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Pruning for Defensible Space
Glen Holt, RREA forester

Winter is the best time for thinning and pruning 
to create defensible space from wildfire around your 
home, buildings and community. 

State Forestry has information on line about prun-
ing and defensible space. Its publication, “Firewise 
Pruning,” may be found on the web at http://bit.ly/
Firewiseprune. 

Check out the “Firewise Alaska” booklet at http://
bit.ly/Firewisebooklet. This link will show how to 
create defensible space and will guide you to pro-

This stand of spruce around an Alaska school was thinned and pruned.

tecting homes, structures, access points, power lines 
and other infrastructure valuable to your life and the 
communities in which we live.

Pruning removes branches and “ladder fuels” 
from trees left after thinning. Pruning is an ongoing 
project to be reevaluated every few years and reduces 
flammable material like spruce branches that, even 
live, can easily carry a fire up the tree in to its crown, 
spreading embers to other locations. These “ladder 
fuels” allow the fire to “climb” up into the unpruned 
tree and spread fire.

Pruned branches and thinned out trees (those 
removed by cutting) can be piled and burned away 
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from other trees and buildings when snow is on the 
ground and there is no chance of fire spreading to 
other parts of the landscape.

Leaving any amount of pruned or thinned mate-
rials on-site adds to the fuel load at that site and will 
make it much harder to suppress and control the fire. 
It is important that those materials be removed. It 
is always best to thin out and prune up when snow 
or rainy winter weather gives the landowner time to 
remove cut materials.

Spruce cut during the dormant winter months and 
removed won’t attract spruce beetles, which have be-
come a significant risk in many parts of Alaska.

Contact your local government, city, borough or 
state offices to find an appropriate site to deposit and 
dispose of pruned branches and thinned-out tree 
stems not useful for anything else. If burning is not 
feasible or practical, remember to find a place for this 

material because it will become more flammable as it 
dries out later in the spring and summer.

A brush disposal site for people to dispose of brush, thinned 
and pruned material helps reduce on-site fire danger.

Two summers ago, Alaska experienced a signif-
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The Spruce Beetle Outbreak
Glen Holt, RREA forester
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Forestry Tools: Increment Bore 
Glen Holt, RREA forester

Foresters, forest ecologists, scientists and forest land 
managers often use a tool called the “increment bore” 
to measure the relative growth rate and/or age of a 
tree. The bore is screwed into a tree’s trunk at 4½ feet 
above the ground, which is called “at breast height.” 
This is the same location that the DBH or diame-
ter-at-breast-height measurement is taken.

The hollow bore is screwed into the tree, using the 
slightly larger screw threads at the front inch of the 
tool. The bore is screwed at least halfway into the tree 
so that as closely as possible it reaches the tree’s center. 
Year one is the very center of the tree and 10 or more 
years are added to the age of the tree from the rings 
counted within a stabber that is placed within the 
hollow increment bore. 

The increment bore is put together by unscrewing 
the stabber from the handle, removing the stabber 

and the bore from the handle and then inserting the 
bore into the handle. The bore is then screwed into 
the tree the proper distance and the stabber is insert-
ed into the bore. The bore is backed off one full turn, 
which loosens the core taken within the stabber and 
then the stabber is easily withdrawn from the bore, 
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The Forest as Habitat
Glen Holt, RREA forester

Alaska forests play a significant role as wildlife 
habitat. All wildlife needs food, water and shelter. 
The three basics may vary as required seasonally and 
at the appropriate life stage of the specific wildlife 
species. 

The requirement for “food” often differs seasonal-
ly. Moose, for example, require food in the form of 
green succulent vegetation during the summer. They 
may at times be found belly deep in a lake or pond 
feeding on green vitamin-rich aquatic vegetation. 

The same moose will be found in a willow patch 
during the winter browsing on that season’s new 
growth of willow, birch or aspen shoots. The forest 
that provides lots of that kind of regrowth will keep 
moose close all winter. A forest without that stage 
of forest growth or young stage of regeneration will 
have fewer moose.

“Shelter,” also referred to as “living space” or “cov-
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cavity-nesting wildlife such as woodpeckers, owls and 
flying squirrels. 

Wildfire often disturbs large tracts of forest by kill-
ing many or most of the trees in large areas. Trees like 
aspen, poplar and birch come back profusely from 
stump sprouts or seed that blows in from adjacent un-
burned stands of timber. Birch seed can blow in over 
the snow from quite a distance. 

Wildfire remains the dominant forest regenerative 
force in creating new and varied stages of wildlife 
habitat throughout the landscape of interior Alaska. 

in areas where most of the mature white spruce have 
been killed by spruce beetle.

All wildlife requires seasonal food, escape cover 
from predators, shelter from bad weather, water and 
nesting space to thrive and prosper. A lack of any one 
of these basic requirements be a limiting factor to the 
population potential of that species of wildlife in an 
area. Foresters and biologists work together design-
ing timber sales to harvest wood products we all use 
every day and to enhance habitat for wildlife.

Older growth forests of birch and spruce in South-
central and Interior Alaska provide habitat for spe-
cies that require larger trees, including dead trees for 

This forest of aspen grew back well after cutting and it provides improved habitat for nesting ruffed grouse, snowshoe hare 
and browsing moose. 

—continued on next page
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Featured Tree Species: 	
The Pines of Alaska
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and fuelwood. The sweet orange-flavored sap has 
been reported to provide local Native people a delica-
cy, served fresh or dried.

The shore pine is the only common pine through-
out Southeast Alaska and is often found as a low 
spreading or scrubby tree 20-40 feet (6-12 meters) 
high and 8-12 inches (20-30 centimeters) in trunk 
diameter. However, it sometimes may become tall-
er. The cones of a shore pine point backward on the 
twig. The cones spread seeds when they open natu-
rally at maturity in October-November.

The dwarf coastal form is common in open mus-
kegs of peat moss and on benches near lakes. It is 
classed as shade intolerant, and grows in open stands 
as a scrub pine, straight when young but gnarled with 
age and can have large branches extending almost to 
the ground.

On very poor sites, it may be found as a flat, low 
growing shrub. Shore pine grows its best form and is 
larger in the better-drained borders between muskegs 
and hemlock or hemlock-red cedar stands. Occa-
sionally the trees are pioneers of rapid growth after 
infrequent fires or logging or on outwash sand and 
gravelly areas. Lodgepole pine grow well in Alaska and are quite cold hardy.

Lodgepole Pine
(Pinus contorta var. latifolia
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