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Why Use Urban Wood? 

In many communities across the 
United States, urban wood is an 
undervalued natural resource. 
Routine tree removals have the 
opportunity to provide valuable 

wood for community projects, such 
as green building, indoor and 

outdoor furniture, historic 
preservation, and public art. 

Utilizing urban wood can also 
reduce the cost of log disposal, 

provide an alternative to firewood, 
and retain the value of a community 

asset.  



Markets for Urban Wood 

Before setting logs aside for utilization, you should 
identify local markets and end-users for urban wood. 
Many artisans and wood crafters are turning to urban 
wood salvage for their work, producing goods such as 
wood paneling, architectural detail, furniture, flooring, 
and art. In Washington, a database of specialty 
sawmills can be found at 
http://ext.nrs.wsu.edu/forestryext/sawmill/. Local 
non-profit groups and other public entities may also 
serve as appropriate end markets for urban wood. 
Once an end-user is identified, contact them for desired 
log lengths, tree species, and grain characteristics. 

The center arch 
and other 
components of 
this traditional 
Japanese tea 
house at The 
Evergreen State 
College is made 
from urban 
wood salvage 

http://ext.nrs.wsu.edu/forestryext/sawmill/
http://ext.nrs.wsu.edu/forestryext/sawmill/


Markets for Urban Wood 
(cont.) 

This Japanese 
gate, located at 
The Evergreen 
State College, is 
also made in 
part from 
urban wood 
salvage.  



Glossary of Terms 

Bole – the trunk of a tree 
 
Burl – a deformity of tree grain growth 
in which the wood forms a rounded 
mass around several small knots from 
dormant buds. Popular among artisans 
for its unique grain pattern.  
 
Crotchwood - wood from a tree crotch 
or fork, characterized by a swirling, 
irregular figure and used for furniture 
and veneers 
 
DBH – the diameter of a tree at breast 
height (4.5 feet above the ground) 
 

Photo Source: 
Wikipedia 

Burl 

Crotchwood slabs. 
Photo Source: 
Hammer Creek 
Hardwoods 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=BcdpoVKFfRRC9M&tbnid=deiHHmcoiBIczM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Burl&ei=3uScUs7gPMHroATW04L4CQ&bvm=bv.57155469,d.cGU&psig=AFQjCNHyPO62E1b-Y7y9GLsNQkgspYkD6g&ust=1386100286639114
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Burl
http://www.hammercreekhardwoods.com/lumber-stock-black-walnut.pl
http://www.hammercreekhardwoods.com/lumber-stock-black-walnut.pl


Glossary of Terms 
(cont.) 

Sawlog – a felled tree trunk 
suitable for cutting up into timber 
 
Topping – the severe  
cutting back of limbs  
in a mature tree’s 
 crown 
 
Quarter sawing – a method of 
sawing wood 
 in which logs are sawn radially 
into quarters and then into 
boards 
 
 

Quarter sawing v. Plain sawing. 
Photo Source: University of 
Tennessee Extension 

Topped tree. Photo Source: 
Spokane Urban Forestry 

https://utextension.tennessee.edu/publications/Documents/PB1693.pdf
https://utextension.tennessee.edu/publications/Documents/PB1693.pdf
http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=eeD9JTXR89JDxM&tbnid=AgHUo-3XbuBUlM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://spokaneurbanforestry.org/index.php/Parks/page/topping_and_tipping/&ei=BOycUtXVAcjkoATJ_IHICQ&bvm=bv.57155469,d.cGU&psig=AFQjCNGzXG5yIps1n3MEOGwwJXrIowfNmQ&ust=1386102134666484
http://spokaneurbanforestry.org/index.php/Parks/page/topping_and_tipping/


Species Selection 

While an end-use can be found for almost any tree 
species, some are more generally desirable than others. 
Ultimately, species desirability is dependent upon the 

intended market and end-use. Examples of species 
desirability are provided.  

 

 
Best Good Fair Poor 

Walnut Elm 
 

White pine Black 
cotton 
wood 

Ash Sweet 
gum 

Western 
hemlock 

Willow 
 

Cedar Poplar Western 
larch 

Red oak Black 
locust 

Beech 

Cherry Red alder Douglas fir  

Pacific 
madrone 

White 
oak 

Big leaf 
maple 
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Selecting for Size 

Best Good Fair Poor 

16” or 
larger 
diameter 
at small 
end of log 
 
16’ or 
longer in 
length 

14” or 
larger at 
small 
end of 
log 
 
10’ or 
longer in 
length 
 

10” or 
larger 
diameter 
at small 
end of log 
 
8’ or 
longer in 
length 

8” or 
smaller 
diameter 
at small 
end of 
log 
 
Less than 
8’ long  

Measurements of DBH should be taken while trees 
are still in the ground.  With paint, mark cutting 

points on the tree in order to obtain the maximum 
log length.  
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Maximizing Log Length 

Mark & Cut Here 

Mark & Cut Here 

3 



Identifying Suitable Trees 

Visually inspecting trees for merchantable qualities 
prior to removal saves time and money.  

• Boles should be free of significant rot, branches, 
holes, and cracks. 

• Embedded metal must be identified both visually 
and with a metal detector and marked for removal. 

• Unique characteristics, such as burls and 
crotchwood, should be accounted for when 
determining cut points. 
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Embedded metal can ruin saw blades 



Identifying Suitable Trees (cont.) 

Quarter sawing this pin oak 
will turn its characteristic 
knots into rustic detailing for 
floorboards, paneling, or 
cabinetry. If no market exists for 

crotchwood, cut below 
seams in the bole. 
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Cut Here 

Crotch 
wood 

Seam 



Identifying Suitable Trees (cont.) 

U
se

ab
le

 lim
b

 

U
se

ab
le

 b
o

le
 

Some large, straight limbs from topped trees can 
be used for both milling and non-milling purposes. 
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Removing Trees 

7 

The contract for this tree removal project along Legion 
Way in Olympia, WA, called for cutting large limbs into 
firewood and leaving the boles in log length.  
 
Safety comes first. To avoid injury, follow all pertinent 
safety practices during both tree removal and wood-
cutting processes.  



Removing Trees (cont.) 
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Having a trailer on-hand during the removal process will 
facilitate transportation of firewood to its destination (in 
this case, the City of Olympia Wood Recycling Center). 



Removing Trees (cont.) 
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Despite injury due to topping, cutting away major limbs of 
this pin oak revealed very little rot staining. During tree 
removals, take note of signs of rot and decay.  



Removing Trees (cont.) 

10 

Limbs 
removed, the 
tree is now 
ready for safe 
removal. 
Situational 
awareness and 
proper safety 
precautions 
are especially 
important in 
urban 
environments. 
 
The contract 
for this tree 
removal 
project 
specified 
maximum 
retention of 
the log length.  



Removing Trees (cont.) 
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During felling, this log was guided to land safely in the 
planting strip, avoiding the sidewalk and road. It is 
important to follow best practices for safety during the 
removal process.  



Removing Trees (cont.) 
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In order to preserve wood resources for utilization, it 
is important to have equipment on hand to transport 
logs directly to a storage site on the day they are 
harvested. 



Cutting Sawlogs 
From Cesa et al. (1994) 

13 



Cutting Sawlogs 14 



Cutting Sawlogs 
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Storing Logs 
• Store logs in a dry, flat location where a self-loading dump 

truck could easily maneuver 

• Keep bark on the logs to minimize risk of bug and fungi 
infestation 

• Paint log ends with waterproof wood sealant to prevent 
checking (deep cracks in the ends of the log) 

• Scan logs for and safely remove embedded metal debris 
using a metal detector 

• Contact the sawmill or other end-user when a sufficient 
number of logs have accumulated (many sawmills cite 10 
logs as optimal) 

16 

City of Olympia Wood Recycling Center 



Using Old Logs 

Depending on the storage site’s conditions, some logs 
can be used up to a year after downing. When 
evaluating old logs for marketability, look for logs 
which are 

• Relatively straight and at least 8’ long and 16” in 
diameter 

• Devoid of fungal growths, rot, and burrowing pests 

• Sealed to prevent checking 

• Characterized by unique grain features 

• Suitable for the envisioned end-use 
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James Freed, WSU Extension, assessing log characteristics. 



For More Information 

Call, write, or email DNR’s Urban and Community Forestry Program for 
more details regarding the Urban Wood Utilization Project. Additional urban 
forestry information can be found at http://dnr.wa.gov/urbanforestry. 

Washington State Department 
of Natural Resources 
Urban & Community Forestry 
PO Box 47037 
Olympia, WA  98504 
Phone: 360-902-1703 or 1-800-
523-TREE 
Fax: 360-902-1781 
 

The Washington State Department of Natural 
Resource’s Urban and Community Forestry 
Program is available in partnership with the 
support of the USDA Forest Service. 
 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) is an 
equal opportunity provider and employer. 

Extension programs and policies are consistent with federal and state laws and 
regulations on nondiscrimination regarding race, sex, religion, age, color, creed, 
national or ethnic origin; physical, mental, or sensory disability; marital status, sexual 
orientation, or status as a Vietnam-era or disabled veteran. Evidence of 
noncompliance may be reported through your local Extension office. 

http://dnr.wa.gov/urbanforestry

