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Two years ago I wrote an article for the Missouri Chapter newsletter "Making a Case for Power Pole 

Saws" where I discussed the pros and cons of using power pole saws to prune hardwood trees up to 16 ft 

above the ground. This article takes the subject a few feet higher. I am still using a power pole saw, but 

emphasizing using it with a backpack lanyard that is shoulder saving for pruning up to 16 ft with a safety 

cage mounted on the forklifts of a skid steer to prune yet higher. I also discuss some of the economic 

aspects of trees planted in Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) including rental income and cost-sharing 

for pruning.  
 

My farm is located in Northwest Missouri with mostly upland soils on open ground. The farm also includes 

about 150 acres of native timber where black walnut is the dominant desirable species. Starting in 1991, I 

began to plant hardwood trees in plantation settings and we have continued to plant most years until 

recently. We have planted over 176,000 seedlings nearly all from the Missouri Department of Conservation 

nursery at Licking. Those first years were focused on planting oaks in the CRP program on ground with 

previous crop or pasture history. I emphasized oaks for three reasons. First, my native forest provided a  

pretty good stand of black walnut but few oaks. Second, I wanted more oaks to provide mast for wildlife  
 

Continued on page 2. 

Caring for 20+ Year Old Hardwood Tree Plantations  
Jim Ball, Member, NW Region Landowner Representative 

High pruning of 20-year old oak trees using a Stihl power pole pruner and 

a skid-steer loader with a cage mounted on the forklifts. 

http://www.walnutcouncil.org/state-chapters/missouri.html
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and, and third, the CRP acreage we planted in those days was mostly upland soils better suited for oaks. As 

time went on, I did plant black walnut where the soils were better suited and as CRP evolved into empha-

sizing riparian buffers and where I had streams and ponds that had walnut suitable soils alongside them. And 

finally, we decided we liked oak trees so much we began planting them on non-CRP land as well. They real-

ly are a beautiful species of trees. 
 

Today those plantations range in age up to nearly 32 years old and where pruning and thinning is a yearly 

task rotating from plot to plot. Those older and better trees are now well over 40 ft tall and pruning even 

up to 16 feet does not take full advantage of those trees' potential value.  
 

I should mention that in my oak plantations, I am not focused on trying to produce veneer quality logs. I am 

going to have some limb scars, and therefore knots may be found in most of my logs especially those above 

the butt log. I am not too worried about that because even for the stave business, this is not an insur-

mountable problem and less so for the railroad tie market. Trying to keep limbs cut before they reach 2 

inches in diameter to develop veneer quality, especially above the butt log, I have found to be very difficult 

to accomplish in managing a couple hundred acres of oaks. So, I am targeting less critical markets for the 
bulk of my oak trees. 
 

According to the Independent Stave Company literature, they allow one knot visible on the outside of the 

log 3–5 inches in size in each of the 36 inches segments to be used for staves. For railroad ties, the stand-

ard is no knots larger than 3 inches in the load bearing surface which starts 11 inches from the end of the 

tie and extends inwards a specified distance according to the use of the tie. 
 

Recent Pruning Projects - 
 

In FY 2022, USDA introduced cost-sharing for pruning in older CRP trees that was enticing to me The pro-

gram has two cost-sharing rates: $128.64 acre for trees pruned between 10 and 13 ft tall and $252.41/acre 

for pruning up to a minimum of 18 ft. I signed up 46 acres for last winter and 43 acres for this winter. I 

think you will find this is the most lucrative cost-sharing we have ever had available assuming a person can 

figure out how to prune hardwood trees to that height in an efficient manner.  
 

Over the years, I have determined that once oaks are pole size then pruning up to 1/2 the height of the 

trees will allow for good growth rates and helps reduce the size of the limbs to be cut. I know this varies 

from the standard of 1/3 of the height the Missouri Department of Conservation (MDC) uses, but I have 

tracked the growth rates for some years and think the penalty in growth by pruning higher is small or non-

existent. One can take a clue from stands where self-pruning is evident and find that nature prunes higher 

than 1/3 of the height of the trees. 
 

This year, we started by going through two plots of about 15 and 28 acres and pruning up to 16 ft where 

the trees were big enough and a few feet shorter in the others. We used one of my Stihl gas powered saws 

(model 105 and the discontinued model 133) and used a backpack with a lanyard like I mentioned above. I 

highly recommend using this backpack from Stihl. It really does help mitigate the strain on one's shoulder 

and arm muscles and adds hours to the workday. (Refer to photo on page 6). After accomplishing this 

task, we then went back through the plantations and pruned the better trees up to 18 ft and somewhat 

higher where warranted. For pruning up above the 16 ff level that we had previously achieved standing on 

the ground, we then switched to one of us in a cage mounted on fork lifts on my skid steer loader (more 

properly called a multi-terrain loader (MTL) because of its rubber track). The cage was raised to a level of 

about 6–7 feet off the ground, but higher where needed. (Refer to the photo on page 1).  
 

This extra 6-7 ft allows for extending the pole saw only to about 9 or 10 feet where the backpack is not as 

essential as compared to when the pole is fully extended to 13 feet. One might wonder why not just use  

the skid steer initially and not do the first part from the ground. The answer is that through experimenta-

tion, I have determined that the combination approach is the most time and energy efficient.  

Continued on page 3. 
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Here is why - 
 

 In order to cut the branches properly all around a tree, it takes some maneuvering of the skid steer sev-

eral times to let the sawyer have proper access to the limbs. This takes more time than a man operating 

from the ground. Also, not all the trees need to be pruned to the higher level anyway, so being able to 

prune these limbs rom the ground is a good idea. On the other hand, using the skid steer is a two-man 

operation with more costs. The good news is by having two men, trading off on driving and manning the 

pole saw, makes for less fatigue for us old guys which means more hours working in a day. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I have tried different solutions over the years, but I never subscribed to the idea of just letting them lie. 

Even in the earlier years of a tree's life when the branches are small and short, the prunings get in the way 

of doing important maintenance like spraying for vegetation control including invasive species control 

which seems to go on forever. When I first started addressing this problem years ago, I went through the 

plantations and manually moved all the prunings into alternate rows leaving every other row clean, for in-

stance, to run a tractor mounted boomless spray rig. Moving those branches was manpower intensive but 

not too bad with smaller trees. I accomplished my goal of being able to use a spray rig, and I still provided 

some material to be biodegraded back to nutrients.  
 

After a few years of that I invested in heavy duty brush hogs. First, for my tractor and then for my skid 

steer to use them to chop up the branches adequately. This accomplishes my first goal of access and to 
enhance the biodegradation process by making more smaller material for the bugs and bacteria to work 

on. (refer to after picture) The brush hog actually will do a better job if one waits for the limbs to season 

for several months after pruning season, but sometimes I do not want to wait. These trees in the picture  

 

Continued on page 4. 

 

 

Photo Above:  The next step after pruning is deciding what to do 

about all the pruned limbs on the ground. 
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are far enough apart that I was able to brush hog going both ways and so the cleanup was pretty good as 

you can see. Not perfect, but the "splinters" in the foreground will not impede access by vehicle and in any 

case will rot away in a few years.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

It does not show in this picture, but I left some larger pieces of limbs on the ground to be dealt with later 

because even a skid steer mounted heavy duty brush will not efficiently grind up oak branches that are 3+ 

inches, (especially green ones). In an operation like mine and especially with this new opportunity for cost 

sharing to prune higher, I have a certain percentage of my trees where a few of the limbs are more like 4 

inches. The plan is to come back later and pick up these larger pieces with a grapple attachment on my 

skid steer or, as I did last year, have a contractor with a forest mulcher chop them up. 
 

Economics and CRP - 
 

We all know that planting and raising trees, even black walnut, is a chancy proposition economically. The 

uncertainty (risk) associated with the long interval between establishing a plantation and harvest by itself is 

a headwind. Who can say with any certainty what the markets will look like 75 years after planting? The 

other uncertainties like growth rates, disease, storm and fire damage and tree quality only make things 

more daunting.   
 

We sometimes hear that our tree farmers are not looking to make a profit on trees they plant because of 
the concept of generational economics, which means our generation puts a high value on passing on the 

trees to the next generation and so making a profit for us is not that important. I get that, I am guilty of 

that to a certain extent. However, the “extent” is not unlimited. We can either control the “extent” by  

 

Continued on page 5. 

Photo Above.  This picture was taken after I brush hogged using my skid 

steer just a few days after pruning.  
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limiting the acres we pass on or we can control the extent by passing on more acres but doing what we 

can to improve the economics during our tenure. 
 

 As I alluded to in the beginning of this article, I have used CRP as a way to improve the economics of rais-

ing trees with some cost-share on planting and maintenance like pruning but also very importantly by 

providing annual rental income. The 2018 Farm Bill took the edge off somewhat of the financial benefits by, 

for the first time ever, limiting enrollment of hardwood trees to a maximum of thirty years in “Regular 

CRP”. There is no such limitation on enrollment in “Continuous CRP” practices like riparian buffers. 
 

Unfortunately, it looks like the organizations that should have been our supporters with Congress during 

the debate on the 2018 Farm Bill were either asleep at the switch and/or had some bad advice both politi-

cally and on tree economics and did not fight to prevent Congress from inserting the time limitation on 

hardwood trees in Regular CRP. The story is actually worse than this, but it is beyond the purview of this 

paper to get into here. I hope you will help make sure those organizations work effectively for hardwood 

tree farmers in this year’s debate on a new Farm Bill. Stay tuned to this important topic during this year.  
 

Returning to the economics of where we are now. CRP pays annual rental on land placed into the pro-

grams with rates that are based upon local county cash rental rates for the types of soils involved. As you 

probably know, for land to be eligible, it has to have a recent crop history and the soils have to be consid-

ered at risk for erosion. My experience is that most farmable hill ground in my area will meet these crite-

ria. The rental rate is set firm for the period of the contract (10 or 15 yrs.) but is based upon market con-

ditions at the time of signup. The actual rate is based upon formulas that consider the market cash rent, 

soil productivity, and more recently some additional inflation and some climate change factors for different 

covers. The rates have gone up with the recent escalation of land prices, but to give you an idea the last 

two plots I signed up were in 2018 and carried annual rental rates of $117 and $162. The rates would be 

considerably higher today. 
 

The rental payments I have gotten over the years has helped take out some of the economic sting. One 

can debate the final answer on the net/net economic value including the value we place on the aesthetics 

and wildlife benefits, but the rental income is very helpful, even if the time limit is 30 years. As an aside, if 

one decides to remove the trees after 30 years and return the land to crops, it can be done economically 

with today's equipment and the value of farmland, but this is a subject beyond our purview here.  
 

My suggestion for dealing with the headwinds and enjoying the benefits - 
 

I recently attended a workshop on warm season grasses where the speakers emphasized if you are using 

the science, techniques and technologies being taught 20 years ago, you are probably doing it wrong. They 

made a convincing case that so much has changed. I think the same is true in managing our trees.  
 

Technology advances in pruning equipment like powered pole saws, spray rigs, and skid steer attachments 

and better herbicides and better understanding of the science on soil health allow us to efficiently take 

care of more trees than we could a few years ago. It takes some thought and investment with maybe more 

reliance on contractors to take advantage of these advances, but for me it is worth it.  
 

CRP has been a good program for me since 1987 on grasslands and for my tree plantations since 1991. 

The onerous provisions in the 2018 Farm Bill is a bummer. It got included because of inadequate lobbying 

by our supportive organizations and it was based upon a faulty understanding of landowner's perspectives 

and economics. Maybe this will also change in this new Congress, but in any case, if you are considering 

planting trees on cropland, take a look at CRP and decide if this program works for you. 
 

 

Have fun on your place. I am on mine.  
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Additional Photos 

Photo Above. This Stihl backpack and lanyard  support the weight of the power pole 

saw removing stress from my arm and shoulders allowing me to work longer each 

day. 
 

Photo Below. Schatzi Ball holding a power pole saw extended to 11 ft.  At 16 ft. there 
is a big branch. This grove of trees is ready for a higher pruning treatment. This 

white oak may be pruned higher if there is a prospective 3 ft. of clean bole for staves 

above this branch.  
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