
Posi t ion in  I r ish Forestr y

For  many years b i rch was considered a weed species in  I r ish forest r y .   

I t  was c leared out  of  commerc ia l  coni fer  p lantat ions and planted as a 

sc reen spec ies  a long roads ides  and fo res t  boundar ies .   In  more  

recen t  years ,  i t s  va lues  as  a  t imber  t ree ,  an  enhancer  o f  

b iod i ve rs i t y,  a  su i tab le  component  on  sens i t i ve  s i tes  and  a  

b road leaved  spec ies  wh ich  to le ra tes  poor  s i tes  have  been  

recognised and i t  is  gain ing favour  among I r ish foresters .   B i rch 

f requent ly  features in  I r ish fo lk lore.   For  example,  the I r ish for  

b i rch ,  be i th ,  i s  the  name for  B  in  the  Ogham a lphabet .   I t  

fea tures  in  many  p lacenames th roughout  I re land such  as  

Ki lbeheny and Bal lybay.   Over  1 .3  mi l l ion b i rch t ransplants  

are produced and sold annual ly  by I r ish nurser ies.   Coi l l te ,  

the  I r i sh  Fo res t r y  Board ,  cu r ren t l y  manage over  3 ,300  

hectares of  b i rch woodland throughout  I re land.

Uses & Markets

Bi rch produces a pale,  l ight ish brown t imber wi th s t ra ight  

grain and uni form texture.   I t  is  not  natural ly  durable and 

there fore  i t s  uses  are  genera l l y  fo r  indoor  purposes .   

However,  i t  is  a popular  t imber for  use in  rust ic  furn i ture.   

B i r ch ,  because  o f  i t s  l i gh t ,  s ta in less  na tu re ,  was  

t rad i t i ona l l y  used  by  the  tex t i l e  i ndus t r y  i n  the  

manufacture of  spools ,  bobbins and reels .   For  the same 

reasons i t  is  used in  the manufacture of  k i tchen utensi ls  

and sur faces .   Trad i t iona l l y,  f resh  b i rch  tw igs  were  

used,  bound to a pole,  as a broom.  The twigs are a lso 

used in  the construct ion of  fences for  s teeple chasing.   

In  Scand inav ia ,  Russ ia  and the  Ba l t i c  s ta tes ,  b i r ch  

t imber is  peeled to produce plywood veneer.   In  those 

countr ies i t  a lso forms an important  component  of  the 

species mix used by pulp mi l ls .   I ts  natural ly  pale colour  

means that  less b leach is  required in  the paper making 

process.

Fur ther  In format ion

Fur ther  in format ion on growing b i rch can be obta ined 

f rom your  l oca l  Fo res t  Se r v i ce  I nspec to r  o r  any  

Profess ional  Forester.
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Birch (Betula pubescens Ehrh. & Betula pendula Roth)
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Dist r ibut ion & Provenance

There  are  two spec ies  o f  b i rch  nat i ve  to  I re land.   These  are  

downy  b i r ch  (Be tu la  pubescens )  and  s i l ve r  b i r ch  (Be tu la  

pendula) .   The two species are very  s imi lar  and of ten confused.   

However,  s i lver  b i rch is  more common on bet ter  so i ls ,  dry  fen 

peats and shel tered areas.   Downy bi rch is  more commonly 

associated wi th exposed areas such as mountains.   However,  

both are d is t r ibuted widely  in  I re land.   Downy bi rch has an 

extensive natural  range,  incorporat ing the whole of  nor thern 

Europe  and As ia .   S i l ve r  b i r ch  i s  a  European spec ies ,  

ex tend ing south  to  the  Medi te r ranean and eas t  th rough 

northern Turkey to the Caspian Sea.   V i r tual ly  a l l  b i rch that  

is  current ly  p lanted in  I re land is  of  I r ish or ig in.

S i lv icu l ture & Management  in  I re land

Birch is  easi ly  establ ished and regenerates f reely  f rom 

seed that  t ravels  long dis tances on the wind.   A large 

t ree can produce up to one mi l l ion seeds in  a year,  but  

only  a few of  these wi l l  germinate and grow into mature 

t rees.   B i rch wi l l  not  regenerate or  grow wel l  in  areas 

where there is  th ick grass growth and i f  p lanted on such 

a  s i t e ,  con t ro l  o f  compet ing  g rass  i s  essen t ia l .   

Favourable condi t ions for  b i rch natural  regenerat ion are 

fer t i l i sed cutaway midland peats where growth can be 

prol i f ic  and v igorous.   Once establ ished,  b i rch grows 

wi th great  speed for  the f i rs t  15 to 20 years and of ten 

can have grown to 10 metres in  height  af ter  only  10 

years.   I t  is  a s t rong l ight  demander and wi l l  not  grow 

in the shade of  other  species.   In  pure b i rch s tands,  in  

par t i cu la r  dense ,  na tura l l y  regenera ted  s tands ,  se l f  

th inning wi l l  occur.

B i rch is  not  a long l ived species and rare ly  l i ves beyond 

80 years of  age or  grows to heights  of  greater  than 20 

metres.   I t  is  vu lnerable,  when young,  to  browsing by 

cat t le ,  sheep,  deer  and large herbivores.

Non Timber Benef i ts

B i r ch  f i t s  na tura l l y  in to  the  I r i sh  landscape.   I t  i s  a  

p ioneer  species,  being one of  the f i rs t  species to colonise 

bare or  unused ground.   I t  is  a soi l  enhancing species wi th 

an  ab i l i t y  to  e f f i c ien t l y  recyc le  nu t r ien ts ,  con t inuous ly  

improv ing or  restor ing soi l  fer t i l i ty .   Th is ,  combined wi th an 

abi l i ty  to  erode i ron pans in  podzol ised soi ls  makes b i rch 

an  e f fec t i ve  nurse  spec ies .   B i r ches  suppor t  a  la rge  

communi ty  o f  insec ts  and o ther  inver tebra tes ,  w i th  334  

species known to feed on them.  The l ight  shading prov ided 

by  b i r ch  makes  i t  a  va luab le  componen t  o f  r i pa r ian  

woodlands.   B i rch is  a lso widely  p lanted as an ornamental ,  

urban or  roadside t ree.   B i rch bark was t radi t ional ly  used in  the 

tanning of  leather.   The spr ing sap has been used t radi t ional ly  

in  beer  making and is  a lso used in  dental  products .
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