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Background 

What happens to a birdhouse if you hang it on a 
tree and come back in two years?  Will it be at the 
same height or out of your reach because the tree has 
grown? (Figure 1) 

By the end of this article you will be able to 
answer this question and others about how trees grow. 

This publication is for those who love to plant 
and grow trees. Of course, trees grow the same way 
in the city as they do in the country (physiologically 
speaking), but we will emphasize tree growth in cities 
and discuss factors of the urban environment that 
affect this growth. 

What is tree growth? 

To set the stage for our discussion of tree growth 
we must review some terminology. 

Trees have six organs. These are: leaves, stems 
and roots (known as vegetative structures) and 
flowers, fruits, and seeds (known as reproductive 
structures). We will discuss vegetative growth--that 
is the growth of leaves, stems and roots. Tree growth 
is the increase in size and numbers of leaves, stems, 
and roots. 

What kinds of trees will we be talking about? 

Trees are seed plants--that is they reproduce by 
seed. They are classified into Gymnosperms and 
Angiosperms. Gymnosperms are trees with seeds that 
develop on the surface or tip of an appendage such as 
a cone. Examples are cypress and pines. Angiosperms 
are trees with seeds borne within structures such as 
fruits (the seed is enclosed). Examples are oaks, 
elms, maples and palms. We are going to be 
describing growth of both gymnosperms and 
angiosperms. Also, since we live in Florida, there's 
one more division that is necessary and that is among 
angiosperms. Palms are angiosperms--but they are 
different than oaks, maples and elms, because  palms  
are  monocots and are  related  to grasses. Oaks, 
maples and elms are dicots. So we will first talk about 
growth of gymnosperms and dicots; then because they 
grow very differently, we will have a special section 
on palms. 

What controls growth? 

Tree growth is a response to the environment and 
to its genetic make-up ( Figure 2 ).

The environment is made up of such factors as 
water, light, temperature, air, pests and cultural 




