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Proper Handling of Fresh 
Christmas Trees for Longer 
Enjoyment  
By Annette Meyer Heisdorffer, Ph.D. Extension Agent 

for Horticulture Education-Daviess County  

The fragrance of fresh evergreens in the house brings 

back wonderful memories of holidays celebrated with 

family and friends. Properly preparing the fresh-cut or 

balled burlapped tree for display indoors provides 

enjoyment and keeps it safe. Balled and burlapped and 

fresh-cut Christmas trees are available locally. 

 A live balled and burlapped tree serves two purposes: 

as a Christmas tree and for planting in the yard after 

the holiday. Inspect the tree for disease or insect pests. 

Then consider that the soil and root ball are heavy so 

select a size that you or someone else can handle 

safely to protect yourself and the tree. Another 

important point is to protect the tree by covering it or 

placing it inside a covered vehicle when bringing it 

home.  

(Continued on pg. 2) 
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After purchasing the tree, keep it outside in a 

protected, cool location. Gradually move the 

balled and burlapped tree indoors. First, take 

it into a garage or unheated room for a day or 

two before bringing it into the house. Before 

entering the house, place the tree inside a 

large, plastic tub to keep floors or rugs clean 

and dry. Remember that seven to ten days is 

the limit for keeping balled and burlapped 

trees indoors.  

Place the tree out of direct sunlight and away 

from heat sources such as stoves, radiators, 

heat vents, and fireplaces. Heat may injure 

the tree. Use miniature lights for decorating 

since big lights are heavier and much hotter.  

Remember to water the tree enough to keep 

the root ball from becoming dry and causing 

the tree to wilt and die. However, too much 

water, combined with indoor warm 

temperatures, may encourage new growth. 

The new growth could be damaged by cold 

temperatures when it is moved back outside.  

After seven to ten days indoors, move the 

tree back to the garage or unheated room to 

allow it to adjust to colder temperatures for 

several days. If the tree is moved outside 

right away, it will be sensitive to cold 

temperatures and may be injured.  

Then plant the tree. Dig a planting hole two 

and a half times wider than the soil ball and 

as deep as the depth of the soil ball. Place 

the tree in the planting hole, add some soil 

and water. Continue to fill in the hole and 

water again. More information on planting a 

balled and burlapped tree is available at 

http://www2.ca.uky.edu/agcomm/pubs/ho/

ho91/ho91.pdf. Mulch the roots with 2 to 2.5 

inches of hardwood bark or pine needles. 

Continue to check soil moisture during the 

winter; water when needed.  

When choosing a fresh-cut tree to buy, 

conduct a pull test. Gently, grab a branch and 

pull your hand across the needles firmly. The 

needles should stay attached to the branch. 

Gently bounce the tree on the ground. If the 

tree produces a shower of green needles, the 

tree is too dry. Expect a few older, yellow 

needles from the inside of the tree to fall. 

Also, the tree should be green or the typical 

color for that species.  

When transporting the fresh-cut Christmas 

tree home, protect it by covering with burlap 

or a large piece of unwanted fabric, tie the 

tree with twine and place it in a sleeve of 

plastic netting, or put it inside a covered part 

of the vehicle. Wind dries out the needles, 

reducing the time it can remain safely inside 

your home.  

(Continued from pg. 1, Proper Handling of 
Fresh Christmas Trees….) 

https://publications.ca.uky.edu/sites/publications.ca.uky.edu/files/ho91.pdf
https://publications.ca.uky.edu/sites/publications.ca.uky.edu/files/ho91.pdf
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When home, cut 1 to 2 inches off the bottom 

of the tree trunk. Place it in a bucket of water 

to allow water uptake. Keep the tree in a cool 

garage or shed out of the sun and wind until 

time to decorate it.  

Before bringing the tree inside, cut off another 

1 to 2 inches from the bottom of the trunk to 

improve water uptake. Make the cut straight 

across the trunk for best results. Place the 

trunk in a sturdy, water-holding stand with 

widespread legs, big enough to fit the trunk.  

Place the tree in the house where room exits 

and major pathways are not blocked. Keep it 

away from heat sources and direct sunlight to 

prevent drying out.  

Fill the reservoir of the tree stand with clear 

water, according to recent scientific studies. 

The recommendation at one time included 

bleach and sugar or corn syrup, but this is no 

longer recommended since they do not 

benefit the tree. The most important point is 

to keep water available to the tree. A one-

gallon capacity tree stand makes it easier to 

keep the tree watered. A tree can take up 1 

quart of water per inch of diameter of the 

trunk. So, a four-inch diameter trunk can take 

up a gallon or more of water a day, especially 

during the first week inside. Check the tree 

stand reservoir daily and check to make sure 

the trunk is in the water.  

Remove the tree when it becomes dry, brittle, 

or when needles begin to fall. A tree may last 

two to three weeks inside the home. A dry 

tree is a fire hazard. It is better to be safe 

than sorry.  
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With Care Some Holiday 
Plants can Brighten Your 
Home Throughout the 
Year 
Source: Rick Durham, extension professor, 

Department of Horticulture  

The colorful plants you enjoy during the 

holidays can linger beyond the season. If you 

care for them, they may become a welcome 

addition to your houseplant collection.  

Traditional Christmas plants, such as 

poinsettia, holiday cactus, Christmas pepper, 

kalanchoe, Jerusalem cherry or cyclamen, 

require a bright, sunny location in the home. 

Regular thorough watering whenever the soil 

is dry is also very important. A sunny location 

and regular watering are enough for these 

plants throughout December, but they will 

need more specialized care if you plan for 

them flower again next year.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In January, decide whether to keep or discard 

your holiday plants. That decision is easy for 

Christmas pepper, Jerusalem cherry and 

chrysanthemum because they will not flower 

again in the home environment.  

Holiday cactus, kalanchoe, or cyclamen can 

remain colorful through February with proper 

care. You may even keep them as 

houseplants after February if you provide the 

correct conditions. Holiday cacti are relatively 

easy to grow while kalanchoes and cyclamen 

are more difficult. While poinsettias may 

continue growing, they are difficult to bring 

into flower for the next holiday season and are 

best discarded.  

The major difference you’ll see in your holiday 

plant after a year will be its size. If you are 

successful, you may have plants with 40 to 50 

flowers from the same plant that had only six 

to eight flowers the previous year. Holiday 

cacti with many flowers will be two to five 

times as large next year. Kalanchoe will also 

increase in size while cyclamen tend to stay 

compact.  

For this season’s poinsettias, choose plants 

with small, tightly clustered yellow buds in the 

center of the colorful leaf-like bracts 

commonly referred to as the flowers. Look for 

crisp, undamaged foliage. Water the plant 

when it feels dry and discard excess water in 

the saucer under the plant. Place the plant in 

a bright, naturally lit location with some direct 

sunlight. Keep the plant out of drafty areas 

and away from heat-producing appliances. 

After a few weeks, apply houseplant fertilizer 

according to the label directions. The colorful 

bracts may stay nice into January and 

February.  
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Christmas Tree 
Recycling 
With the winter Holidays fast approaching, 

many people are opting for a natural tree this 

year. After the presents are unwrapped, and 

the lights are coming down, please consider 

donating your tree to KDFWR for fish habitat 

construction. KDFWR has drop-off points 

across the state where you can bring your old 

tree and put it to good use.  KDFWR will take 

your tree and combine it with others to create 

fish attractors for lakes all over the 

state.  Trees will be used to replenish existing 

fish habitat sites as well as create new habitat 

sites. These brush reefs provide nesting and 

rearing habitat for gamefish as well as 

creating homes for invertebrates and smaller 

fishes that provide food for larger fish. Just 

clean your tree of all the artificial decorations, 

lights, tinsel, ornaments, etc., and drop it off at 

one of our locations below during daylight 

hours only (between 8:00 am and 5:00 

pm).  Christmas tree drop-off sites will be 

open from Dec. 26 through January 15th. The 

locations are in parks for the most part, so it 

will be a good opportunity to get out of the 

house and enjoy a local park while you help 

fish populations across the state. Check 

below for the list of county drop-off sites.  
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Winter Cover Crop can 
Improve Garden Soil  
Source: Rick Durham, extension professor, 

Department of Horticulture  

No matter how small your garden is, it can 

play an important role in absorbing carbon 

dioxide from the atmosphere and temporarily 

locking it in the soil. There are a number of 

ways you can improve on this natural cycle, 

but at this time of year, the best way is 

through a cover crop.  

Soil left bare over the winter months is 

susceptible to weed growth, erosion that can 

wash away valuable nutrients and a loss of 

carbon into the atmosphere. Soil nitrogen left 

over from this year’s crop is subject to 

leaching due to fall and winter precipitation. 

Planting a fast-growing cover crop can help 

prevent these problems. The term crop in 

this context may be misleading. These 

plants are not meant to be harvested. 

Instead, they add important nutrients, 

promote beneficial bacterial growth and 

stabilize the soil.  

Easy and effective cover crops that can be 

planted at this time of year include annual 

rye grass, hairy vetch, red clover and winter 

rye.  

Annual rye and winter rye are particularly 

effective as late-season cover crops. They 

germinate quickly and are an effective 

barrier against weeds. Grasses, however, do 

not capture nitrogen in their root system, so 

consider pairing rye with a legume, such as 

red clover or hairy vetch.  

Hairy vetch and red clover work well as a 

cover plant, whether paired with rye or by 

themselves. Being legumes, they are 

excellent at fixing nitrogen in the soil. They 

are also prolific enough to reduce weeds and 

prevent erosion. In the spring, their 

blossoms will attract bees to your garden. If 

you worry about hairy vetch or clover 

reseeding in your lawn – though they’re 

pretty plants and would add biodiversity and 

important nutrients – just cut them back 

before they bloom.  

Come spring, you have two options. You can 

turn over your cover crop into the soil, 

allowing your vegetables or flowers to 

benefit from the nutrients it will slowly 

release. Or you can cut it back and let it die 

naturally, planting directly into the crop and 

using it as a mulch to continue to suppress 

weed growth and supply nutrients to your 

garden. Depending on which cover you 

plant, this may be easier said than done, 

because some, particularly grasses, are 

difficult to directly sow or plant into.  

Grasses have a densely packed root 

system, which make them difficult to till or 

turn over. If your garden is particularly small 

or you’re gardening in raised beds, rye might 

not be your best option. However, vetch and 

clover both have root clumps which are 

easily dug up and turned over or planted 

between. Be sure to terminate the cover 

crop before allowing the plants to go to 

seed.    
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Kentucky Division of Conservation, Protecting 

the Forest Together, 2024 
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The 2025 Recipe & Cook Wild calendars are now available!  

Visit the Franklin County Extension Office to pick up your free copy. 

OAK Annual Conference 
REGISTER NOW for OAK's 14th Annual Organic Farming Conference, Grounded in Organics: 

From Soil to Market, January 23-25, 2025, at Kentucky State University's Harold R. Benson 

Research and Demonstration Farm in Frankfort, Kentucky. 

OAK’s annual conference, now in its 14th year, includes a growing audience of hundreds of 

Kentuckians and neighbors active in the region’s food systems: farmers, researchers, nonprofit 

professionals, federal and state agency partners, technical service providers and conscious consumers 

working collectively to build a resilient local food system for all. Collaboration among these diverse 

voices, grounded in the connection to Kentucky farms, soil and communities, provides a rich foundation 

for learning and growth. We invite you to be a part of it! 

In 2025, OAK’s conference program features three days of inspiration from local and regional speakers, 

a useful trade show and abundant networking opportunities to empower and support farmers and food 

system innovators. The conference theme for #OAK2025 is Grounded in Organics: From Soil to 

Market. The primary focus of the OAK conference agenda is on-farm production systems, 

techniques and practices, with the interwoven threads of community, conservation and collective 

action inseparable from the sustainable agriculture movement.  

OAK is committed to making the conference open and accessible to all, and a big part of that is 

keeping the registration fees comparable to similar Kentucky and regional conferences. For several 

years, OAK received generous support that kept fees comparatively low. This year, however, OAK did 

not receive anticipated USDA conference grant funding and must raise the registration fees to pay 

conference costs. A portion of the registration fee supports farmers through locally sourced lunches 

with direct farm impact during the winter season. As always, OAK is grateful for support from sponsors 

that make the conference and scholarships possible, and options for discounted registration are 

available. Register before December 13 to get early-bird pricing, or apply for a conference 

scholarship. If paying the registration fee is a hardship for you, please reach out to conference@oak-

ky.org. 



 

 

Adam Leonberger 

COMPLAINT PROCEDURE 

The College of Agriculture, Food and Environment is an Equal Opportunity Organization with 
respect to education and employment and authorization to provide research, education information 
and other services only to individuals and institutions that function without regard to economic or 
social status and will not discriminate on the bases of race, color, ethnic origin, creed, religion, 
political belief, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, pregnancy, marital 
status, genetic information, age, veteran status, or physical or mental disability.  Inquiries regarding 
compliance with Title VI and Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title IX of the Educational 
Amendments, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act and other related matter should be directed to 
Equal Opportunity Office, College of Agriculture, Food and Environment, University of Kentucky, 
Room S-105, Agriculture Science Building, North Lexington, Kentucky 40546, the UK Office of 
Institutional Equity and Equal Opportunity, 13 Main Building, University of Kentucky, Lexington, KY 
40506-0032 or US Department of Agriculture, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, 
1400 Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, D.C. 20250-9410.   


