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Best Management

Practices 

Through our TorreyaKeepers project, the Florida Native 
Plant Society (FNPS) is working with private landown-
ers to locate and document the condition of remaining 
wild trees. FNPS is also partnering with Atlanta Botanical 
Garden to collect stem cuttings for offsite safeguarding to 
conserve the genetic diversity remaining for this species. 
This work has become more urgent and more diffi cult 
after the destruction and degradation of Torreya habitat 
caused by Hurricane Michael in 2018.

 Torreya taxifolia (Florida Torreya) is an 
upright, pyramidal, evergreen coniferous tree 
in the yew family with many common names:  
Florida Torreya, Gopherwood, Florida Nutmeg 
and Stinking Cedar. These last two names refer 
to the strong, fetid odor the leaves give off when 
crushed. The whorled, spreading branches are 
armed with dark green, glossy needle-like leaves 
(.5-1.5 inches long) that are sharply pointed and 
prickly at the tips. The slow growing Florida 
Torreya historically reached heights of 30'-60' tall, 
with a 20' wide spread, though most remaining 
wild trees rarely grow to more than 10' tall.

 Declines in the populations of Florida Torreya 
were fi rst observed in the late 1930s, although 
the tree was still common in its habitat in north-
ern Florida and southeastern Georgia through the 
1950s. By the mid-1960s, however, only sprouts 
re-grew from top-killed stumps that remained in 
the wild. The dwindling numbers of these sprouts 
are now restricted to limestone bluffs and wooded 
ravines on the east side of the Apalachicola River 
in Liberty and Gadsden Counties in Florida, 
in adjacent Decatur County in Georgia, and an 
additional small population on the west side of 
the river in Jackson County, Florida. In addition 
to the decline, this species has been negatively 
impacted by changes in hydrology, climate, forest 
structure, heavy deer browse, feral hog damage, 
and a loss of reproductive capability.
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If you think you have Florida 
Torreya on your property and would 
like more information please contact 
our TorreyaKeepers Coordinator at: 
torreyakeepers@fnps.org
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 The rapid decline of the Florida Torreya was initially 
attributed to an unknown fungal disease based on the 
abundance of visible stem cankers and leaf spots on the 
needles. The cause of the canker disease and subsequent 
decline are now attributed to a novel Fusarium species, 
possibly introduced from Asia by the horticultural or ship-
ping industry (Smith et al. 2011). This novel Fusarium 
has been found to infect all plant material that has been 
lab tested. Frighteningly, the fungus has been docu-
mented to spread and infect other tree species, including 
Spruce Pine, Eastern Hemlock, and Florida Maple. 

Therefore, planting Torreya taxifolia outside of 
its current range is discouraged to prevent spreading 
the fungus to other genera and the detrimental 
consequences that may result.

Instructions for Installation: 

1. Place the T-posts at either side of the Torreya tree. 
You want the posts to be far enough away from the tree 
so that the branches don’t rub up against the cage, but 
close enough so that the cage can wrap around the post 
sturdily. When you fi nd the right positioning of the 
post, use a sledge hammer or a 3x3 piece of wood and 
a rubber mallet to hammer both posts into the ground. 

2. Wrap your cage around the posts (lifting the cage 
up slightly so it can be fastened 6-8 inches off the 
ground). You want the bottom of the cage to be above 
ground level by 6"-8" to allow leaf litter, humus, duff, 
and twigs to escape and not pile up within the enclo-
sure.  This also prevents a tinder-box of fl ammable 
materials from building up inside the cages. 

3. Connect the two ends of the cage around one of 
the T-posts. Usually a tie at the top of the cage, and 
at the base of the cage on each T-post does the trick 
(4 ties). Use as many ties as you need. 

4. The total cage height will be around 48" from 
ground to top.

5. If your tree is on a steep slope: try to tilt the 
cage so that it is parallel to the slope, so that the cage 
remains 6-8 inches off the ground. The cage may 
seem awkward tilted like this, but this is crucial to 
keep duff from collecting near the base of the tree. 

6. If you have a large tree: If you come across a 
tree that needs more than a standard cage, you can 
use the amount of fencing needed for two cages to 
create an extra-large cage for the tree.  

What You Can Do to Protect Florida 
Torreya Growing Wild on Your Property 
 Frequent fungicide treatments with a product 
known as Maneb have been shown to be effective, with 
plants showing renewed growth afterwards with little 
to no fungal infection (Salter 1990; Savage 1983). 
Maintaining canopy cover by not removing overstory 
trees is also important.
 Fencing cages are recommended for trees or seedlings 
to protect from feral hog damage or deer rub, which can 
both injure a tree and spread the fungal disease.  

     
Florida Torreya occurs on steep terrain. Catastrophic loss of mature overstory 
after 2018’s Hurricane Michael exposes the trees to erosion, sunburn, and 
competition from light-loving species. Photos by Helen Roth (left) and Lilly 
Anderson-Messec (right).

Supplies:

• 32" to 36" tall steel rolled fencing with 
 4" to 6" spacing between the wires.  
• For each cage, use a 15' length of fencing.  
 The fi nished cage will be 3' wide. It can be  
 expanded depending upon current sizes of  
 trees and future growth.  
• 2 metal fence posts for each cage
• Wire
• Fence fasteners for attaching the cage to  
 the fence posts
• Tools (3"x3" piece of wood, sledge or rubber  
 mallet, fencing clip bender or pliers, and gloves)

     
Canker on a Florida Torreya stem. Photos left to right by Hannah Starling 
and Lilly Anderson-Messec.
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Installing Protective Cages

Cage installation. Photo by Leigh Brooks.
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