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Girdling Aspen
Aspen trees [Trembling Aspen (Populus tremuloides) and Big Toothed Aspen (Populus grandidentata)] grow
in clones, with many trunks above ground but all coming from the same roots. This makes them more
complicated to remove – if we cut down one of the trunks, the roots send out suckers and make a forest of tiny
new aspen trees.

An Aspen clone

The best solution seems to be to cut off a strip of bark all around each trunk - this is called girdling. If it's done
to every trunk in the clone, the clone will die.

It takes a year or two for the trees to die, and during that time they’re extensively used by woodpeckers and
other insect-eating birds. Eventually they fall down, we cut up the trunks, and pile them in brush piles. The
piles are used by other small animals like rabbits and grouse, and then after a few years they melt away.

I’ve gotten good advice about the techniques involved from Tom Brock at the Savanna Oak Foundation, and
Mark Martin of the Wisconsin DNR. Both their web sites have great explanations of the problem that Aspens
cause, and the techniques for getting rid of them.

Aspen girdling should only be done in May and June, when the bark splits apart easily.

http://www.aprairiehaven.com/
http://www.savannaoak.org/aspencontrol.html
http://dnr.wi.gov/org/land/er/invasive/factsheets/aspen.htm


I use 4 tools:

A truck spring sharpened on one side to make a blade - I wrap the ends of the spring with duct tape to keep
them from digging into my hands while I'm working.

A sturdy chisel

A 15 inch flat pry bar

A girdling tool called a Ringer Tree Girdler

http://www.forestry-suppliers.com/product_pages/view_catalog_page.asp?id=1886


The easiest trees to girdle are the small ones, with thin, smooth bark. First, I cut a vertical slice with the truck
spring blade, deep enough to get to the part of the bark that wants to separate. I can tell when I've gotten to the
right place because I can see a split between the bark and the smooth inner sapwood.



Then I stick the chisel into the split between the outer and inner layers.



I push the chisel hard to split the bark and tear it away from the trunk.

I move around the tree, tearing and pushing the bark as I go. The break in the bark only needs to be a few
inches wide, but usually the bark tears farther than that, and makes a girdle at least 6 or 8 inches wide.



On larger trees, with thicker bark, I use the pry bar to tear the bark away from the tree. The pry bar is longer, so
it gives more leverage, and makes it easier to tear the bark.

The most difficult trees are the largest ones, with thick furrowed bark. It’s difficult to cut into the bark to get
started – I've found that the best tool for cutting is the girdling tool. It’s very sturdy and has an extremely sharp
edge.

On the trees with the thickest bark, it helps to use a small saw to cut a groove in the bark, starting from the



opening made by the girdling tool and going all the rest of the way around the tree.

Then when I pry the bark, it splits along the sawed line.

It's important not to cut too deeply - if the heartwood gets damaged it triggers a "wound response" and the
clone sends up new shoots.

It takes the girdled trees a year or two to die, and another year or so to fall down.

This shows a newly girdled aspen grove.



One year later - the aspens have died, but they haven't fallen down yet.



Until they fall, they make great habitat for woodpeckers.

Once they fall down, we cut them up and put them in piles in the woods.  We used to burn the piles, but
burning is such a huge project.  Now we just make piles and let them gradually decay.

It seems like girdling does stimulate some shoots to grow - or it may be that there are small aspen shoots
growing in between the mature trees that I don't notice until the larger trees die.  These small trees can be a
problem.

Girdling very small aspen shoots doesn't seem to work.  The smaller shoots have the ability to send out new
sprouts below the girdle.

One solution I've found is to clip the shoots during the summer, and treat the newly cut stump with either
glyphosate or Tordon.  According to reports I've read, Tordon can be a problem - it can travel out of roots and
into the surrounding soil, and kill desirable plants that are nearby.  I've been watching for this problem, but so
far, I haven't seen it happening.

Another discovery we've made is that we can girdle other trees too, not just aspen.  Rather than cutting down
birches and Black Walnuts, now we girdle them and let them fall.  It's much easier and safer to remove fallen
trees than standing live trees.
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