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RED ALDER ON THE TONGASS
T H E U N D E R- U T I L I Z E D R E S O U R C E
RESILIENT COMMUNITIES
Resilient communities and ecosystems are able to absorb and
adapt to social and ecological impacts, such as timber harvest,
climate change, or the swings of a resource-based economy. The
key to resiliency is the responsibile and sustainable use of our local
natural resources - including timber harvest.
On the Ecological Suitability Scale, red alder (Alnus rubra) ranks as
an appropriate forest type for timber harvest. Because red alder
is processed for high-value products such as furniture, it also has
the potential to reap the most benefit per board-foot for Tongass
communities.
ECOLOGICAL VALUE
Red alder is a use-it or lose-it species. It is a fast-growing, shade
intolerant hardwood that matures at 60 to 70 years. If we did
nothing with alder, it would most likely become shaded out by
neighboring conifers within 50 years and slowly die. Besides
banking nitrogen in the soil for forest regeneration, when
compared to pure stands of conifer young
growth:

COMPARING ALDER
Compared to pure stands of young
growth conifers, alders have:
◊ a shorter rotation
◊ higher value as wildlife and fish
habitat
◊ comparable to higher value as
wood products and biofuels
◊ easier access, but are much less
abundant

ECOLOGICAL SUITABILITY SCALE
Provides a provisional ranking of
forest types according to ecological
suitability for timber harvest. Criteria include rotation period, early
seral habitat value, rarity, and substrate suitability. See the separate
briefing sheet to learn more.

When compared to pure stands of conifer
young growth, Red Alder: increases
diversity and abundannce of understory
plants, and provides forage for deer and
small mammals. Results also show a clear
linkage between alder and improved
diversity in aquatic systems. (Deal 2007)
Alder also provides these benefits in all
phases of its growth. Coniferous young
growth provide virtually no forage value
when in the stem exclusion phase (20-150
years). get reference......
MARKET VALUE
To date, Alder has only been harvested in
small quantities on the Tongass. So for
w w w. s i t k a w i l d . o r g

red alder in this 35-year-old stand near
Sitkoh Lake

Box 6533, Sitka, AK 99835

907-747-7509

Red alder stands in logged beach fringe, Tenakee Inlet
comparison, in Oregon, alder (average 12”
diameter and as small as 5” on the top end) sells
to timber mills for around $1000/mbf. Young
growth Douglas Fir is sold for about $625/mbf,
and old growth even less (Marquess 2008). In
the Pacific Northwest, alder is used for furniture,
cabinets, composite products (plywood,
flakeboard) and fiberbased products (tissues,
writing paper). According to a USDA Forest
Products Lab market study, alder cabinetry was
favorably reviewed by consumers. This study
also concluded that:

Proposed Corner Bay alder sale

A very small proportion of this growing
[alder] stock, sustainably harvested, could
easily support one or more businesses
processing red alder into lumber (Nicholls
and Steifel 2007)

N

Extensive stands of leaﬂess alder
appear gray in this winter aerial
image of the Katlian watershed

species
Lodgepole pine
Western hemlock

MBTUs / cord
20.1
19.3

Red alder

17.4

Western redcedar
Sitka spruce

16.8
15.9

ALDER AS A BIOFUEL
Because young alder grows rapidly and has the
ability to coppice (sprout from the stump), it
has high potential as firewood. The table at left
compares the heating value of alder with other
Tongass species (Hale 1933).
ASSESSING THE ALDER POTENTIAL
To evaluate the alder potential, Sitka
Conservation Society’s Groundtruthing Project
collaborated with federal and private land
managers to visit four sites in 2008; Starrigavan
Valley, Corner Bay in Tenakee Inlet, False
Island/Sitkoh Lake area in Peril Strait, and
Shee Atika Corporate land in Katlian Bay. In
addition to the opportunities of alder discussed
above, key considerations of harvesting alder
include:

Scale and volume: A primary challenge to utilizing alder is finding
sufficient volume to justify the costs of mobilizing a harvesting
operation. At all four sites we found marketable-sized alder - over 9”
diameter. At Corner Bay, the Sitka Ranger District is proposing a 40%
removal over 31 acres - providing approximately 50 mbf. Stand exams
conducted by the Forest Service in Starrigavan, False Island, and Sitkoh
Bay in 2008 found average alder diameters of 9.1”, 7.3”, and 11.9”
respectively. The average volume of alder at Sitkoh was 91 bf/tree.
The Sitka Ranger District is working to identify additional alder stands,
volumes, and acreages. The Groundtruthing Project identified 25
road-accessible acres of alder in Katlian Bay. The Sitka Ranger District
and Sitka Tribe estimated a total of 1071 acres of Red alder in the main
Katlian Watershed, although the majority of the roads and bridges
accessing these stands are in disrepair (Sitka and Sitka 2003).
Processing and markets: Alder needs to be kiln-dried, or stored, within
weeks of harvest to avoid mold.

Hutch made from alder.
Tongass forest product

Management: Techniques need to be developed to harvest alder without a net degradation in the
habitat benefits of this species. Obviously clearcutting won’t meet this objective. Also, experiments
should be conducted with the intentional regeneration of alder. This could be accomplished with
intentional soil disturbance or coppicing.
TONGASS 21ST CENTURY MANAGEMENT
While questions remain, alder may represent an opportunity for the
Tongass to transition away from unsustainable old growth clearcut
logging to one more respectful of appropriate scale and maximizing
the value of forest products.

TONGASS 21ST CENTURY
MANAGEMENT
In this series of briefing sheets,
the Sitka Conservation Society
proposes concepts for future
public lands management developed from 4 years of
Groundtruthing assessments
and over 40 years as a
community-based organization.
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