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By Chad Schumacher, as told to 
Andrea Watts

In Fairbanks, Alaska, 
between 25,000-
50,000 cords of 

firewood are con-
sumed annually by the 
community. Most of 
this firewood is used by 
residents as a second-
ary heat source during the winter; in 
interior Alaska, January has an average 
low of -13ºF and a high of 3ºF, see page 6 
AKSAF recap. 

In 2020, the Environmental Protection 
Agency designated a portion of the Fair-
banks area that includes the North Star 
borough as a serious non-attainment 
area because fine particulate levels (PM 
2.5) exceeded allowable levels. 

Aurora Energy, which is a private 
utility that supplies energy in the city of 
Fairbanks, realized the regulations being 
written by the Alaska Department of 
Environmental Conservation to reduce 
these PM 2.5 emissions would eliminate 
the sale of non-certified dry firewood 
within the non-attainment area. 

In anticipation of the implementation 
of this order in October 2021, Aurora En-
ergy saw the need to keep the firewood 
industry alive. Existing firewood distrib-

utors were selling firewood that had a 
20 percent moisture content or higher, 
which meant they would be in violation 
of the order. And if the public were to 
cut firewood from state lands, which the 
state encourages residents to do, it would 
take a year and a half to two years for the 
wood to dry enough to meet the allow-
able moisture standards. We determined 
the best way to reduce those emissions is 
selling firewood that meets the moisture 
standards and improving the technology 
used to dry the firewood. 

YouTube videos and tours
In June 2020, Aurora Energy Solutions 

was formed and acquired the assets of 
Superior Pellet Fuels; this company man-
ufactured wood pellets for residential 
heating and compressed logs as a sup-
plemental source for residential heating 
in traditional wood stoves. Much of the 
labor associated with running Superior 
Pellet Fuels transitioned over to Aurora 
Energy Solutions. 

When determining the location of the 
new facility, there were limitations where 
we could build. Additionally, since we 
were building within the non-attainment 
area, we had to use an indirect fired kiln 
to dry the firewood. This meant we had 
to be located within reach of the existing 
steam or hot water distribution system 

from the local power plant owned by 
Aurora Energy. 

To select the equipment, both the 
firewood processing system and the kiln 
drying equipment, Rob Brown, presi-
dent of Aurora Energy Solutions, led the 
online research. He watched YouTube 
videos of different technologies and trav-
eled for in-person visits. For the kiln-dry-
ing system, we selected the SII Dry Kilns. 
To process the firewood, we selected two 
machines. The Multitek is a straight-line 
process that chops the log into 16-inch 
lengths that are then pressed through a 
ram that splits the wood. The second ma-
chine is a Cord King, which is a trough-
style splitting wedge. It can cut multiple 
rounds and press all of those rounds at 
the same time. 

Each of the machines has different 
benefits. The Multitek produces a more 
uniform product, which is important 
when you’re dealing with bundling 
efforts or a product where appearance 
is important. Yet the Cord King can beat 
the Multitek on volume per hour. Since 
our product demand is primarily on the 
residential heating side of things, it is not 
as critical that every piece is the exact 
same size. It’s more critical that we’re 
getting the volumes through that facility 
as fast as we can. 

Once we identified the machines, 
we needed to secure the equipment as 
soon as possible, ideally before spring 
2021. Unfortunately, SII Dry Kilns had 
a number of orders ahead of ours. Then 
COVID-19 happened. A lot of the people 
postponed their orders, which allowed us 
to move ahead in the production queue. 
While businesses in the country were 
postponing projects, we took the exact 
opposite direction and fast-tracked our 
plans. We were able to install the kiln 
drying system by end of September 2020 
instead of missing out on that entire 
heating season. 

Sourcing the firewood
We deal with a range of weather chal-

lenges in Alaska that affect our firewood 
sourcing and production. During the 
summer, we produce as much firewood 
as possible, yet to access the raw mate-
rial, many of the state timber sales are 
winter access only. This means we must 
source much of the raw material during 
the winter months we need on an annual 
basis. Unfortunately, there are only 

Building Up the Firewood Processing 
Capacity in Fairbanks
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one or two mechanized harvest operations in the 
North Star borough, which does affect our ability to 
source. 

The wood is sourced from the Tanana Valley 
State Forest, and we are by far the largest con-
sumer. In 2023, we’re looking at roughly 1,000 
semitruck loads of logs for our operations. To 
supplement what we source from state lands, we 
partner with land-clearing contractors and devel-
opment contractors to use 
material that previously 
was burned or buried. 

White paper birch is 
the primary raw material 
for our firewood; from 
a heating perspective, 
there is more energy in a 
cord of birch than a cord 
of spruce. However, we 
do have the flexibility of 
processing both hard-
wood and softwood. The 
firewood processors can 
be programmed for either 
wood type, and we can 
absolutely dry both. 

When drying the fire-
wood, the big difference in 
the kiln drying of firewood 
versus kiln drying for 
lumber is that we aren’t 
worried about stressing 
the wood. For lumber, 
the temperature must be 
moderated to dry out the 
wood while protecting 
the finished product. In 
firewood, we intentionally 
stress the wood, so the 
moisture leaves faster. 

Our firewood processing 
operation generates little 
waste, since all the residual 
materials are diverted to 
the compressed log man-
ufacturing that Aurora 
Energy Solutions also does 
or to the powerplant. 

Fulfilling demand and reducing emissions
Once we were online, we worked with a number of existing 

firewood distributors to source them firewood so they could ad-
dress their customer needs with a low-moisture product. We also 
offer an option for residents to pay us to dry their wood so they 
can use it immediately. 

After being in business for nearly two years, we’ve seen the 
demand exceeds Aurora Energy Solutions’ current production 
capacity. In 2021, we produced 3,200 cords of kiln dried fire-
wood, yet last winter, we had a waiting list that was 14 weeks 

Since its opening, Aurora 
Energy Solutions has 
increased its production 
from 3,200 cords in 2021 
to nearly 5,000 cords in 
2022. They plan to expand 
operations in 2023 and 
produce 8,000-8,500 cords 
annually.
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out for delivery services—and we were 
drying 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. This 
year we expect to be close to 5,000 cords 
this season through improved efficien-
cies. We are also in the design phase for 
kiln number two, which will increase the 
annual production capacity. 

In looking at the operation from a 
holistic approach, what we’re offering this 
community from an environmental and 
economic perspective is a huge oppor-
tunity to address our emissions issues, 
as well as keeping heating costs as low as 
possible. Right now, heating oil is $5.50 
cents a gallon; it’s likely that next year, 
residential users will spend $5,000-$6,000 
to heat a 1,500-sq. ft. home on fuel oil. 

The availability of quality firewood is a 
major challenge. The community needs 
additional harvesters in order to sup-
ply the raw material and the producers 
need additional drying capacity. Yet the 
community is dealing with air quality 
restrictions that minimize expansion 
because direct-fired systems are unlikely 
to be permitted. I really like the concept 
of being able to take it all on ourselves, 
but space is a limiting factor. The grow-
ing market could require three more 
firewood processors and two more kilns 
from where we are today. 

Expanding operations next year will 
help address the market demand. But, if it 
continues to grow due to rising fossil fuel 

prices, the increase from 5,000 cords up 
to 8,000-8,500 cords annually with a two 
kiln drying rotation may not be enough. 
Knowing we can’t meet the product 
demand from the customers today is 
extremely disheartening. Infrastructure 
investment takes time and Aurora Energy 
Solutions is working with equipment 
manufacturers as aggressively as possible 
to meet the demands of the residents of 
Alaska’s Golden Heart City.  WF

Chad Schumacher is the general 
manager of Aurora Energy Solutions. 
He can be reached at (907) 457-0227 or 
chad@heatyourway.com.

A Day of Fuels Management at 2022 Alaska SAF Annual Meeting
By Ed Morgan, AKSAF Chair

After the success of Alaska SAF’s 2021 virtual annual meeting, and with the decline of the pandemic and a requirement 
that all in-person participants be vaccinated, we decided to hold a 2022 hybrid meeting with both virtual and in-person 
options.

We chose the topic “Fuels Management Workshop: Strategies for Protecting Alaska Communities and Resources from Wild-
fire,” a timely and appropriate subject given the increase in wildfire activity and intensity statewide as well as nationally. 

Organized by the Yukon River SAF chapter and held in Fairbanks on May 17-18, the program included presentations on the 
purpose and silviculture of fuel breaks, as well as discussing how landowner objectives are integrated into fuels projects. The 
all-day event included two interagency panels of experts featuring fire managers from across the state including Bureau of 
Indian Affairs, Bureau of Land Management, US Army, US Fish and Wildlife Service, 
National Park Service, Alaska Department of Fish and Game, and private landown-
ers. Several virtual presentations featured socio-economic considerations and Forest 
Vegetation Simulator modeling. Discussion and interactions were abundant, and the 
consensus was that the program met the goals of the meeting.

Funding for the event was partially provided by a Kurt Gottschalk Science Fund 
grant, with the remainder coming from registration fees and funds from the Alaska 
SAF investment account. About half the participants were virtual and half attended 
in-person. The virtual portion of the meeting was a learning experience as we adapt-
ed to the camera and microphone that the venue provided. 

We were honored to have in person SAF CEO Terry Baker, National President 
Chris Maisch, National President, and District 1 Board Member Chris Schnepf.

We also had our annual business meeting and awards banquet at which the Yukon 
River SAF chapter received the Chapter of the Year award, Tamara Boeve received 
the Service to Forestry award, and Tom St. Clair received the Forester of the Year 
award.

Another highlight of the annual meeting was the all-day field trip organized by 
the Intertribal Timber Council, which held their annual symposium in Fairbanks the 
same week. The four stops meshed well with our meeting theme including visits to 
1) Aurora Energy Solutions’ firewood/pellet/compressed log plant, 2) Fire Effects at 
a Wildland-Urban Interface, 3) the Permafrost Tunnel Research Facility, and 4) the 
Fairbanks Fuel Break and Shovel Creek Fire. Many field trip participants said that the 
field trip was the highlight of the meeting for them.

After two years of either no meetings or virtual meetings, it was refreshing to meet 
in person again and experience the face-to-face interactions that we have missed. 
However, virtual meetings are here to stay and for that reason we will continue to 
offer hybrid meetings in the future so that we can maximize attendance and allow all members and guests the opportunity to 
attend our SAF events.
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With temperatures reaching 25oF in the 
Permafrost Tunnel Research Facility, the 
tour attendees were issued a jacket, along 
with a hardhat.


