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Ecology, M anagement and Economic Development
Ron Mahoney

Thebirchinnorthern ldaho and other adjacent Inland
Empireforestsisonthefringeof themajor population
inborea Canadaextending northwardinto Alaska.
Consequently, we seem to have greater incidence and
severity of somemagjor birch problems, including the
bronze birch borer and its associated stem decays.
However, | believethissituationisprimarily driven by
the excessive competition from over-dense,
unmanaged birch and/or from shade-tolerant conifers
succeeding and competing with birch. Birchisashade
intolerant, early success ona speciesthat dependson
fireor other disturbancefor reproduction on the good
siteswhereit grows. Inour region, birch usually self-
thinsby age 20 or 30 (ondrier, boreal sitesit doesnot
dothis) and then shade-tolerant fir, cedar, and hem-
lock reproduce underneath and gradually replacethe
birch. With nearly 100 yearsof fire suppressionand
morerecent commercia discrimination and lossesto
pathogensthe composition of birch hasbeen drasti-
caly reducedinthelnland Empire.

Inmany areasof thewest, nutrient-deficient soilshave
caused long-term, dramatic conifer health problemson
what appear to be excellent growing sites. Several of
these areas have paper birch not only thriving under
these conditions, but reproducing underneath the
coniferswhosethin crowns had induced little competi-
tionfor light and other competitivefactors. The
conifersclosest to birch treesalso seemed to have
better color and growth than thegeneral conifer
population, especialy the DouglasHir.

Thisobservation was shored up by aCanadian
researcher/slviculturist that published her dissertation
inthejourna Nature (August 1997). Sheconfirmed
and described actual carbon transfer between paper
birch and Douglas-fir and measured thistransfer to

show that the more Douglas-fir isstressed, themoreit
issupported by carbon (sugar) transfer frombirch!
She showed me her current work wheremixed
conifer/birch plantationsarethriving under what would
normally be overdense, growth-reducing competitive
conditions. Whilethe birch componentisunlikely to
mature unlessthetreesarevigoroudy thinned, they
seem to provide agrowth boost, help manage undesir-
ableweed competition, and increase biological
diversity andwildlife habitat during early plantation
development. Her work, and that of other researchers,
hasaso shownthat birch hasan“antibiotic” effect on
conifer root-rot pathogensin laboratory studies, and
maly cause an observed decreasein the symptomsand
incidenceof Douglas-fir root rotininfestedfield
Stuationswherebirchwasgrowingin close proximity.

In Canada, | also met with genetic scientiststhat arein
theearly stages of abirch performance study to
determinethe best birch seed sourcesfor several
regions. They will follow-up with breeding experiments
toimproveform, growth, and other characteristics.
They aresmultaneoudy conducting nursery and
planting experimentsto obtain better information for
producing and planting birch seedlings. They dso have
someimpressveplantingsof fast-growing silver birch
from Finland and some Finnish saectionsof “wavy
birch” that produceahighly-figured wood.

Tofurther examinebirch utilization opportunities, | met
withlarge, industria manufacturers, cottage crafters,
and mid-sized producersof diverse birchwood
products. Primary manufacturing included boards,
beams, chips, veneer, and export cants. Secondary
productsincluded furniture grade plywood, finger-
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jointed furniture panels, OSB (oriented strand board
or waferwood), bowls, solid-wood furniture, flooring,
paneling, drums, table/chair legs, stairway spindlesand
other turnings. Waste management wasaproblemfor
some producers, but otherseither used or sold
residuesto makevariouseating utensils(salad tongs,
chopsticks, spoons, etc.), flower planters, or mecha
nized firewood production. In Alaska, birchsyrupis
producedincommercid quantities, athoughit takes
twicethe sap to make syrup compared to mapletrees.
Inthe U.S. and Canada, birch extractisusedin
beverages (birch“root” beer), andin Russia, astraight
birch sap beverageisproduced that may have com-
mercia potentia here.

Severa yearsago, asubstancefound in paper birch
bark wasreported to shrink deadly human melanoma
skin cancer tumorsplacedinmice. Additiona current
sudieswill determineif thiscurative compoundwill be
effectivein humans. Researcherscaution against home
concoctionsor expectations beyond “ cautious opti-
mism” a thistime.

Hardwood manufactureisgeneraly much morelabor-
intensivethan conifer-based enterprises, but | was

really impressed with thejobs/unit of raw material of
two enterprises. A bowl manufacturer in Alaskawas
employing 15 people, but using lessthan 200MBF
(thousand board feet) per year of larger (>12” diam-
eter) birchlogs. Two partnersin aremoteBritish
Columbianvillage started another small enterprise.
They useabout 5 log-truck loads (approximately
5MBF/load) annudly of birchlogsnormally sold as
firewood for about $800-$1100. They are making
birch drum bodiesthat, when finished by two other
local partnersare marketed and sold internationally
through the Internet. An average $1,000 |oad of
firewood makes about $60,000 grossvaluein finished
drums, and then about $300 worth of residueissold
asfirewood. Fiveloads/year are supporting four
familiesplusspinoffsinan economically depressed
community.

Thisinformation first appeared in Woodland NOTES, Val. 10,
No. 1.
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