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Eastern Red Cedar 
Juniperus virginiana   

 

 
 

Often overlooked for its sheer abundance in eastern North America, the eastern red cedar is one 
of the most tolerant trees in the region, able to handle extreme variations in soil, salt, temperature, 
and wind. It is a pioneer species commonly seen in shelterbelts and dormant farmland, and it is 
such a successful windbreak that it was widely planted to offset impact of the Dust Bowl in the 
1930s.  
 
The name “Eastern Red Cedar” is a misnomer, as the tree is actually a juniper rather than a true 
cedar. It is the only juniper native to Illinois, and while it often resembles a shrub on poor soil, it 
has potential to grow to a height of 50 feet and live over 300 years. The dense evergreen is 
recognizable for its shreddy, light red bark and two types of leaves: one scale-like and close to the 
twig, the other more pointed away from the twig. In autumn, it also produces fragrant dark blue 
cones that look like berries. These are important to the diet of many mammals and birds, most 
notably the cedar waxwing, named for its affinity for the tree. 
 
When it coexists with apple or crabapple trees, the eastern red cedar can breed cedar-apple rust, a 
relatively harmless disease that creates galls and black dots on the leaves of both trees. The issue 
can be avoided by planting resistant apple varieties or allowing at least 500 feet of distance between 
the two species. Applying fungicides throughout summer months may help minimize infection. 
 
While it considered resistant to drought and other weather events related to climate change, the 
eastern red cedar is very susceptible to fire, due in large part to its thin, fibrous bark. Because of its 
importance for wildlife and soil conservation, the species should be protected throughout the 
Great Plains. 
 
For more information on this species, please contact trees@openlands.org.  
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