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INTRODUCTION TO PALM GRADING
Florida’s Grades & Standards for Palms has two separate and distinct sections; Grading and Specifying.

Florida Grades and Standards for Palms is constructed for those who are tasked with the responsibility
of grading palms intended for landscape installation. The grading process is based on criteria to evaluate
the current health and potential for the successful reestablishment of palms. Grading is performed by

examining the leaves, trunk and root ball. The grade of the palm is assigned at the time of delivery. The
grading of palms is specific to this application and timeframe. This approach allows contractors,
municipalities, inspectors and others charged with grading palms, to grade objectively using
benchmarks to identify quality-grown palms with health characteristics that have the potential for

transplant and reestablishment success.

The Specifying Section offers standardized definitions and a process for palm specifying to facilitate
better communication between landscape professionals. A specifier may include additional design and
contractual specifications such as, maintaining a grade over time, or specific palm forms and
dimensional characteristics. Specifications are not used in grading process.
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GLOSSARY OF PALM GRADING
TERMINOLOGY
The following terms are presented for use in the grading process.
Chlorosis: The loss of chlorophyll from leaves resulting in light green, yellow,
orange, or white tissue. The presence of chlorosis denotes a nutrient
deficiency, a physiological problem or the presence of a disease.

Chlorosis

Clustering palms: Palms that naturally have more than one trunk.

Container Grown Palm: Palms which are grown in a container where the entire
root system is fully contained. These palms are not subject to the minimum
root ball measurement standards.
Cull: A non-gradable palm with one or more eliminating factors or a palm which
fails to meet the minimum rootball measurement and/or minimum leaf count
or quality for its size and species required for a Florida #2 grade.

Chlorosis

Depression: Mechanically produced indentation into the pseudobark that can
indicate damage to underlying vascular tissue. Crownshaft species have an
increased potential for damage to the vascular tissue caused by depressions.
Excellent leaf: A fully emerged leaf (all leaflets are fully expanded) with a
strong petiole with less than 1% of the area showing chlorosis, necrosis,
nutrient deficiencies, leaf spots, pests or insect damage, or physical damage.

Depression

Extreme Succulence

Extreme succulence: Soft, tender, elongated, weak petioles caused by overfertilization, over-irrigation or over-crowding in the nursery. The palm may not
survive when transplanted. Typically identified by weak elongated petioles.
Field Grown Palm: Palms grown and harvested from the ground by cutting the
roots.
Good leaf: A fully emerged leaf (all leaflets are fully expanded) with a strong
petiole with 1% to 10% of the leaf area showing chlorosis, necrosis, nutrient
deficiencies, leaf spots, pests or insect damage, or physical damage.
Grade: A designation of palm health assigned at the time of delivery using this
document to evaluate the palm. One of three grades is possible: Florida Fancy,
Florida #1 or Florida #2.
Juvenile Palms: Any immature palm which has not reached the developmental
stage of growth necessary for evaluation in accordance with Grades and
Standards.
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GLOSSARY OF PALM GRADING TERMINOLOGY CONT.
Leaf count: The number of fully emerged (all leaflets are fully expanded) good or
excellent leaves counted during the grading process.
Necrosis: Desiccated plant tissue typically but not necessarily brown, tan or gray in
color.

Overall Height: The highest point in the canopy measured from the top of rootball to
the natural position of the last fully emerged (all leaflets are fully expanded) leaf.
Primary Trunk: Trunks ¾ or greater the height of the tallest clear trunk in clustering
palms and single trunk palms intentionally grown with more than one trunk.
Pseudobark: Outer non-vascular portion of the trunk. Pseudobark damage can be
unsightly but can also indicate damage to underlying vascular tissue.
Pup Scars: Scars near the base of the trunk in clonally produced palms (palms
propagated by division or propagated from offshoot removal, e.g., Phoenix
dactylifera) that are the result of offshoot or pup removal. These scars present no
health risk to the palm.

Pup Scars

Leaf Count

Chlorosis

Regenerated Palms: Palms that have been collected/dug and maintained until new
white or cream-colored root growth is visible around a minimum of 75% of the
perimeter of the rootball. The new roots are held within a containment barrier. Roots
which penetrate or escape the barrier cannot be included in this percentage. (This
requirement is a standard for grading Cabbage Palms as detailed in Table 1.)
Re-grade: An official re-grade is conducted by the Florida Department of Agriculture
and Consumer Services Division of Plant Industry. The request must be submitted to
the Chief Plant Inspector, Division of Plant Industry within 30 days following delivery.
Rootball Measurement: Measurement from the lowest part of the trunk (exclusive of
exposed roots or persistent leaf bases) perpendicular out to the edge of the root ball
for field grown palms. Gradable palms in containers are not subject to root ball
measurements.

Tipped Leaf: A specified procedure of shortening the leaves by cutting the leaf tips.
Tipped leaves are not gradable therefore this must occur after the grading process.

Extreme Succulence

Vascular tissue: Water and carbohydrate conducting plant tissue that is covered by
the outer non-vascular pseudobark.
Vertical fissures: Naturally occurring vertical expansion cracks. These present no
health risk to the palm when less than one-inch deep.
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Florida Fancy: A palm with no eliminating
factors as determined in Step 1 and meets the
requirements for a grade of Florida Fancy in
accordance with Table 1 (Step 2).
Florida No. 1: A palm with no eliminating
factors as determined in Step 1 and only meets
the requirements for a grade of Florida No. 1 in
accordance with Table 1 (Step 2).

Florida No. 2: A palm with no eliminating
factors as determined in Step 1 and only meets
the requirements for a grade of Florida No.2 in
accordance with Table 1 (Step 2).

***Cull trees are not gradable
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STEPS for DETERMINING PALM GRADE:
Step 1. Examine the palm using the list of eliminating factors. If there are no eliminating
factors, proceed to Step 2.
Eliminating factors are severe problems that decrease the chance for success/survival in
the new site. If one or more statements is true, the palm is not gradable.

Eliminating Factors:
a) Evidence of palm weevils or symptoms of lethal diseases such as Fusarium wilt,
phytoplasma diseases, Ganoderma butt rot, Thielaviopsis trunk rot or Phytophtora bud rot.
b) Wood boring insect damage.
c) Depressions or other trunk damage showing or indicative of vascular tissue damage.
Excluding pup scars in clonallyproduced palms,pesticide injection sites, and naturally
occurring vertical fissures less than one inch in depth.
d) Extreme succulence.
e) Naturally occurring vertical fissures exceeding one inch in depth.

Step 2. Refer to Table 1 to assign the palm grade based on the minimum leaf count, leaf
quality and root ball measurement of the species being graded. Failure to meet the
minimum requirements for root ball measurement or Florida No. 2 leaf count
and/or quality in Table 1 renders the palm a cull.
7

REQUIREMENTS FOR LEAF COUNT AND ROOT BALL MEASUREMENT
Each of the palm species in Table 1 has been
assigned a minimum leaf count of good or
excellent leaves and root ball measurement
(additional requirement for Regenerated
Cabbage Palms) to qualify as gradable. Note that
minimum leaf counts are to establish a root-toshoot ratio for transplant success and are not
necessarily the recommended leaf counts for
established palms.
Species not listed in Table 1 are graded using the
eliminating factors other than the minimum leaf
count and root ball measurement. For clustering
palms and single trunked palms intentionally
grown with more than one trunk, each primary
trunk is graded as a single trunk palm. The final
grade of the palm is the lowest grade applied to
the primary trunks.
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REQUIREMENTS
FOR LEAF
COUNT AND
ROOT BALL
MEASUREMENT
CONT.
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Summary:
Step 1 - If no eliminating
factors are present proceed
to Step 2 where a grade is
determined by evaluating
the following:
Leaf Count

Leaf Quality
Rootball
Measurement
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Q&A
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Common Palm
Diseases
****This detailed description of diseases is not part of the
G & S document.
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canariensis

Credit: M. L. Elliott

➢ One-sided death or desiccation of leaflets
➢ Dark-brown or reddish-brown streak on petiole
➢ Oldest leaves die first and then moves up
through canopy

Fusarium Wilt

palmarum
➢ One-sided death of leaflets – chlorosis
(yellowing) or necrosis (brown due to
death)
➢ Dark-brown or reddish-brown petiole
stripe
➢ Moves from bottom of canopy up
➢ Canopy does not collapse around trunk
➢ Palm dies quickly – 2-3 months
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Credit: T.K. Broschat

Lethal Yellowing “LY”
➢
➢
➢
➢

Symptoms vary based on palm species
Premature fruit fall
Flower necrosis
Discoloration of oldest fronds – yellow or brown
Credit: N.A. Harrison
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Credit: M. L. Elliott, UF/IFAS

Credit: UF/IFAS

Ganoderma Butt Rot
➢
➢
➢
➢

Mild to severe wilting of all but spear leaf
More dead lower leaves than normal
Leaf tip necrosis of all but spear leaf
Basidiocarps (conks) on trunk 50% of the time
Credit: M. L. Elliott, UF/IFAS
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Credit: M. L. Elliott, UF/IFAS

Credit: H. Donselman

Thielaviopsis Trunk Rot
➢
➢
➢
➢

Most often observed in the upper third of the trunk
Lowest leaves dying prematurely
Leaves hanging down from the canopy & "stem bleeding“
Trunk collapses on itself or canopy falls from the trunk
Credit: M. L. Elliott, UF/IFAS
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Credit: T. K. Broschat, UF/IFAS

Phytophthora Bud Rot
➢
➢
➢
➢

Discoloration & possible wilting of the spear leaf
Leaves will be a lighter green than normal or chlorotic (yellow)
Leaves become desiccated, turn brown & collapse
Blighted areas on the leaf blades
Credit: M. L. Elliott, UF/IFAS
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Credit: Brian Bahder, UF/IFAS

Lethal Bronzing Disease “LBD”
➢ Premature fruit drop
➢ Inflorescences become necrotic
➢ Discoloration of oldest leaves closest to the ground
progressing to younger leaves
➢ Collapse of the spear leaf

Credit: Brian Bahder, UF/IFAS
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Q&A
19

Palm Specifying
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INTRODUCTION TO PALM SPECIFYING
Florida Grades and Standards for Palms is constructed to measure
only the health and potential for successful reestablishment of
palms at the time of delivery. Design professionals seeking
specific palm forms, dimensions or other physical characteristics
must specify those attributes in the contract. Further, other
details including those relating to installation, establishment and
warranty must be specified contractually. Specifications must
meet or exceed minimal grading standards.
The Terms defined in the Glossary of Palm Grading and Palm
Specifying are used in the Florida Grades and Standards for palms
as the prescribed language for grading and specifying palms.
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GLOSSARY OF PALM SPECIFYING TERMINOLOGY
Boot: The leaf base or enlarged basal portion of the petiole remaining affixed to the trunk after the leaf has
died and been broken or cut off.
Booted: Used to specify palms with leaf bases still attached to the trunk.
Caliper: The diameter of a palm’s trunk after final trunk treatment. The height that this diameter is measured
must be specified.
Canopy spread: A measurement taken from leaf tip to leaf tip, in their natural state, at the widest point.
Character palms, Curved palms: Used to specify unusual trunk shapes.

Clean Trunk: See “Leaf base trimming (Clean cut photo).” Care must be taken to avoid leaf node damage as
this can cause permanent damage to the trunk.
Clear Trunk: A measurement from the top of the root ball to the point where the lowest untrimmed leaf ’s
petiole diverges from the trunk. The remaining leaf counts must meet the minimum requirements for
the chosen grade - See leaf counts in Table 1 for FL Fancy, FL #1 and FL #2. Reducing the leaf
count to achieve more clear trunk can result in a lower grade.
Clear Wood, Gray Wood: A measurement from the top of rootball to the highest point on the trunk free of
persistent leaf bases. On palms with a crownshaft, the measurement is from the top of rootball to the
base of the crownshaft. Palms with very persistent leaf bases may not have clear wood.
Cropped Palms: Palms with all leaves removed before transplanting. Typically performed on collected Sabal
species. Previously known as Hurricane Cut.
Crownshaft: A conspicuous neck-like structure formed by tubular leaf bases on some pinnate-leaved palms.
Debooted: See “Clean trunk” definition.
Frond: A common term used to describe a palm leaf.
Gray Wood: See “Clear wood” definition.
Hurricane Cut: See “Cropped palms” definition.
Juvenile Palms: Any immature palm which has not reached the developmental stage of growth necessary for
evaluation in accordance with Grades and Standards.
Leaf Base: The basal portion of a leaf that is attached to the trunk.
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GLOSSARY OF PALM SPECIFYING TERMINOLOGY
Leaf Base Trimming: A process of cutting leaf bases to achieve a particular
appearance, typically performed by the grower. There are several types
of trimming cuts that may be specified including classic, clean, diamond
and shelf.
Leaf Length: The distance along the petiole from the point where the petiole
diverges from the trunk to the leaf ’s tip.
Main Trunk: For clustering palms and single trunk palms intentionally grown
with more than one trunk the tallest trunk in the cluster is considered
the main trunk.
Multi-trunk: A term used to specify multiple single trunked palms grown
together.

Overall Height: The highest point in the canopy measured from the top of
rootball to the natural position of the last fully emerged (all leaflets are
fully expanded) leaf.
Regenerated Palms: Palms that have been collected/dug and maintained
until new white or cream-colored root growth is visible around a
minimum of 75% of the perimeter of the rootball. The new roots are
held within a containment barrier. Roots which penetrate or escape the
barrier cannotbe included in this percentage. (This requirement is a
standard for grading Cabbage Palms as detailed in Table 1.)
Slick Trunk: Trunk with leaf bases mechanically removed often causing
damage to the pseudobark and exposing vascular tissue. This practice is
not recommended.

Regenerated Palm
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Regenerated Rootball

GLOSSARY OF PALM SPECIFYING TERMINOLOGY
Sloughing: The natural degradation and dropping of leaf bases. This is
not detrimental to the palm’s health.
Suckers: Small shoots emerging from the base of main trunks in
clustering palms.
Terminus Height: Measurement from the top of rootball to the point of
emergence of the spear leaf. This is a practical measurement
method for cropped and some other palms.
Tipped Leaf: A specified procedure of shortening the leaves by cutting
the leaf tips. Tipped leaves are not gradable therefore this must
occur after the grading process.
Trunk Constriction: The reduction in diameter of any portion of the
trunk relative to the trunk above and/or below. This includes
tapering and hourglass appearances. Constriction is considered
abrupt when the trunk diameter changes more than 10% within 1
foot above and/or below.
Vertical Clearance: A measurement from the top of rootball to the l
owest leaf. Pruning may be required to achieve clearance for
pedestrians, vehicles, signs, etc. If minimum leaf counts are
maintained, grading is not affected (see diagram on page 56).

Trunk Constriction
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While each tree has the same grade, their
impact in the landscape would differ
because the specifications vary.
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If the grades are the same, how do you get what you want?
22' Spread
STANDARD VS. SPECIFICATION

12' Spread
Both are Florida Fancy

STANDARD – A prescribed measure
or characteristic used to establish a
grade.

SPECIFICATION – An exact
measurement which meets or exceeds
the minimal standards for grading.
Forms, dimensions, treatments, time
frames, and any other exacting
requirements must be addressed
contractually.

Specifications
Matter!

18" Caliper @ 3'

12" Caliper @ 3'

22" Caliper @ 1'

16" Caliper @ 1'
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Sometimes
it’s tempting
to simply
state ‘typical
of species’.
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Trunk Measurements
•Caliper (at specified heights)
•Clear Trunk
•Clear Wood
•Terminus Height

Trunk Characteristics

CHECKLIST FOR
POTENTIAL
SPECIFICATIONS

•Curved, straight or multi trunk
•Type of Leaf Base Trimming/Treatment
•Pseudobark Appearance
•No Trunk Constriction

Leaves
•Cropped Palm
•Canopy Spread
•Leaf Tipping (To Be Done After Grading)
•Leaf Count for Species not listed in Table 1

Other
•Regeneration
•Overall Height
•Rootball Measurements of Species not Listed in Table 1
•Certifications
•Vertical Clearance
•Timeframe or Other Performance requirements
•Pre-shipment Protocols
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✓ 20’ Spread

✓
✓
✓
✓

Straight Trunk
Diamond Cut
16” Caliper
9’ CT

Potential
Specifications
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PALM SPECIFICATION EXAMPLES
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Q&A
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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION
For additional information about palm
varieties, production, morphology,
anatomy, nutrition,
fertilization, pests and diseases, see
https://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/topic_palm_care

PowerPoint available at:
https://www.fishbranchtreefarm.com/educ
ation
E-mail questions to:
lori@fishbranchtreefarm.com
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