BOURDON MAPLE FARM
- WOODSTOCK, VERMONT - 
TAPPING MAPLE TREES

Tapping a maple tree is the most critical procedure in the production of maple syrup. Failure to properly tap a maple tree not only will reduce sap flows during the season, but can affect the health of the tree. The procedure must be precise and consistent. Quality work is the objective to be followed, not how many trees can be tapped in a day.

 Below are considerations to be thinking about while tapping.
1. Taphole Location – Observe the tree for old tapholes! Special care needs to be taken in distributing tapholes around the tree. New tapholes should be no less than 6 inches horizontally and 12 inches vertically from an old or open taphole.  Place your hole as far away as practical from an old hole. This could be on the opposite side of the tree.
Tapping within the region of an old taphole is a non-conductive/no-flow area of the tree and will produce little sap. The color of the wood chips coming from an old hole region will be brown and not white in color. Do not drill a hole in a dead portion of the tree trunk or if the tree is dead do not tap it, rather remove the dropline and insert a straight connector. Drilling holes in dead wood will produce no sap and could be a cause for a vacuum leak, affecting production on the entire line.

2. Be Observant - Circle all sides of the tree, not just on the drop line side for a place to tap. Move around the tree, looking for old holes and to find the best location for a new hole. Consider placing a hole in the range of 2 to 5 feet from the ground, depending on snow cover for that year. By doing this, a good place can be found to drill a new hole in fresh wood.  Do not be afraid to raise or lower the lateral line to give you the best location to place a new hole.
3. Drill a Precision Hole – The drill bit needs to be steady while drilling a tap hole. This will ensure that the hole is round and straight. An improperly drilled hole is likely to be a cause for a vacuum leak because the spout cannot be properly seated.
4. Two-Hand Drilling is needed to keep the Drill Steady. A wobbly drill bit will make an oval hole. Spouts are round and will not seat properly in a poorly drilled hole. The drill must be a full speed (2000 RPM) before it enters the hole. Let the drill bit do the work and do not push hard on the drill. The shearing action of the bit makes a crisp and clean hole, ejecting white chips. Replace dull bits with new sharp ones. Replace dying batteries to ensure full drill speed.
5. Depth and Angle of Taphole – The depth of the taphole below the bark should be no more than 1-3/4” for medium to large trees; for trees 10”in diameter, no deeper than 1-1/2”. A deeper hole does produce more sap, but can adversely effect tree health. Place the drill at an approximate angle of 90 degrees to the stem.  Drilling at an angle off 90 degrees is more likely to result in an oval hole. Avoid drilling tangential to the center of the tree.
6. A One Time in and out Motion of the Drill – A steady in and out motion of the drill bit at full speed is best. Going in and out more than once is likely to make an oval hole. A drill at full speed will eject chips; a drill at slow speed collects chips. Avoid blowing into a taphole to get chips out as this contaminates a fresh hole.
7. Be Cautious in Setting Spouts – Driving spouts too deep into the taphole can severely damage the tree by splitting the bark, increasing cambial damage and delaying taphole closure. A taphole that is split will suck in air, reducing vacuum and causing the hole to prematurely dry up.  A loose spout is a problem as this is a source for a vacuum leak. Tap the spout into the hole until so that it is firmly seated and no more. Listen carefully while hammering the spout in; once it is seated it will take on a different sound. A series of light taps on the end of the spout is better than a few heavy blows. Make sure that the dropline is fully over the end of the spout so that it fully seals and will not likely to come off when the sap freezes in the line.
8. J Hook Droplines – A drop line connected to a seated spout can extend below the lateral line in a J hook pattern if necessary to locate an untapped region of the tree. Studies undertaken at the UVM  Proctor Maple Research Center have found that sap flows can occur despite the spout being below the lateral line. Tap below the lateral line only when if it is necessary.
9. Be Mindful of What is Going on Around You – Good tapping practices can avoid much frustration and running around the sugar bush once the sap has started to run. Leaks will show up once the vacuum pump is turned on, but here are a few things to be remember while tapping:

· Do not miss a tapping a tree- always be on the look-out for the tree that might have been missed. Larger trees may have two taps. 
· Did one of your tapping crew miss a tree? Work in a systematic manner up and down a lateral line or between two lines running to the mainline.
· While walking between trees, keep an eye on lateral lines for possible chew holes or broken fittings.  Make sure that they get repaired before moving on to another location. Also, check mainline saddles. If you find a problem that cannot be fixed, flag it with colored tape so that it can be found and repaired later.
· Check to make sure that the lateral lines are pulled up out of the snow and are pitched downhill.

· Enjoy being outdoors!
