problems, or 

leave that particular area tree-free.
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Proper pruning enhances tree 
health and value. Photo: Andy 
Perleberg, Washington State 

University Extension.

The rights, wrongs, and realities of pruning
Posted on December 11, 2011 | Leave a comment | 

Pruning trees produces lumber clear of knots, reduces the hazard of 

fire climbing into crowns, may decrease the transmission of certain 

diseases, and improves the aesthetic appeal of the stand. But have 

you ever found yourself shaking your head, wondering “Why can’t I 

get the pruning done?” Judicious pruning is like being for 

motherhood and against sin. We are all agreed on it. Why isn’t it 

getting done? (from The Tree Farm Family by Robert Treuer)

Many forest owners keep journals. A journal also can help you keep 

up with pruning needs. A journal does not need to be formal or 

complicated, and it is better than the shoebox method for recording 

expenses, income, and activities. Pruning entries probably start out 

like this:

July 14 –Holiday and vacations over. Bees don’t come out until 9 am. Kids and I can get in two hours 

of pruning! Started near Y-road. Billy found bees nest early. Went to river to slap some mud on the 

stinger. Jimmy reminds me about swim team in 20 minutes. Returned to house…

August 3– Misty and unusually cool for August. Great day for pruning! Started at Y-road (avoiding 

bees nest!). Boys will join after slopping hogs. Mom calls and says pigs let themselves out and are 

down on the railroad tracks…

Sept. 25– Early supper. No scheduled sports or band this day. Great evening for pruning! Billy and 

Jimmy like their new saws and eagerly go to work. Saw worked well while Billy and Jimmy used 

them. Must remember batteries for stereo next time. Mom calls and says dessert is ready…

There are no entries for the remainder of the year. Does this sound like your life? If not, congratulations 

for balancing family needs with your forest management objectives! If you do find yourself just not 

getting things accomplished, don’t lose sleep. While you were tending bee stings and chasing pigs, your 

trees kept growing and working for you.

Pruning is the most commonly implemented cultural practice by family forest owners. As mentioned, 

there are multiple reasons why people prune. Some prune for wood quality, some for risk reduction, and 

others because they like the way a pruned stand looks. Simply clearing a trail through your woods can 
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open the door to activities and engagement. For whatever reason(s) you prune, it is important that you do 

it properly so that your objective(s) can be achieved. 

This article is a compilation of practical experiences and ideas, contributed by family forest owners 

throughout Washington State. The purpose is to help you understand the basics of pruning, and to tell 

their story from a management planning context. For a good “Here’s how-to” guide to pruning, download 

the WSU Extension bulletin Conifer Pruning Basics for Family Forest Landowners, EB 1984. 

Why prune trees 

First, answer the question, What is your ideal condition? Most landowners want their forest to be 

productive, rich with wildlife, and aesthetically enjoyable. Pruning is compatible with these goals. 

If you desire a pruned stand of crop trees with high quality wood, you’ll want to start early and conduct 

your pruning in combination with your thinning treatments – typically when tree diameter is about the 

size of a tuna can. If you prune before you thin, you risk investing time and money into pruning trees that 

will be removed in the future. As a general rule, you want to leave 50 percent of the total tree height in a 

live crown. Reducing the crown beyond this decreases the trees “energy factory,” or its ability to 

photosynthesize for maximum production and vigor. 

Don Theoe, a forester and tree farmer in western Washington, says pruning to develop clear, knot-free 

wood is labor-intensive (usually requires two or three prunings over time), may be expensive if you hire 

out the job, and there is no guarantee that the clear logs you produce will fetch a premium when they sell. 

According to Theoe, pruning certification does exist in New Zealand, but domestic markets don’t 

generally reward for this practice. It is advisable to take photos and record these activities in business or 

tree farm inspection records, just in case this market does develop. 

If your main reason for pruning is to reduce the risk of fire being carried into the crowns of the trees by 

ladder fuel, bear in mind that your goal is to reduce fuel and break the chain of radiant and convective 

heat. In this case, it is advisable to prune heavier and earlier in the stands development, achieving at least 

a 12 foot “lift” or clear bole. Remembering never to remove more than one half of the crown at one time, 

you may need to prune the tree at least twice. 

Rhidian Morgan, a southwest Washington tree farmer said it best “The current markets do not reward 

our obstinacy in pruning. However, the original Douglas-fir pruning along a public road prevented an 

arsonist from starting a forest fire in late August. The device, recovered by a Washington State 

Department of Natural Resources (DNR) investigator, started the dry grass, but the fire could not catch 

any low dead branches. A neighbor reported the odd behavior, and a rapid DNR response controlled the 

grass fire. The investigation produced a culprit, but the pruning stopped the grass fire from rising into the 

trees.” 

With the exception of fire protection, pruning is typically conducted before the limbs are greater than one 

inch in diameter. There is no need to dress the wound, because the tree will seal off with pitch and 

eventually wood will compartmentalize the site, creating clear wood beyond that ring. Pruning early 

before the limbs are 
large in diameter 
decreases the 
opportunity for bugs and 
cruds to enter, and will 
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Remove branches properly to minimize 
damage to the branch collar. (Source: Pruning 

to Enhance Tree and Stand Value, 1995) 

develop clear wood sooner. When pruning, never cut into the branch collar, as that will greatly enlarge 

the wound. Read more about how to prune correctly in the Oregon State University article Pruning to 

Enhance Tree and Stand Value 

Finally, pruning can reduce infection and risk of exposure to white pine blister rust, a disease contracted 

by all five-needled pines which can kill the tree. The blister rust fungus enters the tree through the 

needles and travels down the branch where the symptoms are expressed by a orange-red canker on the 

trunk of the tree. It is practically impossible to eliminate blister rust from the stand, but pruning and/or 

thinning any signs of infected trees can greatly reduce the chance of leave trees becoming infected. For a 

complete article about white pine blister rust, read the University of Idaho publication: White Pine Blister 

Rust: Pruning Can Increase Survival 

Mistletoe, an endemic parasitic plant to all conifer species, is also frequently pruned but rarely controlled. 

When to prune 

Pruning can take place anytime you can get an hour of work out of your teenager. Seriously, trees can be 

pruned at almost anytime of the year. The one exception is when the tree is actively growing (about mid- 

March to mid-July), when the bark and branch collars are soft and easily stripped off. Theoe prunes live 

branches from November to March when the trees are not growing; he prunes dead ones anytime. 

Morgan also prunes in fall and winter, and recently has timed pruning to take advantage of a Christmas 

greenery market. Dick Shellhaas, a northeast Washington forest owner, prunes following pre-commercial 

or commercial thins when the trees are dormant – he even prunes on snowshoes! 

How to get pruning accomplished 

If tennis champion Arthur Ashe is correct that 

“success is a journey and not a destination,” then 

he must have been a tree farmer. If you do the 

pruning yourself, you may never get it 

accomplished. Just as described in the journal 

example above, life happens. Theoe, Morgan, and 

Shellhaas are no exceptions – they prune for 

multiple objectives and are making progress. 

How people get the pruning done is where the 

greatest inconsistency occurs: Some use saws, 

some loppers. Some use ladders, some poles. 

Because chainsaws can be awkward and because 

they cut so fast, most foresters advise not to use 

them for pruning trees. If chainsaws or motorized 

pole pruners are used, the operator should always have two feet on the ground. Never operate a saw when 

fatigued. 

Quality saws are essential, so buy the best that you can afford, and keep them in good shape. Remove 

pitch daily. Remember a dull saw just makes you work slower. Good hand pruning saws can be purchased 
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for about $20. A quality telescoping pole saw that can cut up to 18 feet high may cost as much as $200. 

Purchase saws from a forestry supplier instead of a big box store – this will ensure that you receive 

quality equipment that has been tested by forestry professionals. Theoe makes his own pole saws by 

attaching a saw blade to an ax handle, allowing him to reach up to ten feet. Safety equipment is a must, 

and includes a hardhat with goggles or safety glasses or screen, a long-sleeved shirt or coat, boots, gloves, 

and thick pants (a good northwest supplier is pacforestsupply.com). 

Pruning work can be done by the landowner, or by hired help. Quality pruning crews are available, as are 

quality pruning supervisors. Theoe cautions landowners that if the job is done by hired help the workers 

need to be trained and closely supervised. Never prune more trees per acre than you would expect to have 

present at the time of the final harvest. Spacing of 20 feet x 20 feet provides 109 trees per acre. 

Satisfaction guaranteed 

Theoe, Morgan, and Shellhaas all agree that there is stress-relieving pleasure in pruning and being among 

a pruned stand. There is a sense of accomplishment with seeing instant results. And though the specialty 

market for pruned logs is virtually nonexistent, they continue to prune. At the end of the day, they gain 

confidence in knowing the risk of stand replacing wildfire is minimized. Of equal or greater importance, 

they like the way their forest looks. 

First published in Northwest Woodlands, Fall 2008, Vol 24, No. 4 

By Andy Perleberg, Washington State University Extension 

andyp@wsu.edu  509-667-6658 

  

 For more information, see the PruningYourForest video series, a joint project with Washington State 

University Extension, Washington State Department of Natural Resources, and the Rural Technology 

Initiative UW/WSU 
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