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By Jordan Zettle

Home 
to 
many 

ranches 
and farms, 
the varied 
landscapes 
of eastern 
Oregon often 
have a com-
mon theme: a 
prolific num-
ber of western juniper trees. A native tree 
that moved beyond its non-native range, 
western juniper (Juniperus occidentalis) 
has greatly expanded its range, increas-
ing from one million acres before Euro-
pean settlement to over ten million acres 
today. The main culprits for these drastic 
changes are: 1) modern fire suppression 
and 2) modern grazing. 

Juniper has traditionally grown in 
rocky outcroppings, areas where fire was 
less prone to sweep through. Today, fire 
prevention has allowed juniper to en-
croach into areas it normally would nev-
er have been, like rangeland and riparian 
areas. Traditionally junipers would not 
have grown here, as fire would have 
come through and removed the young 
junipers. The second culprit is overgraz-
ing, which removed much of the native 
grasses so juniper could easily grow in 
traditional sagebrush steppe ecosystems, 
riparian zones, and encroach on mixed 
conifer forests. 

Juniper causes problems in a multi-
tude of ways, but particularly it causes 
two large issues. First, it can drink a lot of 
water, up to 30 gallons a day if in the right 
conditions. Traditionally, in rocky slopes, 
junipers had to soak up all the water 
they could get during the spring runoff. 
Today, being in a more non-native range, 
they can often get water many months 

of the year, and junipers take advantage 
by drinking all they can get. This impacts 
downstream flow, and it also removes 
precious resources for other mixed 
conifer species, sagebrush, and native 
grasses. The second major issue is that 
junipers crowd out many native grasses 
and shrubs, and allow invasive species, 
such as cheatgrass, to become more 
prevalent. This has broad ecological ef-
fects for native plants, cattle, and wildlife. 

A forest products solution
Naturally, with all the issues listed 

above, removal of juniper has become a 
priority across much of eastern Oregon. 
However, if ranchers, conservationists, 
and state and federal agencies could all 
agree the juniper needed to be removed, 
what unique opportunities existed to 
take advantage of the wood? 

In 2013, Oregon Governor John 
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In eastern Oregon, frequent wildfires limited juniper to rocky outcroppings, but in the 
absence of wildfire, juniper has spread to rangeland and riparian areas.

Continued on next page

Sustainable Northwest Wood 
If you’re interested in buying 

juniper or learning more about it, 
reach out to Sustainable North-
west Wood, which is located in SE 
Portland, or email them at info@
snwwood.com.
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Kitzhaber launched the Western Juniper 
Alliance (WJA), a collaborative effort 
managed by the nonprofit Sustainable 
Northwest. The goal of the WJA is to ac-
complish ecosystem restoration in east-
ern Oregon, and create jobs in juniper 
supply and market chains in rural com-
munities, the Portland metro area, and 
along the West Coast. Today, Sustainable 
Northwest Wood, a for-profit subsidiary 
of the nonprofit that specializes in selling 
local wood products, sells over 900,000 
board feet of juniper per year. The 
company purchases their supply from 
mills across eastern and central Oregon. 
Ryan Temple, president of Sustainable 
Northwest Wood, noted that demand for 
juniper is strong, but the milling supply 
side is at capacity. 

“We currently work with 8-12 mills 
across eastern and central Oregon, and 
we are consistently buying all they can 
supply us,” he says. “If it were possible, 
we could buy even more juniper, because 
the demand is so high.” 

Balancing supply and demand issue
Ryan Williams, owner of Homestead 

Sawmill in Redmond, Oregon, pointed 
out that the biggest issue around juniper 

is supply. “With juniper, it’s a very feast 
or famine routine with juniper logs. Logs 
may be coming in with no end in sight 
in the spring, then one big rainstorm 
shuts down a logging operation, or then 
fire season rolls along. Then there’s 
trucking issues, and it’s difficult finding 
logs suitable for transport on standard 
log trucks because most junipers are not 
long enough to fit on the trucks.” 

Williams isn’t alone in his issues with 
supply. At a meeting of juniper mills and 
landowners in March 2022 in Prineville, 
Oregon, supply issues were a major focal 
point. Juniper removal projects are often 
in hard-to-reach places, away from es-
tablished roads, and getting equipment 
in and out can be challenging. On top of 
that, oftentimes the projects are focused 
on juniper removal and landscape resto-
ration, not the commercial viability of the 
juniper. Coordination between landown-
ers, state and federal agencies, loggers, 
and mill owners is paramount to making 
the system work. 

Another issue brought up at the March 
juniper meeting was labor. As many in 
the logging and milling world can un-
derstand, it is challenging to hire people 
right now. “We’ve seen huge issues with 
labor the past years, especially in rural 
parts of our state,” says Temple. “As you 
can imagine, it slows down the milling 
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Kendall Derby, owner of Sticks Juniper Sawmill in Fossil, Oregon, is one of several 
sawyers who sells milled juniper to Sustainable Northwest.
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process considerably if you only have one 
person trying to run a mill, even some-
thing smaller like a Wood-Mizer mill.” 

Milling considerations
But in spite of these issues, it is 

important to note that the system does 
work. Juniper is the most popular wood 
species at Sustainable Northwest Wood, 
located in Portland, and it oftentimes 
sells off the shelves in the springtime. 
This demand is keeping sawmills like 
Williams up and 
running, and as he 
puts it, “If there was 
an endless supply 
of juniper logs, I 
wouldn’t have to 
saw any other spe-
cies. There is that 
much demand for 
juniper.” 

If you’ve ever 
seen a juniper, you 
can imagine why 
they would be chal-
lenging to log. Their 
limbs often grown 
to the very base, so 
working around and 
getting a chainsaw blade in amongst the 
limbs can be tricky. Once the log is cut, 
the milling of juniper also has its chal-
lenges, namely there’s a lot of unknowns. 

“You could have a seemingly perfect 
juniper saw log in front of you, but until 
you cut it open you don’t know if it has 
rot, or other defects that may affect qual-
ity,” Temple says. It’s true that juniper has 
more grit and sand in it than fir or pine 
log, but according to both Temple and 
Williams, that doesn’t affect sawblades 
and overall processing as much as many 
folks might think. 

Instead, the biggest factor about a 
juniper sawlog is that it can vary a lot 
in quality, so recovery is often not as 
high as compared to softwood sawlogs. 
This leads to more waste wood than 
you would find with pine or fir, most of 
which gets bundled into firewood and 
sold in the local community. While some 
see this higher waste as an added issue, 
it presents an opportunity for mills to 
sell low-cost firewood in rural parts of 

Oregon, and be able to still cycle through 
their inventory. 

Another element of the unique 
character of juniper is there are other 
by-products that help to diversify the 
business. Williams noted that “we get a 
lot of 1x6’s, which folks use for making 
fences mostly. They’re generated when 
sawing a log down to a dimensional 
cant-5x5, 6x6, 8x8, etc. Fortunately, we 
can sell those to Sustainable Northwest 
Wood, and they are also a pretty popular 

product for me to sell myself, direct to 
consumer.” 

For Sustainable Northwest Wood, their 
primary products are 2x6, 2x8, 4x4, 5x5, 
6x6, 1x6, and planed 2x6 that is used for 
decking. Other specialty products exist, 
such as poles or even 8x8s, and since 
most of the mills are pretty custom, they 
can often make unique products for each 
individual customer. 

And this all leads to an important 
question: why is juniper a unique wood? 
Why should people care, and why should 
they buy it? 

Juniper is touted as lasting a long time; 
studies from Oregon State show it lasts 30 
years when in contact with the ground. 
Juniper is also known for having a lot of 
character. Temple notes that “juniper has 
a natural beauty. Traditionally juniper 
is used in outdoor landscaping, such 

as garden beds, fencing, decking, or 
retaining walls,” he says. “But lately we 
have more customers who are begin-
ning to appreciate its unique colors and 
grain for interior applications. Juniper is 
naturally rot resistant, which many folks 
like. Most importantly, buying juniper 
supports rural communities, forest and 
rangeland restoration, and on top of that 
it’s a more affordable cost option to cedar 
or redwood.” 

Williams seconded this, saying that 

“juniper is often a problem tree that 
needs to be cut, so utilizing it means a lot 
for customers. People also like that it’s 
local—it’s a local wood, a local business, 
and it serves a lot of purpose for outdoor 
applications. When I think about my 
customers, they tend to be more consci-
entious consumers. They want to know 
where it came from, and I like that. I like 
to know that people appreciate the work 
we are doing, that they want to support 
that, and that it goes deeper than just 
visual appearance or buying the cheapest 
option.”  WF

Jordan Zettle is the Green Markets 
Manager for Sustainable Northwest. 
He can be reached at jzettle@
sustainablenorthwest.org or (541) 948-
5140.
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While milling juniper is similar to softwood tree species, the quality of the wood can be 
quite variable, which affects the finished product.


