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Shade L oving Trees?
Chris Schnepf

Idaho isblessed with one of thewidest varietiesof
conifer speciesinthe United States. Tree specieshave
evolved unique strategiesto compete with other trees
and vegetation according to many different environ-
mental factors. One of thosefactorsisshadefrom
overstory trees. Eachtree speciesdiffersinitsability
totolerate shade. Thegraphic below illustratesthe
relative shadetolerance of common Idaho species
(seeFigurel).
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Figurel

ShadeIntolerant Tree Species. Asthe nameimplies,
shadeintolerant speciesgrow poorly in shade. They
tend to be* pioneer” species, which* sprint ahead” of
the competition, by growingrapidly infull sunlight to
fully occupy asiteafter somekind of disturbance
(historicdly, fire). Examplesof relatively shadeintoler-
ant speciesincludewesternlarch, lodgepolepine,
ponderosapine, and western white pine.

Shade Tolerant Tree Species. Shadetolerant species
survive under shade better than other species. Their
strategy isto“outlast” the competition. Shadetolerant
speciestend to grow slower than shadeintolerant
trees, but they areinit for thelong haul and often
“release’ (grow faster) after shadeintolerant trees
havedied, eventualy taking their placein aprocess
called succession.

Note, | said shadetolerant, not shadeloving. There
isno suchthingasashadelovingtree(at least notin
north Idaho), but there are shade tolerant trees. Al
treesstruggleto capture asmuch sunlight asthey can.
You may seewestern red cedar in ashaded under-
story, but that isnot becauseit “lovesshade’. Cedar
out-competesother tree speciesin ashady environ-
ment. A shadetolerant treewill doaswell (usualy
better) under full sunlight asit doesunder acanopy.
Where heavily shaded cedar gets*” burned” after an
overstory isremoved, it ismoredueto the abrupt
changein conditionsthanto any affinity cedar hasfor
shade.

Why is Shade Tolerance Important? Understanding
therelative shadetol erance of tree specieshasimpor-
tant implications, particularly when choosing between
harvest systems. If yourely on harvest/regeneration
methodsthat |eave moretrees, such as shelterwood or
sel ection systems, you tend to create shadier environ-
mentsthat favor more shadetolerant species. Isthis
what youwant? It may be, if you areonareatively
wet sitethat can support grand fir, cedar, and other
shadetolerant speciesover thelong term.

However, if you areonadrier site, or for other
reasonswant to favor shadeintol erant species, such as
larch or white pine, you may want to use clearcutsor
seed-tree harvest methodswhich alow moresunlight
to reach the understory. Or, you may want to modify
selective harvestsand thinningsto take out ahigher
percentage of shadetolerant treesto counterbal ance
the competitive advantageyou are creating for them.

Thisinformation first appeared in Woodland NOTES, Val. 6,
No. 1.
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