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The birch in northern Idaho and other adjacent Inland
Empire forests is on the fringe of the major population
in boreal Canada extending northward into Alaska.
Consequently, we seem to have greater incidence and
severity of some major birch problems, including the
bronze birch borer and its associated stem decays.
However, I believe this situation is primarily driven by
the excessive competition from over-dense,
unmanaged birch and/or from shade-tolerant conifers
succeeding and competing with birch. Birch is a shade
intolerant, early successional species that depends on
fire or other disturbance for reproduction on the good
sites where it grows. In our region, birch usually self-
thins by age 20 or 30 (on drier, boreal sites it does not
do this) and then shade-tolerant fir, cedar, and hem-
lock reproduce underneath and gradually replace the
birch. With nearly 100 years of fire suppression and
more recent commercial discrimination and losses to
pathogens the composition of birch has been drasti-
cally reduced in the Inland Empire.

In many areas of the west, nutrient-deficient soils have
caused long-term, dramatic conifer health problems on
what appear to be excellent growing sites. Several of
these areas have paper birch not only thriving under
these conditions, but reproducing underneath the
conifers whose thin crowns had induced little competi-
tion for light and other competitive factors. The
conifers closest to birch trees also seemed to have
better color and growth than the general conifer
population, especially the Douglas-fir.

This observation was shored up by a Canadian
researcher/silviculturist that published her dissertation
in the journal Nature (August 1997). She confirmed
and described actual carbon transfer between paper
birch and Douglas-fir and measured this transfer to

show that the more Douglas-fir is stressed, the more it
is supported by carbon (sugar) transfer from birch!
She showed me her current work where mixed
conifer/birch plantations are thriving under what would
normally be overdense, growth-reducing competitive
conditions. While the birch component is unlikely to
mature unless the trees are vigorously thinned, they
seem to provide a growth boost, help manage undesir-
able weed competition, and increase biological
diversity and wildlife habitat during early plantation
development. Her work, and that of other researchers,
has also shown that birch has an “antibiotic” effect on
conifer root-rot pathogens in laboratory studies, and
may cause an observed decrease in the symptoms and
incidence of Douglas-fir root rot in infested field
situations where birch was growing in close proximity.

In Canada, I also met with genetic scientists that are in
the early stages of a birch performance study to
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jointed furniture panels, OSB (oriented strand board
or waferwood), bowls, solid-wood furniture, flooring,
paneling, drums, table/chair legs, stairway spindles and
other turnings. Waste management was a problem for
some producers, but others either used or sold
residues to make various eating utensils (salad tongs,


