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FROM SOIL TO SHELL:  
LOUISIANA PECAN SERIES

Renovating Older Pecan Trees and Orchards
Overview
This publication will cover: 

1.	 Why Renovate? Why renovation offers faster returns than replanting and helps preserve legacy 
plantings.

2.	 Assessing Tree Health and Orchard Structure: How to evaluate tree vigor, canopy density and 
spacing to guide renovation decisions.

3.	 Keep, Evaluate, or Remove? Making decisions about which trees to retain, topwork or remove based 
on performance and potential.

4.	 Vine and Underbrush Management in Neglected Orchards: How to safely remove vines and 
undergrowth that compete with trees and complicate renovation.

5.	 Soil and Nutrient Rehabilitation: Using soil tests and targeted amendments to restore fertility and 
support renewed growth.

6.	 Topworking and Grafting: When and how to graft or topwork older trees, including bark grafting and 
four-flap methods.

7.	 Pest and Disease Recovery: Managing lingering pest and disease pressure during the renovation 
process.

8.	 Yield Expectations and Patience: Understanding the timeline for recovery and how to track 
progress over multiple seasons.
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1. Why Renovate?
Renovating an older pecan orchard can feel like a daunting task, but for many it’s also one of the most 
rewarding. Whether you’ve inherited a legacy planting or are trying to revive a neglected grove, renovation 
offers a practical path forward that preserves history while improving productivity.

Unlike starting from scratch, renovation builds on what’s already there. Mature trees have established root 
systems, existing infrastructure may still be usable and the land is already proven to support pecans. With 
the right approach, even underperforming orchards can be transformed into productive assets.

Here are some of the most common reasons homeowners choose to renovate:

	● Faster returns than replanting: Newly planted pecan trees can take eight to 12 years to reach 
meaningful production. Renovated trees, especially those with good structure and viable cultivars, 
can begin responding within one to three seasons. Strategic thinning, pruning and fertility 
adjustments often lead to noticeable yield improvements in the very next crop cycle.

	● Established root systems: Older trees already have deep, well-developed root systems that anchor 
them through droughts and floods. These roots can support rapid recovery once crowding, pest 
pressure or nutrient limitations are addressed.

	● Family heritage and emotional value: Many home orchards are part of a family’s history. Renovating 
allows you to preserve that legacy while improving tree health and nut quality. It’s a way to honor the 
past while planning for the future.

	● Making the most of what you have: Even if an older orchard looks rough, it may still hold potential. 
Renovation gives you the chance to work with what’s already growing — saving time, money and 
effort compared to starting over. With selective thinning, improved fertility and a few well-timed 
decisions, many neglected trees can bounce back and start producing again. For some, this is often 
the most practical and rewarding path forward.
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2. Assessing Orchard Viability
Before you can decide what to keep, remove or renovate, it’s important to take a clear-eyed look at what’s 
already growing. Some trees may be worth saving. Others may be holding the orchard back. This section 
walks you through the first step in any renovation plan: evaluating the health, structure and potential of the 
trees you already have.

Renovation doesn’t mean saving every tree. It means making informed decisions that improve the orchard 
as a whole. That starts with understanding which trees are viable, which are questionable and which are 
better candidates for removal or replacement.

Evaluating Tree Health and Structure
Even a good cultivar may not be worth keeping if the tree is in poor condition. When evaluating older pecan 
trees, look for signs of structural soundness, canopy health and long-term viability. Here are a few key 
indicators to consider:

	● Canopy density and shape: A healthy tree should have a full, balanced canopy with good light 
penetration. Sparse foliage, heavy dieback or a lopsided structure may indicate decline.

	● Trunk and limb integrity: Check for major wounds, decay or signs of storm damage. Trees with large 
cavities, split trunks or weak forks may not be structurally sound enough to justify renovation.

	● Pest and disease pressure: Chronic issues like scab, phylloxera or black aphid damage can weaken 
trees over time. If a tree has a long history of pest problems and poor recovery, it may be a poor 
candidate for retention.

	● Growth habit: Trees with poor form, such as multiple competing leaders, narrow crotch angles or 
excessive low limbs, may require significant corrective pruning to become productive again.

In many cases, it’s not just about whether a tree is alive. It’s about whether it can thrive with reasonable 
care. If a tree is structurally compromised, heavily shaded or consistently underperforming, removal may be 
the most practical option.

Key indicators for evaluating tree health and structure.

Indicator What to Look For What It Might Mean

Canopy 
density Full, balanced canopy with good light penetration Healthy tree with productive 

potential

Sparse foliage, heavy dieback or lopsided growth Possible decline or shading stress

Trunk and 
limb integrity Solid trunk, no major wounds or cavities Structurally sound

Large cavities, split trunks, weak forks May be unsafe or unproductive

Pest/disease 
history Minimal past issues, good recovery from stress Worth keeping

Chronic scab, aphid damage or phylloxera May require removal or intensive care

Growth habit Upright central leader, wide crotch angles,  
good scaffold spacing Easier to manage and prune

Multiple leaders, narrow angles,  
excessive low limbs

May need corrective pruning or 
removal
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Identifying Cultivars Versus Seedlings
Before deciding which trees to keep or remove, it’s important to know what you’re working with. Cultivars 
— trees that were grafted or budded from known selections — tend to offer more predictable performance. 
Seedlings, on the other hand, are wild-grown and genetically variable. Some may produce excellent nuts, 
but many are inconsistent, disease-prone or low-yielding.

Here are some practical ways to tell the difference:

	● Bark and trunk appearance: Grafted trees often show a change in bark texture or color at the graft 
union. Seedlings typically have uniform bark from base to canopy.

	● Branching structure: Cultivars often have scaffold branches that arise low on the trunk, with variable 
central leader characteristics. Seedlings usually grow upright with a strong central trunk.

	● Nut characteristics: Cultivars tend to produce larger, thinner-shelled nuts. Seedlings often yield 
smaller, thicker-shelled nuts with more variability.

	● Planting pattern: Cultivars are usually planted in rows. Seedlings may be scattered, especially along 
fence lines or in pastures.

	● Genetic uniformity: If multiple trees in the orchard produce similar nuts, they’re likely cultivars. If 
each tree is different, they’re probably seedlings.

How to tell cultivars from seedlings.

Characteristic Cultivar (Grafted) Seedling (Wild-Grown)

Propagation method Budded or grafted Grown from seed, not grafted

Bark/trunk 
appearance

Change in bark texture or color at 
graft union Uniform bark from base to canopy

Branching structure Low scaffold branches, variable 
central leader

Upright growth with strong central 
trunk

Nut characteristics Larger, thinner-shelled, more uniform Smaller, thicker-shelled, highly 
variable

Planting pattern Usually planted in rows Often scattered or along fence lines

Genetic uniformity Similar nuts and traits across multiple 
trees Each tree is genetically unique

Estimating Tree Age
Knowing the approximate age of your pecan trees can help you understand their growth potential, likely 
cultivar and long-term viability. While exact planting dates are often lost to time, there are a few practical 
ways to estimate age in the field.

One of the simplest tools for estimating tree age is measuring the spread of the canopy. While growth rates 
vary by site conditions and cultivar, the table below provides a general reference.
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Using limb spread to estimate tree age.

Limb Spread (feet) Estimated Tree Age (years)

Less than 5 1-3

10 4-7

15 6-8

20 8-10

25 10-12

30 12-13

35 15

40 25

50 40

60 50

70 60

80 70
Note: These are rough estimates. Trees in poor soil or crowded conditions may grow more slowly, while 
those in ideal locations may grow faster.

Cultivar Identification in Louisiana
If you’re not sure what cultivar you’re dealing with, historical planting trends in Louisiana can offer helpful 
clues. Many older orchards were planted with a relatively small number of varieties, some of which were 
widespread across the state, while others were more localized to certain regions or decades.

Use the tree’s estimated age, nut characteristics and growth habit alongside the table below to narrow 
down likely cultivars. This can help guide decisions about which trees to keep, evaluate or remove during 
renovation.

Common cultivars in Louisiana by decade:
	● Before 1920: Centennial, Frotscher, Moneymaker, Pabst, Rome, Russell, Schley, Stuart, Success, 

Teche, Van Deman

	● 1920-1930: Frotscher, Mahan, Moneymaker, Russell, Schley, Stuart, Success, Teche, Van Deman

	● 1930-1940: Frotscher, Mahan, Moneymaker, Schley, Stuart, Success, Van Deman

	● 1940-1950: Candy, Farley, Mahan, Moneymaker, Schley, Stuart, Success

	● 1950-1960: Candy, Cape Fear, Desirable, Elliott, Farley, Mahan, Moneymaker, Schley, Stuart

	● 1960-1970: Candy, Cape Fear, Desirable, Elliott, Mahan, Schley, Stuart, Success



6  |  The Louisiana Home Orchard: Pecans LSU AgCenter Publication 1884-C-8

3. Keep, Evaluate or Remove?
Renovating a pecan orchard means making tough decisions, especially when working with older trees in 
low-input systems. Some cultivars are known performers in Louisiana home orchards, while others may 
struggle without intensive management. But cultivar alone doesn’t tell the whole story.

Tree retention decisions should be based on a combination of factors:

	● Cultivar history and reputation in Louisiana

	● Observed performance in your specific orchard (yield, nut quality, pest resistance)

	● Tree health and structure

	● Adaptability to low-input conditions

In some cases, a healthy tree with poor nut quality may be a candidate for topworking — a grafting 
technique that replaces the canopy with a better cultivar. While effective, this approach requires skill and 
seasonal follow-up. Most homeowners may find it more practical to replace the tree with a grafted nursery 
tree.

Even wild-grown or seedling trees, often labeled as “natives,” deserve a closer look. While many are 
inconsistent or low-yielding, some have adapted well to local conditions and produce high-quality nuts. 
These trees may be worth keeping or even propagating if they show strong structure, good kernel quality 
and consistent production.

Cultivar-based tree retention guide. 

Keep Evaluate Remove

Elliott: High quality, scab 
tolerant, high yield potential

Sumner: Moderate scab 
resistance, good structure, but 
late harvest and black aphid 
issues

Desirable: Excellent nut quality, 
but typically requires high-input 
management not suited to home 
orchards

Amling: Good pollinator, great 
tree form and disease resistance. 

Candy: Early harvest, good 
kernel quality, moderate scab 
resistance

Schley: Excellent nut quality, but 
highly scab susceptible and pest-
prone

Jackson: Large, well-filled nuts; 
low alternate bearing; moderate 
scab resistance

Natives: Highly variable; some 
worth keeping or propagating; 
others may be inconsistent or 
low-yielding.

Mahan: Overbearing, poor nut 
fill, scab and phylloxera prone

Note: Cultivar performance can vary by site. Evaluate each tree based on nut quality, yield history, pest 
resistance and overall health.
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Step-by-Step Tree Evaluation Framework
When deciding whether to keep, evaluate or remove a pecan tree, it helps to follow a consistent process. 
This framework walks you through the key questions to ask for each tree in your orchard:

	● Is the tree a known cultivar? If you can identify the cultivar — based on nut characteristics, growth 
habit or historical records — you’ll have a better sense of its potential. Known cultivars with a good 
track record in Louisiana are easier to evaluate. If the tree is a seedling or unknown, move to the next 
step and assess it based on performance.

	● Is the cultivar viable in Louisiana home orchards? Some cultivars, like Elliott and Amling, are well-
suited to low-input systems. Others, like Desirable, may require intensive management to perform 
well. If the cultivar is known to struggle in home settings, it may be a candidate for removal unless it 
has shown exceptional performance in your orchard.

	● Is the tree structurally sound and healthy? Look for signs of major dieback, weak forks, storm 
damage or decay. A tree with poor structure or declining health may not be worth the effort to 
renovate, even if it’s a good cultivar.

	● Does the tree have a history of good yield and nut quality? Trees that consistently produce well-
filled, high-quality nuts are worth keeping. If yield is low, nuts are poor quality, or pest issues are 
chronic, the tree may be better removed or topworked if the structure is still strong.

Tree Rating System: Evaluating Your Trees (1-to-10 Scale)
Not every tree in an older orchard is worth keeping. Some may be strong producers with good nut quality 
and healthy canopies. Others may be declining, poorly structured or simply the wrong cultivar for a low-
input setting. But how do you tell the difference?

That’s where a simple tree rating system comes in.

This 1-to-10 scale helps you evaluate each tree based on the traits that matter most in a home orchard: yield 
potential, nut quality, disease resistance, tree health, structure and cultivar suitability. By scoring your trees 
consistently, you can make confident decisions about which ones to keep, topwork or remove, and prioritize 
your time and resources where they’ll make the biggest difference.

Here are the key factors to consider when assigning a rating:

	● Yield history: Has the tree produced consistently over the years, or is it mostly barren?

	● Nut quality: Are the nuts well-filled, easy to crack and flavorful — or small, thick-shelled or shriveled?

	● Pest and disease resistance: Does the tree hold up well without spraying, or is it constantly affected 
by scab, aphids or phylloxera?

	● Tree health: Is the canopy full and vigorous, or is there dieback, sparse foliage or signs of decline?

	● Structure and form: Does the tree have a strong central trunk and well-spaced limbs, or is it forked, 
leaning or poorly shaped?

	● Cultivar suitability: Is the tree a known cultivar that performs well in Louisiana home orchards, or a 
seedling with unknown potential?

You don’t need to be a professional grower to use this system. All it takes is a walk through your orchard, a 
notepad (or this guide) and a willingness to look at each tree with fresh eyes.
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Example ratings for home settings from best to worst.

Rating Example Tree

10 Healthy Elliott with full canopy, consistent yield and no visible scab

8 Native seedling with consistent yield, good nut fill and strong structure

6 Stuart with moderate yield, some scab but good structure and nut quality

5 Candy with decent yield but moderate scab and black aphid pressure

4 Native seedling with inconsistent yield and small, thick-shelled nuts

2 Desirable with poor canopy health and heavy scab in a nonsprayed setting

1 Severely declining tree with dieback, poor nut quality and structural failure

Note: These examples reflect performance in unsprayed or minimally managed home orchards. Trees that 
require intensive fungicide programs to perform well (like Desirable or Schley) are typically poor candidates 
for retention in these settings.

How To Use This Section in the Field
	● Print the tree rating scorecard (or bring a notebook) before walking your orchard.

	● Walk through your orchard in late summer, ideally near shuck split, when nut quality and pest 
damage are visible.

	● For each tree, record:

	■ Tree location or ID

	■ Cultivar (if known)

	■ Observations on:

	■ Tree health and structure

	■ Nut quality and yield history

	■ Pest or disease pressure

	● Assign a 1 to 10 rating based on overall performance.

	● Use your ratings to decide whether to keep, topwork or remove each tree.

	● Focus your renovation efforts on trees with the most potential.

	● Don’t worry about perfection. Consistency is more important than precision.

	● Revisit your ratings each year to track progress and adjust your plan.
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Tree Rating Scorecard
Tree ID / 
Location

Cultivar  
(if known)

Tree 
Health 
(1-10)

Nut 
Quality 
(1-10)

Yield 
History 
(1-10)

Pest/
Disease 
Pressure 

(1-10)

Overall 
Score  
(1-10)

Action 
(Keep / 

Topwork / 
Remove)

Footnotes for scoring:
	⊲ Tree health: Consider canopy density, limb structure, dieback and overall vigor. Trees with major structural issues or decline should score low.
	⊲ Nut quality: Evaluate kernel fill, shell thickness and ease of cracking. Thin-shelled, well-filled nuts score higher.
	⊲ Yield history: Use your memory or past harvests. Consistent producers score higher than trees with erratic or minimal yield.
	⊲ Pest/disease pressure: Rate based on visible scab, aphid damage or history of pest issues. Trees that perform well without spraying should score higher.
	⊲ Overall score: This is not an average. Use your judgment to reflect the tree’s total value in your orchard.
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Strategic Thinning and Tree Removal 
Once you’ve rated your trees and identified which ones are worth keeping, the next step is to think 
strategically about thinning and removal. In home orchards, thinning isn’t just about making space. It’s about 
improving airflow, reducing disease pressure and helping your best trees reach their full potential.

Many older plantings in Louisiana were spaced too tightly or have become crowded over time. As canopies 
expand, trees begin to compete for light, water and nutrients. Shading increases, scab pressure rises and 
nut quality declines. Removing poorly performing trees, especially those with low ratings, poor structure or 
heavy disease, can dramatically improve the health and productivity of the remaining orchard.

Thinning also makes maintenance easier. With fewer trees, you’ll have better access for mowing, spraying 
and harvesting. And by focusing your efforts on the trees with the most potential, you’ll get better results 
with less work.

This section walks you through:

	● How to identify crowding and canopy overlap

	● When and how to remove trees safely

	● Mapping strategies for smart thinning

	● Common mistakes to avoid

Mapping for Smart Thinning 
Before removing any trees, it helps to visualize 
your orchard layout and identify which trees are 
contributing to crowding and which ones are worth 
keeping. Mapping allows you to plan thinning 
decisions more strategically and avoid removing 
trees that still have long-term value.

You don’t need specialized software to do this. A 
simple hand-drawn map or spreadsheet grid can 
be just as effective. Start by sketching the orchard 
layout, marking each tree with a circle. Then use 
your tree ratings to shade or color-code each one:

	● Darker shading = better trees (higher ratings)

	● Lighter shading = weaker trees (lower ratings)

This visual approach makes it easier to spot patterns — such as clusters of low-performing trees or areas 
where canopy overlap is severe. You can then mark trees for removal directly on the map using symbols 
(e.g., an “X” or a different color).

TIP: If you prefer digital tools, basic mapping can be done using spreadsheet software, drawing apps or 
online mapping platforms.

Once your map is complete:

	● Use it during your walk-through to confirm decisions.

	● Mark trees in the field with paint or flags for removal.

	● Revisit the map annually to track progress and plan future thinning.

Several pecan trees are cut and laid down for 
removal to reduce canopy crowding. Thinning 

improves airflow, reduces disease pressure and 
enhances nut quality in remaining trees. Photo by 

William Reid
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Canopy Coverage and Crowding Thresholds
As pecan trees mature, their canopies expand, and eventually they begin to compete for light, water and 
nutrients. When too many trees are growing too close together, yields decline, disease pressure increases 
and nut quality suffers. That’s why understanding canopy coverage is key to making smart thinning 
decisions.

A practical benchmark supported by research 
and field experience is this:

When more than 50% of the orchard floor 
is shaded at midday, it’s time to consider 
thinning. 

Research and field experience show that pecan 
yields are highest when about 50% of the 
orchard floor is covered by canopy. Beyond 
that point, crowding leads to:

	● Increased scab pressure due to poor 
airflow

	● Reduced nut fill and kernel quality

	● Greater stress during “on” years, which 
can worsen alternate bearing

In fact, orchards that were thinned from 84% 
canopy coverage down to 49% often doubled 
their yield the following season, especially 
when thinning was done before a heavy crop 
year.

Another Practical Cue 
If tree canopies are touching or overlapping, it’s 
a good time to evaluate thinning. Overlapping 
branches reduce airflow, increase disease risk 
and make it harder for sunlight to reach lower 
limbs. 

How to Estimate Canopy Coverage
You don’t need special tools to get a rough 
estimate:

	● Walk your orchard around solar noon on 
a sunny day.

	● Look at the ground. If more than half the 
area is shaded, you’re likely over 50% 
canopy coverage.

	● Use your tree map to visualize where 
canopies are overlapping and which 
trees are contributing most to crowding.

Mature pecan trees with 
overlapping canopies 

shade most of the 
orchard floor. When more 

than 50% of the ground 
is shaded at midday, 

thinning is recommended 
to improve airflow, 

reduce disease pressure 
and maintain nut quality. 

Photo by William Reid

Dormant pecan 
trees show clear 

sky visible between 
branches, indicating 

good airflow and 
light penetration. No 
thinning is needed at 

this stage. Photo by 
William Reid

Dormant pecan trees 
show branches close 

to touching. While 
not overlapping yet, 
crowding will likely 

occur during the next 
growing season, 

signaling the need for 
thinning or pruning 

soon. Photo by 
William Reid

Dormant pecan 
trees have branches 

that are starting to 
interlace. Overlap 

will worsen as foliage 
develops, increasing 

disease risk and 
reducing airflow. 

Thinning or pruning is 
recommended. Photo 

by William Reid
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Seasonal Timing for Renovation
Renovating an orchard is most effective when timed with the tree’s natural bearing cycle. In Louisiana, 
pecans often follow an alternate bearing pattern — producing a heavy crop one year (an “on” year) and 
a lighter crop the next (an “off” year). Planning your renovation around this cycle can improve results and 
reduce stress on the trees.

Best Practice
Rate trees in late summer or early fall of an “off” year, then begin thinning or removal during the following 
winter, just before the next “on” year begins.

This approach gives your best trees more space and light just in time for a strong crop year, helping them 
respond with better nut quality and yield.

Renovation Timing Calendar and Recommended Actions
Use the following guidelines to determine recommended actions:

	● Late summer (“off” year): Walk the orchard, rate trees and map canopy coverage.

	● Fall (“off” year): Finalize tree ratings and mark candidates for removal.

	● Winter (before an “on” year): Remove low-performing or crowded trees. Avoid pruning during wet 
or freezing periods.

	● Spring (“on” year): Begin intensive management of remaining trees — fertility, pest monitoring, etc.

	● Late summer (“on” year): Evaluate response to thinning. Begin planning for next round if needed.
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Common Mistakes to Avoid

WAITING TOO LONG TO THIN: Crowding doesn’t fix itself. As trees compete for light and space, nut 
quality declines, scab pressure increases and lower limbs begin to die back. Many homeowners wait until 
trees are already in decline before taking action. By then, it’s often too late to reverse the damage.

Start thinning before the orchard reaches critical canopy closure. Early action gives 
your best trees time to respond and recover.

REMOVING THE WRONG TREES: It’s easy to focus on the most inconvenient trees — those near 
fences, driveways or buildings. But those trees may also be your best producers. Removing them without 
evaluating performance can do more harm than good.

Use your tree ratings to guide decisions. Keep trees with strong structure, good nut 
quality and consistent yield, even if they’re in awkward spots.

OVERTHINNING WITHOUT A PLAN: In home orchards, the bigger risk isn’t removing too many trees 
— it’s removing the wrong ones. Many homeowners thin based on spacing alone, assuming that evenly 
spaced trees will perform better. But spacing doesn’t tell the whole story.

A widely spaced orchard full of poor performers won’t yield better than a crowded one 
with a few strong trees.

Use your tree ratings to guide thinning. Focus on removing trees with low scores, especially those with poor 
nut quality, heavy disease pressure or structural decline. Keep high-performing trees, even if they’re closer 
together than ideal. You can always thin more later.

IGNORING ORCHARD FLOOR MANAGEMENT AFTER REMOVAL: Tree removal often leaves 
behind bare soil, ruts or compacted areas. If these aren’t addressed, they can lead to erosion, weed 
pressure or poor regrowth.

After thinning, level disturbed areas and reestablish groundcover quickly. This protects 
soil health and keeps the orchard manageable.

OVERLOOKING EXTERNAL STRESSORS: Even after thinning, some problems persist. Nearby 
woods, unmanaged trees or neighboring properties can introduce pests, wildlife pressure or herbicide drift.

Consider your surroundings when planning renovation. Addressing edge effects and 
external stressors is just as important as managing the trees inside the orchard.
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4. Vine and Underbrush Management in  
Neglected Orchards
In older or abandoned orchards, vines and underbrush are often the most visible signs of neglect and one 
of the first barriers to renovation. Left unchecked, they can climb into the canopy, compete for light and 
nutrients, and create dense tangles that reduce airflow, increase disease pressure, and complicate pruning 
or harvest.

Why Vine Control Matters
	● Reduces competition for light, water and nutrients

	● Improves airflow through the canopy, reducing scab pressure

	● Prevents structural damage from heavy vines pulling on limbs

	● Improves safety for pruning and harvest operations

Common Culprits in Louisiana Orchards
	● Poison ivy

	● Trumpet creeper

	● Virginia creeper

	● Wild grape

	● Greenbrier

	● Mistletoe (a parasitic plant, not a vine, but often co-occurs)

Control Strategies
Mechanical removal: Best for small infestations or vines not yet established in the canopy.

	● Cut vines at the base using loppers or a pruning saw.

	● Avoid pulling vines from the canopy. This can damage limbs.

	● Let cut vines die back naturally before removing them from the tree.

Chemical control: Best for established vines or those with deep root systems.

	● Use cut-stump treatments: Cut the vine and immediately apply a triclopyr-based herbicide to the 
fresh cut.

	● For ground-level vines, glyphosate can be used carefully — only when vines are coiled on the 
ground and away from the tree.

	● Avoid spraying near the trunk or exposed roots, especially in young trees.

Caution: 2,4-D and other broadleaf herbicides can drift and damage pecans. Use only with extreme care 
and never near young foliage.
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Recommended herbicides for vine control in home orchards.

Active Ingredient Application 
Method Use Timing Notes

Triclopyr Cut-stump or foliar Dormant or 
growing

Effective on woody vines; low 
volatility; preferred for home 
orchards

2,4-D (amine/choline) Foliar only Actively growing 
vines

Use with extreme caution; high drift 
potential; avoid near pecans

Glyphosate Foliar or cut-stump Actively growing 
vines

Nonselective; safe for foliar use only 
on vines coiled on the ground

For a broader list of herbicides, including options for grasses and general weed control, see the “Site 
Preparation, Planting and Establishment” publication.

Timing and Safety Tips for Vine Removal
Late winter through early spring is often the best time to begin vine and underbrush removal. Visibility is 
higher before leaf-out, and cooler temperatures make the work more manageable. Removing vines before 
budbreak also reduces the risk of damaging new growth or disturbing nesting wildlife.

Safety matters. Many common vines in Louisiana orchards — like poison ivy and greenbrier — can cause 
skin irritation or physical injury. Always wear gloves, long sleeves and eye protection when cutting or 
handling vines. Use caution when working near ladders or with power tools, and avoid working alone in 
remote or overgrown areas. 

Managing Regrowth After Initial Clearing
Vine and underbrush removal is rarely a one-time task, especially in neglected orchards. Many aggressive 
species, such as trumpet creeper and greenbrier, resprout from underground roots or rhizomes even after 
cutting. Expect to monitor and manage regrowth for at least one to two seasons after initial clearing

Persistence is key. With consistent follow-up, most vine infestations can be brought under control within a 
few years, especially when paired with improved canopy management and soil rehabilitation.
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5. Soil and Nutrient Rehabilitation
Clearing space and removing unproductive trees is only the first step in orchard renovation. Once sunlight 
reaches the ground again and root competition is reduced, the next priority is rebuilding the soil’s capacity 
to support healthy, productive trees. Many older pecan orchards suffer from years of nutrient depletion, 
compaction or poor drainage, especially if they’ve been neglected or managed with minimal inputs. 
Renovation offers a unique opportunity to reset the soil environment and correct long-standing fertility 
issues before new growth begins. Whether you’re working with a few legacy trees or a larger planting, these 
steps can help restore vigor, improve kernel quality and support consistent yields in the seasons ahead.

Soil Testing in Neglected Sites
Before applying fertilizer or making soil amendments, it’s important to understand the current condition 
of your orchard’s soil. In older or neglected plantings, years of leaf drop, nutrient removal and limited 
management can lead to depleted fertility, compacted zones that restrict root growth or soil pH extremes — 
either too low or too high — depending on location. A soil test provides a clear starting point for renovation 
by identifying pH issues, nutrient deficiencies and other limitations that may not be visible above ground.

For best results, collect soil samples from the area where tree roots are actively growing, typically halfway 
between the trunk and the edge of the canopy. Avoid sampling from open lawn areas or between trees, 
as these may not reflect the conditions affecting nutrient uptake. If the site has been unmanaged for many 
years, consider sampling both the surface (0 to 6 inches) and subsoil (6 to 12 inches) layers to check for 
deeper fertility or drainage concerns.

Soil testing is especially important before applying lime, phosphorus or zinc — nutrients that move slowly 
through the soil.

Nutrient Correction Strategies
Once soil testing reveals the current fertility status of your orchard, the next step is correcting any 
deficiencies that may be limiting tree performance. In renovation settings, this often means addressing soil 
pH extremes, depleted phosphorus or potassium, and micronutrient shortages, especially zinc and boron. 
These nutrients move slowly through the soil and are most effective when applied before active growth 
begins.

Start with lime if your soil pH is below 6.0. In Louisiana, pH can swing low in some areas and high in others, 
so testing is essential before making adjustments. Raising pH into the 6.5 to 6.8 range improves nutrient 
availability and supports microbial activity. In areas with high pH, practices that increase soil organic matter, 
such as mulching, composting or planting cover crops, can help buffer pH over time and improve nutrient 
uptake. Phosphorus and potassium should be applied based on soil test results, ideally in banded strips 
midway between the trunk and dripline. Zinc sulfate can be incorporated in a similar way, especially in older 
orchards where foliar spraying is impractical. Boron, often deficient in neglected sites, may be added in 
small amounts using household borax or solubor — just be careful not to overapply.

For detailed nutrient-by-nutrient guidance, including rates, timing and nutrient specific information, refer 
to the “Managing Fertility in Home Pecan Orchards” publication. Renovation is a chance to reset the soil 
environment, and correcting these foundational issues early can make a lasting difference in tree health and 
nut quality.
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Compaction and Drainage Diagnosis
In older or neglected pecan orchards, soil compaction and poor drainage are common problems that can 
limit root growth and reduce tree vigor, even after thinning or pruning. Years of mowing, foot traffic or natural 
settling can create dense layers that restrict water movement and oxygen flow to the roots. These issues 
often go unnoticed until trees begin to decline or respond poorly to fertilization.

To check for compaction, use a soil probe, auger or post-hole digger to examine the soil profile in several 
locations across the orchard. If you encounter a dense, resistant layer within the top 12 to 18 inches, 
compaction may be limiting root access. In some cases, a hardpan or plow layer may be present just below 
the surface, especially in sites that were once pastures or row-cropped fields.

Drainage problems are another common issue in low-lying or poorly graded areas. After a heavy rain, 
observe how long water stands in different parts of the orchard. If puddles remain for more than 24 to 48 
hours, the site may need surface grading or shallow ditches to improve runoff. In some cases, periodic 
disking or harrowing may be helpful — not as a routine practice, but to incorporate lime or phosphorus, level 
the orchard floor after tree removal or prepare the soil for groundcover establishment.

Organic Matter and Soil Rebuilding
Restoring fertility in older orchards isn’t just about correcting nutrient levels. It also means rebuilding the 
soil’s ability to retain moisture, support microbial life and cycle nutrients over time. Organic matter plays a 
central role in this process, especially in home settings where inputs are limited and long-term sustainability 
is a priority.

Adding compost or aged poultry litter can improve soil structure, increase water-holding capacity and supply 
nutrients in a slow-release form. These materials are especially helpful in sandy or low-organic soils, where 
leaching and drought stress are common. When used correctly, they support microbial activity and reduce 
the need for synthetic fertilizers.

Cool-season legumes like clover offer another practical strategy. When managed properly, clover acts as a 
living mulch, a nitrogen source and a soil-building cover crop — all while supporting beneficial insects and 
reducing erosion. However, clover requires adequate sunlight to establish and persist. If the orchard canopy 
is too dense to support clover growth, it’s often a sign that additional thinning is needed — not just for the 
cover crop, but for the long-term health of the trees themselves. For more on clover establishment and its 
role in orchard fertility, see the “Managing Fertility in Home Pecan Orchards” publication
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6. Topworking and Grafting Opportunities
In some renovation settings, a tree may have good structure and a healthy root system but poor nut 
quality, heavy scab pressure or inconsistent yield. Rather than removing it entirely, homeowners may 
consider topworking — a grafting technique that replaces the canopy with a better-performing cultivar while 
preserving the existing trunk and roots.

For mature trees, bark grafting is the most practical method. It allows scion wood from a known cultivar to 
be inserted into large limbs or stubs, converting the tree over time. Bark grafting is typically done in late 
spring, once sap flow has begun and the bark slips easily. Success depends on timing, technique and 
follow-up care, including protection from wildlife, sunscald and regrowth from the original canopy.

However, bark grafting requires skill, patience and commitment. It’s not a casual weekend project. 
Homeowners should be honest about their comfort level with pruning, tool use and seasonal follow-up. 
If the idea of cutting back a mature tree and managing regrowth feels overwhelming, it may be better to 
start fresh with a grafted tree from a nursery, especially if the existing tree is poorly located or structurally 
compromised.

Smaller seedlings within the orchard may be better suited to four-flap or whip-and-tongue grafting, which 
are easier to perform and require less canopy removal. These methods are often used to convert promising 
rootstocks or wild seedlings into known cultivars.

Topworking or Replanting: A Quick Decision Guide
Topworking can be a powerful tool, but it’s not always the best fit. If your tree has a healthy trunk, good 
structure and is well-placed, bark grafting may be worth the effort. But it requires skill, seasonal timing and 
follow-up care. If the tree is poorly located, structurally weak or if grafting feels outside your comfort zone, 
replanting with a grafted tree from a nursery may be the better choice. Starting fresh often leads to faster, 
more predictable results, especially in home settings where time and tools are limited.
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7. Pest and Disease Recovery
Renovation often brings new light and airflow into the orchard, but it doesn’t eliminate pest and disease 
pressure overnight. Older trees that have gone unmanaged for years may harbor lingering populations of 
scab, aphids or shuckworm, and edge trees are especially vulnerable to reinfestation from nearby woods or 
neglected trees.

Resetting expectations is key. Even with pruning, thinning and improved fertility, it may take several 
seasons for pest pressure to decline. Scab spores can persist on old wood and fallen shucks, and aphid 
populations often rebound quickly in dense canopies. Renovated trees may need extra monitoring and 
sanitation in the first few years to break the cycle.

What helps most:

	● Improved airflow from thinning and pruning reduces scab severity.

	● Sanitation, including removing fallen shucks and nuts, can reduce overwintering pests.

	● Fertility correction improves tree vigor and resilience to pest damage.

	● Edge management, including clearing vines and brush, can reduce pest harborage and wildlife 
pressure.

In some cases, a light, homeowner-accessible spray program may be warranted during recovery years, 
especially for black aphids or shuckworm. But in most home settings, the goal is to reduce reliance on 
sprays over time by improving tree health, structure, and spacing.

Managing Edge Pests 
Even in a well-maintained orchard, trees near the edge often face higher pest pressure. These edge trees 
are more exposed to pests migrating from nearby woods, pastures or neglected trees, including scab 
spores, aphids, shuckworms and pecan weevil. Wildlife pressure also tends to be higher along orchard 
borders.

What homeowners can do:

•	 Clear brush and vines along the orchard edge. Dense 
vegetation provides cover for pests and wildlife. 
Removing it improves airflow and reduces harborage.

•	 Remove unmanaged pecans nearby if possible. Old, 
unsprayed trees can serve as reservoirs for scab, 
aphids and weevils.

•	 Monitor edge trees more closely. These are often 
the first to show signs of infestation or disease. Early 
detection can help prevent spread.

•	 Consider trap cropping or baiting for pests like 
pecan weevil if pressure is high and spraying is not 
feasible.

Edge management is especially important during the first 
few years after renovation, when trees are recovering and 
more vulnerable. Over time, improved airflow, sanitation and 
selective removal of problem trees can help reduce edge-
related pest pressure across the entire orchard.

Edge trees in a pecan orchard are located next to 
unmanaged woodland. These trees face higher pest 

and wildlife pressure due to proximity to natural 
habitat, making monitoring and sanitation especially 

important. Photo by William Reid
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8. Yield Expectations and Patience
Renovating older pecan trees is a long game. Even with pruning, thinning and improved fertility, trees may 
take two to four years to show meaningful improvements in nut quality or yield. That’s because pecans 
respond slowly to change, especially when recovering from years of stress, crowding or nutrient depletion.

What to expect:

	● Year 1: Most of the response is below ground. Trees redirect energy into root growth and canopy 
recovery. Nut production may stay flat or even decline slightly.

	● Year 2 to 3: With better light, airflow and nutrient access, trees begin to fill out their canopies and set 
more consistent crops. Kernel fill and nut size often improve before total yield does.

	● Year 4+: Well-managed trees begin to stabilize. Alternate bearing may lessen, and yields become 
more predictable, especially in cultivars known for consistency.

Be patient. Renovation is about long-term gains, not quick fixes. A tree that’s been neglected for 20 years 
won’t recover in one season, but with the right care, it can become productive again for decades to come.

Tracking Progress Over Time
Renovation success isn’t always obvious in the first year, but small improvements add up. Keeping simple 
records can help you see trends that might otherwise go unnoticed. A few key things to track each season:

	● Canopy density and regrowth after pruning or thinning

	● Nut set and kernel fill compared to previous years

	● Leaf color and shoot growth as indicators of nutrient status

	● Pest or disease pressure, especially scab and aphids

	● Wildlife damage or edge pressure from nearby woods

Photos taken at the same time each year, especially around shuck split, can be a powerful tool for visual 
comparison. So can a simple notebook or spreadsheet with annual notes on yield, tree health and any 
changes made.

If you’re managing multiple trees, consider using the Tree Rating Scorecard from earlier in this publication 
to reevaluate each tree every one to two years. Tracking scores over time helps you see which trees are 
improving and which ones may still need attention or removal.
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Renovation progress log example (year-by-year tracking).

Tree ID/
Location Year Canopy 

Density
Nut 

Quality
Kernel 

Fill
Pest 

Pressure Notes/Actions Taken

Tree A  
(north fence) 2025 Sparse, 

recovering Poor Low High 
aphids

Pruned in winter; added 
zinc and boron

Tree A  
(north fence) 2026 Moderate Improved Medium Lower 

aphids
Better airflow; no spray 
used

Tree A  
(north fence) 2027 Full canopy Good High Minimal Strong recovery; 

consistent yield

Tips for use:

	● Use one row per year per tree.

	● Track visible changes in canopy, nut quality and pest pressure.

	● Note any actions taken (e.g., pruning, fertilization, thinning).

	● Repeat annually to monitor progress and guide future decisions.
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Visit our website: www.LSUAgCenter.com
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The LSU AgCenter and LSU provide equal opportunities in programs and employment.

For more information on pecan care and orchard management, see other titles in the From Soil to Shell: Louisiana 
Pecan Series and the Louisiana Home Orchard: Pecans publication available through the LSU AgCenter.
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