Developing Harvesting Operations for
a Niche Douglas-fir Market
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WholeTrees Structures uses minimally processed building products in their designs to
showcase the beauty of wood.

By Jason Dorn

F

aced with ever-changing market
conditions, and portions of our
timberlands managed to longer
than average rotations, Port Blakely is
always keeping an eye out for niche
market opportunities that not only help
diversify our log sales program but also
provide an outlet for large-dimension
and high-quality log products. With
niche markets often comes a new suite
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of challenges in operations, and our
recent experience with Wisconsin-based
WholeTrees Structures has been no
exception to that.
WholeTrees is a provider of minimally
processed building products made from
logs and forked or branching portions of
trees. They work directly with architects,
designers, and other clients who appreciate the strength, beauty, and environmental benefits of building with wood.
Depending on the project or customer
they are working with, WholeTrees offers
a variety of structural and non-structural products accompanied by services
ranging from design and engineering to
fabrication and final installation.
WholeTrees first approached Port
Blakely in 2019 with the idea of being
a direct supplier of Douglas-fir logs.
WholeTrees was particularly interested
in logs coming from our Winston Creek
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Carbon project, where they saw potential
to offer clients the products they want,
using forest practices they support. With
a shared belief in the potential for a
growing market for direct-sourced certified renewable building products, the relationship between our companies took
shape over 2020, with the logs for our first
project being supplied in January 2021.
Now, with multiple projects behind us,
we can share some of the lessons learned
and challenges faced in providing a highly customized sustainable product from
an industrial logging operation.
Overview
WholeTrees designs and manufactures a range of products from different
tree species, but most Douglas-fir logs
sourced from Port Blakely have gone into
either pre-engineered trusses or engineered assemblies. We have provided
everything from 22’-long, 10”-diameter
logs, to 42’-long, 22”-diameter logs. All
logs are trucked from the woods to Holbrook’s yard at the Port of Olympia. Logs
are then shipped from Olympia to a fabrication facility where they are stripped
of bark and lightly surfaced before being
inspected.
WholeTrees is certifying the structural
capabilities of their logs with the help of
the same grading system used by many
log home builders. The Timber Products
Inspection, Inc. (TP) uses a log grading
system to assign stress grades to logs
(and timbers) through the application
of ASTM standards. (Their Log Program
Technical Guide is available at https://
tinyurl.com/4n86b9fk.) The log grading guidelines are very similar to what
we know from selling sawlogs, with the
exception that the log itself is the final
product, and therefore stricter rules on
defect apply.
Log Sourcing
Once a project has been sold and
stamped drawings are available, WholeTrees provides Port Blakely with a
material take-off that amounts to a list of

logs of various lengths and diameters. To
simplify the selection process, we work
with WholeTrees to optimize the log list
by looking for opportunities to combine
multiple short pieces into a single log.
Once we have a final log list to work with,
we begin looking for the best available
harvest opportunity based on site, log
quality, and geography. Projects we have
supplied so far require anywhere from
two to eight loads of logs, which allows us
ample flexibility in when and where we
source logs.
Desired log quality and size tend to be
the greater limiting factors when supplying these projects. WholeTrees specifies
the TP “No. 1 Sawn Round” grade, which
generally aligns well with our domestic
sawlog sorts and even better with Japan
sorts. The additional requirements that
complicate sourcing at times is the desire
for minimal sweep and taper. Although
the TP log grades allow for sweep,
WholeTrees looks to minimize sweep in
logs used in their pre-engineered trusses.
Taper also presents challenges to truss
construction. Given these requirements,
we find ourselves ‘borrowing’ from
pole-quality logs on the landing at times.
Given the tight engineering specifications required to use round timbers in
the type of structural applications that
WholeTrees designs, log sizing is very important. Engineering properties of these
logs are based on a mid-point diameter
of the finished piece. It is very difficult for
us to know exactly where the midpoint
will be since logs are supplied with additional length beyond standard trim requirements to allow for optimal selection
of the final piece; even more challenging
is measuring this accurately on every log
leaving the landing. WholeTrees’ previous experience with softwoods is largely
based on hand selection of logs meeting
sizing specifications from an inventory of
red pine poles. Our first foray into direct
sourcing together brought the challenge
of sizing to light rather quickly. To overcome the challenge on both sides of the
sales relationship, we provided WholeTrees with a simple calculator to estimate
small-end diameter in Douglas-fir logs,
and they in turn provide us with a log list
based on this.

their products, special care must be
taken during processing and handling to
reduce surface damage. Any track marks
from a processor head, or crushed fiber,
splinters, and gouges resulting from
loading and hauling, must be carefully,
painstakingly sanded down and buffed
out by hand at the fabricator. We attempt
to reduce this effort as much as possible
by slowing down when delimbing the
logs, moving logs less, and in some cases
reducing the hydraulic pressure applied
while handling. This can be challenging
for operations, and the key is to find
balance. Although, we don’t want to
send logs that become so costly to finish
that the relationship with a new customer fails, we need to bear in mind the
economics of our harvesting operations
and trusted contractors who keep things
running on a daily basis.
From the landing, logs are sent to Holbrook’s yard at the Port of Olympia. Here,
they are unloaded and rolled out for
third-party scaling. It is important to note
that while we sell logs to WholeTrees on
a board foot basis, their business is done

in linear foot measure. This is another
area where we have had to work together
to arrive at a common understanding
of what is needed, and ultimately allow
WholeTrees to estimate the cost of future
projects using direct-sourced Douglas-fir
more accurately.
Depending on the project, it might
also be necessary to identify logs for
different end products at this time. For
example, a recent project called for 150
logs, falling into 10 different product categories, based on length and diameter. A
product code was painted on every log to
make the task of sorting at the fabricator
easier.
From Holbrook’s yard, logs are sent
to WholeTrees’ fabrication facility in
Westby, Wisconsin, or to one of their
fabrication partners elsewhere. This
requires over-the-road (OTR) trucking,
which can come with another set of challenges. The OTR hauler is arranged by a
broker, which often means the opportunity to align equipment availability with
desired pickup date often comes at the
Continued on next page

Handling & Hauling
Given the characteristic unfinished
appearance WholeTrees prefers for
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last minute, and the driver tapped for the
job is often dropping a load prior to pick
up. Couple that with I-5 traffic between
Seattle and Portland, and the rest of the
story tells itself.
Equipment has been a challenge as
well. While a flatbed with bunks is the
best solution for hauling this cargo, we
have had flatbed trailers with no bunks,
as well a step deck show up for load out.
The crew at Holbrook have worked with
us to overcome these challenges, and
most often trucks leave the port very
close to a comfortable maximum weight.
Path to Success
From start to finish, good, clear communication keeps everything running
smoothly. Once we receive a material
request from WholeTrees, we break it
down and reassemble it into a format
that is easily communicated to our logging contractors. This usually takes the
form of a sheet of paper with a list of log
products. This is accompanied by verbal
communication of the desired log quality
and explanation of the end use. So far,
we have found that while this is a new log
product, our logging crews immediately
understand what is needed. The same
can be said for the crew handling logs
at the port. Everyone in the business
intuitively understands what is needed
to deliver a quality product for a company like WholeTrees, but it takes a lot of
coordination to make sure it happens,
fine-tuning along the way.
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Working with WholeTrees has required operators to make some adjustments. Operators
must use a light touch to avoid damaging the exterior of the log and learn how to best
load the flatbed trucks that are hauling the logs to the fabricators. At Holbrook, operator
Joe Graham is loading an outbound flatbed.

What Comes Next?
As we continue to expand this business, we at Port Blakely are working
to make the task of supplying logs for
WholeTrees run more smoothly. First off,
we will continue to work with WholeTrees to supply logs in lengths that can
easily be transported locally by standard
log trucks and marketed to other outlets
if not used for their projects. Due to
the strict diameter requirements, we
occasionally end up with logs that are

WE SPECIALIZE IN THE
FINANCIAL NEEDS OF THE

logging

community
Markets are changing rapidly but our
commitment to the logging industry is steadfast.

WCLA
CREDIT UNION

As a member-owned, financial co-operative, we are on your
side. We are a safe place to deposit your money, where it is
federally insured and earns a competitive dividend rate,
regardless of what the economy is doing. Consider us for
your company’s saving and borrowing needs.

For current rates on loans and deposits, visit
LoggersCU.com or call 360-362-5033 ext. 4.

Federally insured by NCUA
6 WESTERN FORESTER s JANUARY/FEBRUARY/MARCH 2022

undersized and cannot be used. There
is a clear business risk when these logs
have already been cut to lengths that
don’t align well with local markets. We
also hope to shift more log inspection
effort to the landing, whenever possible.
This would be done to address the same
risk of accumulating logs at a handling
facility that do not meet specs of our next
best marketing opportunity.
Finally, in 2022 we will implement
a tagged inventory at Holbrook’s yard,
which should aid in identifying logs for
individual products, making load out
decisions, and invoicing. As for further
reducing fiber damage, our hope is that
taking the actions described above will
result in less handling, which is already a
great step in this direction.
Developing new markets for
high-quality, longer rotation Douglas-fir
is a priority for Port Blakely, and we are
excited to have the opportunity to build
this new business with WholeTrees,
allowing us to continue to manage our
forests with a focus on stewardship and
leaving things better than we found
them. WF
Jason Dorn is a market development
manager for Port Blakely US Forestry.
He can be reached at (360) 810-1773 or
jdorn@portblakely.com.

