
Characteristics of a 
Good Sugar Maple 
Stand 

“The maple industry in 
Nova Scotia needs more 
production of syrup to fill 
the demand from both 
local and export customers/
consumers.” 

The maple industry in Nova Scotia needs more production of syrup to fill the 
demand from both local and export customers/consumers.  This fact sheet will 
hopefully be useful when assessing a hardwood stand for potential for maple 
syrup production.  

To be considered for commercial maple syrup production in Nova Scotia, a 
woodlot should have a good percentage of maples.  There should be sufficient 
numbers of good quality maple trees so that the woodlot averages at least 200 
taps/hectare.  In some stands, but not all, maples may be the dominant spe-
cies. 

Sugar maples (Acer saccharum) are the preferred species for maple production, 
but in Nova Scotia some producers also tap red maples (Acer rubrum).  Sugar 
maples will most commonly be found in a tolerant hardwood stand along with 
other tree species such as birch, beech, red maples, and ash.  Even though 
there will often be some sugar maples found in a lowland hardwood stand, red 
maple will often be more abundant.  Some producers suggest that a healthy 
red maple on a good moist site is preferred to a sugar maple that is declining or 
is on an unproductive site.  That is no doubt true.  

In this fact sheet, however, we will discuss characteristics that are conducive 
to good growth and development of sugar maples, the preferred species for 
maple syrup production.

Extension and Advisory Team

Soils

Sugar maples grow best on soils that are rapidly drained, well drained, or mod-
erately well drained.  On less well drained soils, there is often a higher concen-
tration of yellow birch and red maple than of sugar maples.

Generally, sugar maples grow best on soils classified as silty sands, silty loams, 
loams, sandy loams, and sand.  They do not grow well on coarse sand and 
heavy clay soils.

Sugar maples do well where there is well decomposed litter and incorporated 
humus.  They do well where there is lots of organic matter.  These conditions 
provide the required nutrition.  

They grow best where soil pH is in the 5.5 – 7.3 range.  They will, however, 
grow on soils with a pH of 3.7 to 7.5.  Sugar maples are commonly found on 
soils with a depth of 15 cm (6 inches) or more.

Soils with a high water table are not suitable for sugar maples as the trees will 
grow slowly, will be stunted and are prone to wind throw.  Soil depth to the wa-
ter table should be at least 1 meter (3.28 feet).



In most maple producing regions of North America, it is 
recommended that a maple tree should not be tapped un-
til it is at least 25 cm (10 inches) in diameter at 1.37 meters 
(4.5 feet) above ground.  In Nova Scotia sugar bushes, it 
has become a common practice to tap trees as small as 20 
cm (8 inches) in diameter.  This is because we have smaller 
and slower growing trees in many sugar bushes. 

Many producers are using more conservative tapping 
guidelines as time goes by.  It is only in rare cases now 
when more than two taps is recommended for even large 
maple trees.

As trees develop larger crowns, there will be fewer crop 
trees per hectare.  In most good sugar woods, there should 
be from 200 to 300 taps per hectare (80 to 120 per acre). 

Over time and with proper sugar woods management, 
an uneven-aged sugar bush is promoted.  As older trees 
mature and decline, younger crop trees are present to take 
their place.

The roots of sugar maples grow relatively close to the soil 
surface.  The fine roots are usually within 60 cm (23.6 inches) 
of the soil surface and are sensitive to problems caused by 
compaction and rutting of the soil.

Tree Height and Growth

Tree height is said to be a good indicator of site quality.  On 
good sites, trees grow tall more quickly than on poorer sites.  
Both the volume of sap produced and the sap sweetness is 
determined by the volume of the crown and by the diameter 
of the tree.  Trees that grow at a slower rate tend to produce 
less sap and the sap will be less sweet.  With proper thinning 
over time, sugar maples will be more vigorous, will develop 
larger, deeper crowns and will be good producers of sweet 
sap.

The Impact of Climate

Sugar maples can live and thrive for many decades, even a 
few centuries.  Extreme weather conditions, however, can 
and do occasionally have a severe adverse effect on trees.  An 
example was the early 2003 ice storm which caused sig-
nificant damage to the crowns of maple trees in an area of 
Cumberland County.  Another example was Hurricane Juan in 
September 2003.  In part of Nova Scotia, trees were uprooted 
and tops of other trees were traumatized.  It is hoped that 
severe weather events such as these happen only rarely as it 
does often take woodlots and individual trees several years to 
recover.

The Impact of Insects and Diseases

Maple trees are susceptible to damage from certain insects 
and diseases.  Damage, if severe, can negatively impact the 
vigor of the trees and shorten their life.  When assessing a 
woodlot for potential for maple syrup production, look for 
evidence of insect damage and diseased trees.  In most wood-
lots, some insect activity/damage can be seen. Damage from 
insects and diseases is usually relatively small and insignifi-
cant.

Damage from Livestock Grazing and/or  
Equipment Travel

The roots of sugar maple trees are quite susceptible to dam-
age caused by grazing animals or by equipment travelling in 
the woods too close to the trees.  When assessing the wood-
lot, look for damage to the lower area of the tree trunk, and 
then look up to see whether or not the crowns of the trees 
look healthy.

Trees and Number of Taps per Hectare

Slope

The slope of a good sugar woods should be sufficient to 
allow the tubing to have a good gradient, but should not 
be so steep that it hinders easy travel when installing the 
tubing, when tapping, or when washing the tubing system.  
A slope much above 10% is often thought to be too steep 
on which to work comfortably. Southern facing slopes, 
which are generally warmer, are preferred for maple sap/
syrup production.
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