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They have needles and they stay green all year so most of us just call them pine trees. But even 
though most needle-bearing trees are in the pine family, (Pinaceae) there are lots of different 
types, each with its own identifying characteristics. Pines, (Pinus) Firs, (Abies) and spruce, 
(Picea) to name just three of many, offer several ways to figure out which is which.   
 
One way is to examine the needles. In pine trees, needles occur in clusters, called fascicles, of 2, 
3 or 5. Having needles in bundles is unique to pines, so this is an easy way to distinguish them 
from spruce and firs.  

On a spruce, the needles are attached by a peg-like projection on the stem and occur singly rather 
than in clusters. Spruce trees retain their needles for 4-10 years before shedding them. The 
needles are stiff, sharply pointed and are four-sided.  

Like spruce, the needles on a fir tree are singular in attachment. Fir needles lack the peg-like 
structures that the spruce have and therefore the branches are not rough after the needles are 
shed. The needles of a fir tree are soft and flat.  

Another way to differentiate between pines, fir and spruce is by the cones. At the beginning of 
their development, cones on all three trees point upward. As they mature, cones on the pine and 
spruce hang down and fall off the tree whole. On firs, the cone remains erect even as it matures, 
and then the cones break apart and fall away. You rarely find fir cones intact on the ground 
beneath the tree as you would with pines and spruce.   

The scales on the cones are another way to identify the tree. On a spruce, the scales have a 
papery feel to them, whereas pine cone scales have a woodier texture.  

The most common pine trees growing in Ohio include the Austrian pine, eastern white pine, and 
Scotch pine. The most common spruce trees are Colorado spruce, Norway spruce and white 
spruce. Fir trees are not as common in Ohio as are pines and spruce; however they are often 
grown for Christmas trees. The most common firs are balsam fir, Fraser fir and white fir. 

If you are planning to include evergreens in your landscaping, proper identification is important 
for several reasons. You need to decide on the best sites for the particular type of tree you have, 
you will want to know about the common problems you might encounter for each type of tree, 
and you will need to know how big and how wide your tree is going to get at maturity.  



Spruce trees tend to be more tolerant of shade than pines, though they grow well in sunlight.  
Pine trees are only mildly tolerant of shade and typically need moderate to high levels of 
sunlight. Firs are also tolerant of shade.  

As you select your holiday tree this year, take note of the needles, branches and cones and see if 
you can ID the tree.    


