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INTRODUCTION 
 
Populus trichocarpa is a deciduous broadleaf 
tree species native to western North America. It 
is used for timber, and is notable as a model 
organism in plant biology. Its full genome 
sequence was published in 2006. It is the first 
tree species to be sequenced. 
It is a large tree, growing to a height of 30-50 
m, which makes it the largest poplar species in 
the Americas. It is normally fairly short-lived, 
but some trees may live for up to 400 years 
(Forbes, 2006). 
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GENERAL INFORMATION 
 
Scientific name: Populus trichocarpa  
Common name(s): black cottonwood, 
western balsam poplar,  California poplar 
(English), Populus trichocarpa (Italian) 
Family: Salicaceae 
 

DESCRIPTION 
 
Height: 30-50 m  
Trunk diameter: over 2 m  
Crown shape: conical  
Crown density: moderate 
Growth rate: fast 
 
Root habit 
P. trichocarpa has an extensive and aggressive 
root system, which can invade and damage 
drainage systems. Sometimes the roots can 
even damage the foundations of buildings by 
drying out the soil. 
Planted cuttings of black cottonwood root very 
well; they produce deep and widespread root 
systems if growth is not restricted by adverse 
soil conditions. 
Maximal depth of root system at the end of first 
year of growth: 1 m (Hoffmann, 1966) 
 
Foliage 
 
Leaf arrangement: alternate  
Leaf type: simple 
Leaf margin: crenate margin and an acute tip 
Leaf shape: elliptic 7-20 cm long 
Leaf venation: reticulate  
Leaf type and persistence: deciduous 
Leaf color: glossy dark green upper side and 
glaucous light grey-green underside  
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Flower 
 
Flower color: red 
Flower characteristics: The buds are 
conical, long, narrow and sticky, with a strong 
balsam scent in spring when they open.  
The species reaches flowering age at about 10 
years 
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Trunk and Branches 
 
Stem/bark/branches: The bark is grey and 
covered with lenticels, becoming thick and 
deeply fissured on old trees. The bark can 
become hard enough to cause sparks when cut 
with a chainsaw. 
The stem is grey in the older parts and light 
brown in younger parts. Spur shoots are 
common. The wood has a light coloring and a 
straight grain. 
Breakage: P. trichocarpa wood is light-
weight and although not particularly strong, is 
strong for its weight.susceptible to breakage 
either at the crotch 
Current year twig color: brown 
Current year twig thickness: thin 
 
Culture 
 
Due to its high levels of rooting hormones, P. 
trichocarpa sprouts readily. After logging 
operations, it sometimes regenerates naturally 

from rooting of partially buried fragments of 
branches or from stumps. Sprouting from roots 
also occurs. The species also has the ability to 
abscise shoots complete with green leaves. 
These shoots drop to the ground and may root 
where they fall or may be dispersed by water 
transport. In some situations, abscission may be 
one means of colonizing exposed sandbars. 
Light requirement: tree grows in full sun 
Soil tolerances: clay; loam; sand; acidic; 
occasionally wet; alkaline; well-drained 
Drought tolerance: high 
Aerosol salt tolerance: moderate 
Soil salt tolerance: moderate 
 
Other 
 
Roots: surface roots are usually not a problem 
Winter interest: no special winter interest 
Outstanding tree: not particularly 
outstanding 
Invasive potential: little, if any, potential at 
this time 
Pest resistance: very sensitive to one or 
more pests or diseases which can affect tree 
health or aesthetics 
 
USE AND MANAGEMENT 
The wide range of topics studied by using P. 
trichocarpa include the effects of ethylene, 
lignin biosynthesis, drought tolerance and wood 
formation. 
P. trichocarpa wood is light-weight and 
although not particularly strong, is strong for its 
weight.susceptible to breakage either at the 
crotch The wood material has short, fine 
cellulose fibres which are used in the 
production of high-quality book and magazine 
paper. The wood is also excellent for 
production of plywood. 
 Living trees are used as windbreaks. 
P. trichocarpa contains salicin, and has been 
used medicinally as an antipyretic, analgesic 
and to control inflammation. 
P. trichocarpa grows very quickly; It can reach 
suitable size for pulp production in 10–15 years 
and about 25 years for timber production. 
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It is also grown as an ornamental tree, valued 
for its fast growth and scented foliage in spring, 
detectable from over 100 m distance. 
The roots are however invasive, and it can 
damage the foundations of buildings on 
shrinkable clay soils if planted nearby. 
Branches can be added to potted plants to 
stimulate rooting.  
Commercial extracts are produced from the 
fragrant buds for use as a perfume in medicines 
and cosmetics.  
 
Pests and diseases 
 
At least 70 fungal species cause decay P. 
Trichocarpa. A leaf rust (Melampsora spp.) has 
been observed in young plantations, and 
susceptibility to the rust appears to vary greatly 

across the geographic range of the species. This 
disease limits photosynthesis and causes leaves 
to fall prematurely, thereby decreasing tree 
growth and vigor. Other foliage diseases 
include leaf-spot syndrome (Venturia populina) 
and yellow-leaf blister (Taphrina populisalicis). 
Stem cankers in various areas have been 
reported as caused by Dothichiza populea, 
Fusarium spp., Hypoxylon mammatum, Nectria 
galligena, and Septoria musiva. None appear to 
be of great significance in management of black 
cottonwood, but severe attacks of a bacterial 
canker have reportedly limited planting of the 
species in Europe. Black cottonwood is also 
subject to the condition known as wet wood, 
which leads to wood collapse during drying. 
 
 

 
 


