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Extension Forester Discovers New Species-

L andowners and Processors Make Millions!
Ron Mahoney

Paper birch (Betula papyriferaMarsh.) iswide-
spread acrossthe northern-tier of 1daho, west of
Glacier National Park in Montana, and east of the
Cascadesin Washington, and iseven more prevalent
throughout adjacent Canadaand theinterior of
Alaska. Thisspecieshasgeneraly been consdered a
non-commercid treethat iscommonly treated asa
“weed” and eradicated to favor commercia soft-
woods. Birchisideal for specialty uses, including birch
syrup and the Popsicle stick and tongue depressor
factory that operated in Sandpoint, Idahointhe60's
and 70's. Whilepaper birchisasoided for lumber
and venesr, it hasrarely been utilized inthe Northwest
duetoalack of total industrial commitment, until
recently, to our abundant native softwoods. This
Stuation parallelsthat of nativered ader (AImus
rubra Bong.), wherewe can learn someimportant
ecological lessonsaswell asderivesomeinspiration
for economic development. Yearsago, red ader was
also unmanaged, unused, and treated asaweed to be
eradicated infavor of west coast Douglas-fir. Today,
red dder feedsathriving, multimilliondollar industry
that saved hundreds of jobsand several wood pro-
ng facilitiesintimber dependent communitiesin
Washington and Oregon. Forestersthat once used
herbicides, fire, and bulldozersto eradicatered alder
arenow scrambling to find waysto manageand
regenerate existing standsand grow red alder in
plantations.

Idaho also has scattered but substantial standsof red
ader which possibly could supplement theexisting
furnitureindustry. |daho seed sourcesare currently
being used inared alder geneticimprovement study at
the University of British Columbia. | have conducted
informal trialsof local paper birchlumber withred

alder manufacturers, and birch showed greet potential
asadirect substitutefor red alder in severa pro-
cesses. | also worked with acooperator that had birch
processed as chopsticksfor export, and severa
Pacific Rim buyersthought the speciesmet their
exacting requirements. Somesmal-scalemillingand
dryingtrialsat the University of 1daho produced
excdlent lumber. Severd local industriesexperimented
withmaking birch lumber or veneer, with disappointing
results. However, discussionshaveled to the conclu-
sionthat thequality of thelogsusedin combination
withincorrect processing led to apoor product.

Successful economic development based on hard-
woodsrequiresintegrated use of smaller and lower
gradelogs, and even use of residues, toreachitsfull
potentia. Premium saw and veneer logsare not found
inevery treeand, whenthey are, much of thetree
abovethe premium butt-logissmaller and lower-
gradematerid. Consequently, efficient and ecologically
sound harvesting of birchwill requireeconomic
utilization of lotsof smaler and lower grade material
along with thehigher-grade, larger logs. With paper
birch, I envision premiumlogsgoingto veneer mar-
kets, or perhaps export, and other quality saw lags
goingto red alder processorsor other local/regional
millsfor furniture-gradelumber. Evensmaller or
partidly defectivematerial cangointothere-saw
process used with red alder to produce edge-lami-
nated hardwood panels, and residues—dabsand
short pieces—going into chopsticks, parquet flooring,
or other speciaty products. Thelarge acreage of
paper birchinthe Pacific Northwest seems adequate
to support sgnificant loca and regiona economic
development; however, thereare only afew, incom-
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pletebirchinventoriesintheregion, and current
management informationisprimarily based oninfor-
mation fromthe eastern U.S. and Canada.

In order to devel op abetter understanding of birch
ecol ogy, management, and economic development
potential, reliableinformation needsto be ontained on
thecurrent supply, distribution, health, wood quality,
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ownership, and ecology of paper birchinit'snatural
rangein theInland Northwest, western Canada, and
Alaska

Thisinformation first appeared in Woodland NOTES, Val. 9,
No. 1.
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