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Spreading a green message
Christmas tree growers work with extension to promote 
real Christmas trees in major consumer markets
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Michael Bondi of Oregon State University worked with the local NBC affiliate to help them produce an 
on-location shot at Pinery Christmas Tree Lot in San Diego, Calif.

By Michael C. Bondi and Luisa 
Santamaria

In Oregon, when someone men-
tions Christmas trees, most of us 
think of the natural, field-grown hill-
sides commonly seen throughout the 
Willamette Valley and foothills. 

Christmas trees are big business 
in Oregon. The state has been the 
number one producer of real trees 
since 1978. About 20–25 percent of 
all natural Christmas trees grown in 
the U.S. come from Oregon each year 
— with 80 percent of this production 
harvested in Clackamas, Marion, Polk 
and Benton counties.

But, there is the artificial tree, too 
— typically made of plastic and import-
ed from China. About 10 million fake 
trees are purchased annually across the 
country — or nearly one-half as many 
as their real tree counterparts. 

Nationally, artificial trees are used 
for an average of six or seven years 
before being disposed of by consum-
ers — most often in landfills. Real 
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Christmas tree growers consider the arti-
ficial tree their biggest market challenge 
and dream what their world would be 
like without this competitor.

Christmas tree growers take bold step
The Pacific Northwest Christmas 

Tree Association (PNWCTA) represents 
about 700 growers, both large and 
small, in Oregon and Washington. In 
2007, the PNWCTA Board of Directors 
launched their first-ever marketing cam-
paign to strengthen their market share. 

The PNWCTA decided to tar-
get California for their first outreach 
effort. About 90 percent of all trees 
sold in the Golden State come from 
the Pacific Northwest (Oregon and 
Washington). With that in mind, it’s 
not surprising that nearly half of all 
trees harvested in Oregon go to mar-
ket in California each year.

The goal with this marketing 
campaign was to take advantage of 
the public’s growing interest in green 
products for everyday living. The story 
of the real Christmas tree and its envi-
ronmental advantages seemed like a 
natural fit for Californians wanting to 
make responsible consumer choices. 
Also, the campaign focused on tips for 
tree selection, care and maintenance to 
improve consumer satisfaction with the 
real product.

The marketing education and out-
reach effort was funded with individual 
grower contributions. Christmas tree 
growers raised nearly $100,000 the first 
year to bring a natural Christmas tree 
message to the California residents. 

The PNWCTA coordinated the mar-
keting effort, contracting with Nuffer, 
Smith, Tucker (NST), a public relations 
firm based in San Diego. NST has repre-
sented agriculture and agri-food clients 
for more than three decades and has 
extensive experience with commodity 
boards and cooperatives. 

The NST staff took the associa-
tion through a comprehensive plan-
ning process to strategically position 
the association and its products. The 
team then developed key messages 
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and a marketing and communications 
plan, which outlined the firm’s tactical 
efforts for communicating these mes-
sages to Californians. 

The first year of the campaign 
focused on print magazine and newspa-
per stories, along with radio and televi-
sion interviews.

Sharing the green message
As the association and NST began 

to develop their outreach campaign, 
they identified the need for a spokes-
person — someone who could help 
deliver their messages, be a credible 
third-party expert, and provide science-
based information. 

The Pacific Northwest Christmas 
Tree Association turned to OSU 
Extension Forestry Agent Mike Bondi to 
assist with providing an expert voice. At 

the time, Bondi had been working with 
Christmas tree growers in Clackamas 
County for nearly 25 years.

From the beginning, the purpose of 
the outreach was information, facts and 
figures — not a slick sales campaign. 
This was a good fit for extension’s 
involvement. 

Messages focused on the key 
environmental advantages of the real 
tree, highlighting the advantages and 
specifically avoiding discussion about 
the artificial tree or negative com-
ments. Having someone who could 
respond to media questions with 
science-based information was consid-
ered critical to maintaining credibility. 

Key messages included: 
Christmas trees are a renewable 

crop with more planted each year 
than harvested. Trees are sustainably 

grown in plantations for the purpose of 
being a Christmas tree, not harvested 
from native forests.

Christmas trees are a natural 
product and 100 percent recyclable. 
At the end of the holiday season, there 
is nothing left to go to the landfill. 
Most communities have tree-recycling 
programs with the trees being chipped 
and composted.

Christmas trees are grown by 
local farmers who employ workers. 
This economic activity is especially 
important in rural areas to support 
local families and communities.

Young, fast-growing Christmas 
trees produce oxygen — vital to all 
life on earth — through the process 
of photosynthesis. Trees take in car-
bon dioxide to drive the photosynthetic 
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Although the basic messages have 
remained consistent from year to year, 
the media outreach methods and targets 
have evolved. Social media is a growing 
focus using Facebook, YouTube, Twitter 
and blog outreach. Magazine, newspa-
per, radio and television outreach con-
tinues, too.

“Impressions” — a term used to 
measure the number of people who 
may have heard or seen a message, 
based on print circulation numbers and 
viewership or listenership data for tele-
vision and radio — have grown each 
year as the campaign has matured. Over 
the five-year program, the campaign 
has garnered an estimated 227 million 
impressions of positive messages sur-
rounding real Christmas trees. 

Assessing the impact of the out-
reach, through increased tree sales, is 
much more difficult and remains a chal-
lenge. However, Christmas tree grow-
ers believe this outreach to consumers 
and their potential customers is worth 
doing. They invest in this program each 
year, and have been doing so for the 
past five years now. 

Michael C. Bondi is an Oregon State 
University Extension regional direc-
tor based out of the Clackamas County 
Extension office in Oregon City, Ore. 
He can be reached at michael.bondi@
oregonstate.edu. Luisa Santamaria is a 
nursery plant pathologist and bilingual 
educator at the OSU North Willamette 
Research and Extension Center in 
Aurora, Ore. She can be reached at 
Luisa.Santamaria@oregonstate.edu.

ment of the Southwest marketplace. 
Reaching out to Spanish-language print, 
radio and television messages has been 
a goal for several years. 

Santamaria worked with Univision 
and Telemundo television stations 
in California (Sacramento and San 
Francisco) and Nevada (Reno) this 
past year to do live, in-studio, televi-
sion programming.

The Spanish-speaking TV sta-
tions are known to have strong audi-
ences during their news sections in 
the mornings and evenings, and these 
became the times for programming 
focused on the environmental advan-
tages of the real Christmas tree during 
the holiday season. 

The TV stations were especially 
interested in having access to a sub-
ject matter expert to answer questions 
about the most common types of real 
trees in the marketplace, how trees are 
grown, how to select the right tree for 
the home, identifying a fresh tree and 
properly caring for it, proper tree dis-
posal, and the environmental benefits 
of the real tree.

There is a real interest in the 
Hispanic community to help maintain a 
healthy environment, but this will only 
be achieved through continued out-
reach and education. This first step to 
reach the Hispanic community in these 
three heavily-populated cities was an 
excellent experience for Extension 
education, too.

Conclusion
Christmas tree growers value the 

marketing outreach effort and the 
potential impact it has had on their 
sales. Even through difficult economic 
times and poor markets, sales have 
increased each year modestly in the 
California and southwest markets. 

During the 2011 sales season, 
reports from market locations through-
out California, Arizona and Nevada 
indicated that sales were consistently 
up 5–10 percent above the previous 
year. The increase was even greater in 
some markets.

process, resulting in the removal of car-
bon from the atmosphere.

Christmas trees are typically 
grown on poorer farmland not capable 
of growing higher-value food crops. 
Christmas trees are perennial plants that 
protect the soil from erosion and provide 
habitat for a variety of wildlife.

Five years later
Christmas tree growers have contin-

ued the campaign, even though the past 
several years have been a struggle for 
the industry. Nonetheless, growers have 
raised between $40,000 and $100,000 
annually to support their effort. 

In addition, the PNWCTA has 
received funding support from the 
Oregon Department of Agriculture’s 
Specialty Crop grant program. What 
started as a California marketing pro-
gram has expanded to Nevada, Arizona 
and New Mexico. 

Hispanic outreach
OSU’s Luisa Santamaria, a Nursery 

Plant Pathologist and Bilingual Educator 
at the North Willamette Research and 
Extension Center, worked with the 
Christmas tree marketing effort during 
2011 for the first time. The Hispanic 
demographic is the fastest-growing seg-

44 SEPTEMBER 2012  ▲  DIGGER



 
 

  

        Schurter
Nursery

Arborvitae–Emerald green
Virescens
Boxwood

Japanese Maples
Otto Luyken
Skip Laurel

Various sizes & Varieties
503-932-8006

HOSTETLER
FARM DRAINAGE
503-266-3584

• Plastic Tubing 3"-24" • Laser Grade
Control • Open Ditch for Buried

Irrigation • Plows and Trenches •
Pot-n-Pot Drainage • Oldest Drainage
Firm in Oregon • Newest Subsurface

Irrigation Techniques

Materials and
Technical
Assistance
AvailableCanby, OR

 NATIVE NURSERY LLC

 

  

    ‘Roots to grow on’
Phone: 541-757-6520      Fax: 541-738-2607      
       www.sevenoaksnativenursery.com    

- Over 300 species grown from seed
- Hard to find natives 
- Drought tolerant, high elevation
- Quaking Aspen specialists 
- Highest Quality bareroot seedlings
- Containers from 4”-25 gallon

SEPTEMBER 2012  ▲  DIGGER 45


