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Nor folk Pine (Araucaria heterophylla)

Norfolk pines (also known as Norfolk Island 
pines, star pines, Polynesian pines, or living 
Christmas trees) are not a true pine. They 
belong to the Araucariaceae family, a very 
ancient family of vascular coniferous trees 
largely confined to the Southern Hemisphere. 
Endemic to subtropical Norfolk Island off the 
coast of New Zealand, mature Norfolk pines 
look very little like the saplings we are 
accustomed to as houseplants. The species 
name heterophylla means ?different leaves? 
and refers to the variation in leaf form 
between the saplings and mature trees. As 
seen in the images below, the foliage of 
mature trees is stiff and spiralled, while the 
foliage of juvenile specimens (houseplants) is 
soft, fan-like, and whirled. Norfolk pines are in 
the same genus as monkey puzzle trees 
(Araucaria araucana) and the Cook pine 
(Araucaria columnaris). Cook pine saplings look 
similar to Norfolk pine saplings and are 
sometimes sold and mislabelled as 
Norfolk pine.
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In their natural environment, Norfolk pines 
can reach a height of 50?65 metres, with a 
spread of more than 8 metres, and have a 
straight, conical, symmetrical shape. The 
branches of mature trees are almost 
horizontal and occur in groups of five 

branches per ?level?; forming a perfect 
pentagon around the trunk. The trees are 
adapted to the sandy, salty soil of their 
coastal environment, and they grow tall and 
straight despite high winds. They are a 
slow-growing tree and can live up to 150 
years in a landscape environment.

Given proper care, an indoor potted 
Norfolk pine can grow up to 6 metres tall, 
though under most conditions they rarely 
exceed 1.8 metres in height. Their height 
limits their practical longevity as an 
heirloom houseplant since pruning can 
permanently spoil the shape of the tree, and 
they cannot be discouraged from growing 
erect. The stems of juvenile plants are 
covered with the same soft yet spiky foliage 
as the branches. Mature trees have scaly 
gray-brown bark that is bare of foliage.

Despite their hardy appearance, Norfolk 
pines are not tolerant of frost. Outdoors, 
they are hardy to USDA Zone 9. While they 
can be set outside in summertime, they 
must be brought inside before winter. 
Setting the trees out in summer can help 
promote fuller growth, but one must be 
careful when bringing them back inside that 
there is not a drastic change to their lighting 
conditions (for example, full sun to full 
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shade) as this can cause them to drop 
branches. Furthermore, when moving them 
outdoors, be sure to start them in shade and 
gradually transition them to a brighter spot.

Propagation of Norfolk pines is by seed, or by 
cuttings of vertical shoot tips, which is best 
done in midsummer. Cuttings of horizontal 
side branches will not form an upright tree. 
Norfolk pines are generally pest-free, though 
rarely honey fungus or spider mites can be a 
problem. An infestation of spider mites is 
likely indicative of too little humidity. Possible 
solutions include misting the plant, placing it 
near a humidifier, or setting it on a tray of 
stones with water so that the plant is not 
touching the water.

Norfolk pines kept as houseplants do best 
when you mimic their natural environment: 
bright, natural light, somewhat sandy but 
well-drained soil, and higher humidity. They do 
not like to overheat, so avoid placing them 
directly in a window. In fact, they prefer 
slightly cooler temperatures. They can adapt 
to lower light (partial shade), but it must be 
done slowly to avoid die-back; take note of 
the conditions in the nursery or store where 
they are purchased from and make changes 
slowly. They cannot tolerate soggy soil, so 
drainage is very important. Furthermore, 
over-watering can weaken the root system 
and hinder the tree?s ability to grow straight. 
Adding extra sand or perlite to the potting 
soil is beneficial. Dropping lower branches can 
indicate the soil isn?t sufficiently well drained, 
light levels are too low, or the plant is too dry. 
Prune off any dead growth but be aware that 
it will not regrow from those locations. 
Improving the conditions for the plant will 
help produce healthier, fuller new growth.

It is recommended to feed with a small 
amount of balanced fertilizer every two weeks 
during the growing season, and to withhold 
fertilizer during the winter. Fertilizing them 
less will encourage slower growth, so if they 
are getting large for their space you could 
take that approach. Their tolerance of salt and 
a wide range of pH also means they are 
relatively resilient to the accumulation of 
fertilizer in the soil. Of course, this does not 
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mean one should over-fertilize a Norfolk 
pine; it simply means they are more 
likely to recover from such an incident 
than other houseplants though they may 
require repotting.

Given that Norfolk pines sold as 
houseplants are sometimes considered 
?disposable seasonal décor,? one must 
exercise caution in purchasing Norfolk 
pines from discount retailers, especially 
prior to Christmas, as they are often spray 
painted to make them appear extra green. 
The paint hinders their ability to 
photosynthesize and can kill the plant.

The roots are slow-growing and thus the 
houseplants do not require regular 
re-potting. In fact, they dislike having their 
roots disturbed, so it?s best to leave them 
alone as long as possible. If the roots begin 
to show through the bottom of the 
container, it is time to re-pot. Re-pot them 
gently to a slightly larger pot (5 cm greater 
in diameter).

A potted Norfolk pine plant would be 
unlikely to reach sexual maturity as a 
houseplant. In their natural environment, 
Norfolk pines produce cones. When the 
trees are allowed to mature in a landscape 
environment, one will observe cones which 
are squat and globose, 10?12 cm long, 
12?14 cm in diameter, and take 18 months 
to mature. These cones contain nut-like 
edible seeds; the seeds themselves are 
2.5?3 cm long (1.2 cm diameter). Norfolk 
pine are generally dioecious (male and 
female flowers in different plants), although 
they can also be monoecious (male and 
female flowers in the same plant).


