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EFFECTS OF STOCK TYPE AND FALL FERTILIZATION ON SURVIVAL OF LONGLEAF
PINE SEEDLINGS PLANTED IN LIGNITE MINESPOIL

Mary Anne McGuire and Hans M. Williams'

Abstract—One-year-old longleaf pine (Pinus palustris Mill.) seedlings were hand-planted in January 1996 on an east Texas
minespoil site. Effects of two seedling stock types and four levels of preplanting fall fertilization on seedling survival were
evaluated. Fertilizer treatments consisting of a single application of ammonium nitrate (73 kilograms per hectare N),
phosphorus (81 kilograms per hectare P), diammonium phosphate (73 kilograms per hectare N, 81 kilograms per hectare
P), or control (no fertilizer) were applied to bare-root and container seedlings in November 1995. Root growth potential, the
ability of a seedling to initiate and elongate new roots when placed into a favorable environment, was measured at time of
planting. Field survival was surveyed monthly beginning in April 1996. Data were examined using analysis of variance.
Container seedlings had significantly higher root growth potential and survival than bare-root. Fertilizer treatment effects,
while not significant, tended to decrease both root growth potential and early survival for bare-root seedlings, and to
increase root growth potential and decrease survival for container seedlings. Drought conditions during the 1996 growing
season probably had a negative effect on survival of both bare-root and container seedlings. Only 2 percent of bare-root
and 56 percent of container seedlings survived through the growing season, suggesting that only container stock should be
used for reforestation of fongleaf on minespoil sites. However, in years with normal precipitation, stock type effects on
survival may not be significant and planting bare-root seedlings may be a viable option.

INTRODUCTION

It is estimated that between 1 and 2 million acres of land
will eventually be disturbed by surface mining of lignite coal
in Texas. Much of this mining will occur in the pineywoods
region of east Texas (Hossner and others 1980). The
Federal Surface Mine Control and Reclamation Act of 1977
requires restoration of vegetation on these lands for the
primary purposes of limiting erosion and controlling flow
and quality of water. Establishment of vegetation may be
difficult on these sites due to physical properties, chemical
toxicities, and nutrient deficiencies of the spoil material.

Reclamation of spoil banks on surface lignite mines in
Texas has traditionally been accomplished using pasture
grasses, even though many of these sites were forested
prior to mining. Pasture grasses are relatively easy to
establish, and offer immediate erosion control. However,
pastures require long-term maintenance, including weed
control and fertilization. On the other hand, establishment
of forests is more difficult, but may provide more long-term
benefits. Once established, forests require less
maintenance than pastures. Forests provide wildlife habitat
and recreational and economic opportunities as well as
excellent control of erosion and water quality.

Texas Utilities Mining Company (TUMCO) operates several
surface coal mines in east Texas, including the Beckville
Mine in Panola County, which supplies fuel for the Martin
Lake generating plant. In the early 1980’s, TUMCO
reclamation managers recognized the potential economic
and environmental benefits of establishing forests on mined
lands, and commenced with a program of intensive tree
planting. To date, about 7 million seedlings have been
planted on the Beckville Mine, consisting of approximately
85 percent improved loblolly pine (Pinus taeda L.) and 15
percent various hardwood species. These seedlings have

been planted on both established pastures and recently
graded spoil material.

TUMCQ is interested in using longleaf pine (P. palustris
Mill.) in its reclamation program in east Texas because the
Beckville Mine site lies within the historical range of
longleaf pine (Landers and others 1995). However,
establishment of longleaf pine seedlings is more difficult
than other southern pines for several reasons. First, bare-
root longleaf seedlings are sensitive to handling and do not
tolerate long periods of cold storage (Dennington and
Farrar 1983, Dougherty and Duryea 1991). When weather
delays planting, storage limitations can result in severe
seedling mortality. Also, planting depth is critical because
longleaf seedlings have no stems. if seedlings are planted
too deep, the apical bud is smothered; if planted too
shallow, the root collar is exposed and desiccation occurs.
Movement of soil onto or away from seedlings after
planting can have the same effect as incorrect planting
depth. Finally, longleaf seedlings are very intolerant of
woody competition (Dennington and Farrar 1983).

Many planting problems may be overcome when using
container seedlings. Handling stress and storage are
minimized. Container seedlings also perform better than
bare-root in droughty conditions, and have an extended
planting season. However, container seedlings have
disadvantages. Compared to bare-root seedlings, they
require more attention while growing, are more expensive
to produce, are bulky to handle and transport, and are
often smaller (Barnett and others 1989).

Obtaining quality nursery stock is an important factor in
planting success. According to Duryea (1985), a high-
quality seedling is one that meets defined levels of survival
and growth on a given planting site. Late fall nursery
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Fertilizer treatments did not have a significant effect on
RGP (P>0.42). Interaction effect between stock type and
fertilizer was also not significant (P>0.14), but tendencies
were strong, as shown in figure 1. Fertilizer treatments
tended to improve RGP for container seedlings and
depress RGP for bare-root seedlings. Control (unfertilized)
bare-root seedlings had a higher average of RGP (68)
than control container seedlings (50), but fertilized bare-
root seedlings performed worse than all other treatment
combinations. Container seedlings are often subject to
nutrient deficiencies because soil-less growing media
provide few mineral ions, container volume is small, and
frequent irrigation leaches nutrients (Landis 1989).
Therefore, fall fertilization was expected to improve
container seedling quality and performance. Fertilizer
treatments were not expected to be detrimental to bare-
root seedlings, and reasons for this effect are not
apparent.

Field Survival

Stock type had a significant effect on survival for all
monthly counts. RGP results indicated an expected initial
mortality of at least 30 percent for bare-root seedlings. No
mortality was noticed in a visual inspection in February, but
bare-root seedlings appeared stressed and unhealthy.
Precipitation in February was less than 25 percent of
normal and soil moisture was low. Drought conditions
persisted throughout the growing season. Cumulative
precipitation and survival count results are depicted in
figure 2. In April, 56 percent of bare-root seedlings were
dead, while more than 99 percent of container seedlings
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Figure 1—Interaction effect of stock type and fertilizer
treatments on root growth potential of bare-root and
container longleaf pine seedlings.
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Figure 2—Cumulative 10-year average and 1996
precipitation in centimeters, and percent survival of bare-
root and container longleaf pine seedlings planted on a
lignite minespoil site in Panola County, TX.

remained alive. All living seedlings appeared stressed and
competition from winter wheat and hairy vetch was intense.
Herbicide was sprayed in a 1-meter radius around each
living seedling in May to control competition. By June, 91
percent of bare-root seedlings were dead, but container
survival was still high at 98 percent. New growth was
visible on most living seedlings, but young needles were
only 6 to 8 centimeters long. Herbaceous vegetation on the
entire site was brown and dry, so effects of herbicide were
not obvious. Container survival declined sharply to 75
percent in July, and only 3 percent of bare-root seedlings
remained alive. By October, bare-root survival was 2
percent, and container survival had stabilized at 56
percent. Young needles on surviving seedlings had
elongated to only 20 to 25 cm.

Container seedlings were expected to survive and perform
better than bare-root in this study, but effects of the drought
probably intensified this phenomenon. Fibrous root
systems of container seedlings have a larger absorptive
surface than bare-root root systems and therefore have a
greater ability to extract water from the surrounding soil
and tolerate drought. However, we believe that both
container and bare-root seedlings were negatively affected
by the poor soil moisture conditions.

Fertilizer treatments had no significant effect on seedling
survival. However, bare-root seedlings fertilized with
ammonium nitrate tended to die sooner than those
receiving other treatment combinations. Survival of
container seedlings also tended to be lower for nitrogen
fertilizer treatments for all monthly counts. Perhaps the
effects of fertilizer treatments would have been greater if
mortality had not been as rapid and severe.
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