
 
 

To Tree or Not To Tree? - All you Needle to Know in Two 

Articles 

By Emma Halupka, Conservation Technician, 
The Land Between 

A. Pining for Christmas. How to 

“spruce” up your nature-

connection.  

Are you a live tree family? If so, give your spruce a second life! After the festivities of Christmas 
have wound down and you are beginning to clean up decorations and settle into a new year, 
consider giving your tree an opportunity to reconnect with nature. Since trees are carbon-
based, many municipalities will chip them into mulch, or even sink them in waterways for use 
as fish habitat (note: Dysart et al. landfills have a $5 chipping fee). An even simpler, and 
arguably more effective option: place your tree in the backyard, and allow it to continue its 
forest life cycle!  

Dead trees and woody material are important components of forest ecosystems, providing 
shelter and food for many animals, and later on - nutrients and moisture to improve soil health. 
The Nature Conservancy of Canada has long been an advocate for giving Christmas trees a 
second life because they help overwintering birds! Also, in the spring, the fallen needles will 
improve your lawn, garden, or natural habitats, because they hold moisture and nutrients 
making them available for use by other plants.  

Re-purpose your tree for wildlife in three simple 
steps: 

1. Remove all decorations, especially tinsel. 
Birds will be attracted to shiny material, 
and try to eat the plastic. 

2. Place the tree anywhere in your yard. You 
can lean it against a building or another 
tree, or simply lay it down. You could also 
add suet or tree cones covered in peanut 
butter to give the birds an extra treat.  
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3. Sit back and watch the birds and squirrels play! See our September blog post to learn 
about bird species you can expect to see in the winter.  

By the spring, most needles will have fallen. At that time, you can decide to let the tree 
decompose naturally or you can speed it up by breaking off and dispersing the branches: woody 
material in contact with the ground will break down faster, since it is more accessible to soil 
fungi and bacteria. Either way, the downed woody material provides important habitat for 
amphibians, rodents, and pollinators, and can provide additional ecological benefits, like 
reducing soil erosion, holding moisture for plant growth, and providing essential nutrients such 
as calcium. Calcium levels in forests and lakes are declining across Canada, meanwhile calcium 
is crucial for healthy habitats: It supports tree growth in forests and even has a role in limiting 
algal growth in lakes and rivers by assisting in the development of algae-eating zooplankton8. 
Therefore, leaving woody debris on the ground helps supply the building-blocks that are 
fundamental for nature to thrive.  

There are other fun ways to re-purpose your tree:   

• Cut the stem into 1” rounds and use these pieces to decorate flower beds or edges of 
walkways.  

• Cut into thinner pieces to make coasters. 
• Use boughs as winter covers to protect perennial garden beds. 
• Rent or borrow a wood chipper to make quality mulch. 

Christmas Tree Fun Facts! 

• In 2016 there were 1,872 Christmas tree farms in Canada. 
• Canada exports around 2 million Christmas trees every year, with nearly two thirds of 

those trees coming from Quebec. 
• The Royal Botanical Gardens in Hamilton collects old Christmas trees to use in 

restoration projects. They use the trees to rebuild stream channels, as part of an 
initiative to keep address invasive carp.  

• Popular Christmas tree species like Spruce and balsam fir break down fast 
• The Nature Conservancy of Canada hosts a “Christmas trees for conservation” event 

where they gather the public to remove invasive trees on their lands. Removing scotch 
pine or blue spruce to use as a Christmas Tree allows space for native species to fill in, 
while providing an educational family outing.  
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B. Real fir or faux- A conifer-sation starter!  Debating Artificial vs. 

Real Trees 

There has been much recent debate over the pros and cons of artificial and real trees. Artificial 
trees can be reused and therefore save you money in the long-term, but they are made of steel 
and PVC plastic (sourced from oil), usually imported from China, and which will eventually end 
up in a landfill.  

Tree farms are often located on landscapes that cannot support other agriculture, and the trees 
absorb carbon dioxide for ~10 years of growth before they are harvested. The growing trees 
also provide habitat and ecological functions like soil retention- and new trees are planted each 
year to supplement those that were harvested. Importantly, real trees are able to be broken 
down fairly quickly after use, so their nutrients can rejoin natural cycles. We recommend buying 
trees from local farms that do not spray chemicals (or limit their spraying) rather than 
harvesting from natural forests. Talk to your local tree farmers about how their operations 
work.  

Of course a potted tree that can be planted in the forest is likely the best solution and the most 
family fun too! Meanwhile, engaging in planting the tree is enduringly educational and inspiring 
for kids too.  

The choice depends on how you measure your impacts- what metrics you use and over what 
length of time. Depending on what scope of impacts you consider, some have argued that 
artificial trees used long term can have a reduced environmental impact when used for several 
years. But the fact remains that synthetic trees cannot decompose. Trees are just one small 
aspect of holiday consumption. We recommend reducing your plastic consumption however 
you can, and to consider the broader impacts of all your purchases and travelling over the 
holiday season.  

Check out the landfills in your community to see if they accept or chip trees. If so, there is 
usually a charge for dumping or chipping. 
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5. The Nature Conservancy of Canada’s Christmas Trees for Conservation Projects: 

o At Marion Creek Benchlands, British Columbia. 
o In Red Deer, Alberta. 
o Near Saskatoon, Saskatchewan.  

6. Olson, 2019. CBC Article about Canadian Tire’s artificial Christmas tree ad. 
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