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Common Name: White Birch, Paper Birch, Canoe Birch | Botanical Name: Betula Papyrifera | Bouleau Blanc 

(French)| Masqemus (Maliseet)| Maskwi (Mi'kmaq) | Genus: Betula – Birches | Family: Betulaceae – Birch | 

Class: Magnoliopsida – Dicotyledons | Phylum: Tracheophyta – Vascular Plants | Deciduous Tree 

 

Lifespan: 60 to 70 years and occasionally up to 140years 

Tree Form: This tree is small to medium-sized with an irregularly shaped 

canopy that grows as wide as 6 – 10m. It grows at a rate of 3 – 5m in 10-

12yearsi  

Height: 15–25m tall, with a potential to reach 31m. 

Bark: Its smooth bark changes in color as they become older—Brownish 

(younger) to White (10yrs and above). The inner bark is creamy to pinkish 

or orangish white. 

Trunk: 30 – 60cm DBH (Diameter at Breast Height) 

 

Leaves: Its leaves grow alternately on 

the stern in oval shapes with tapering 

edges and pointed tips; they have double 

serrated margins and 5-9 pairs of side 

veins. They are about 2-5 inches long 

and 1-3 inches wide, pale green in 

summer and yellow in fallii  

 

Flowers: Its flowers are called Catkins. They 

grow between May and June and are classified 

as Male and Female. The male catkins are 3-

9cm long, droopy and yellow and are stationed at the branch ends, while the 

1.5cm long female catkins stand uprightly on lateral branchlets and are green 

colored. In late Autumn, after the female catkins have developed into 2-4cm long 

cone-like forms, they release seedsiii 

Habitat and Distribution 

Found in Mixed-Wood Forests, the paper birch is primarily present in North 

America and grows well in acidic, loamy, moist, sandy, clay and well-drained soils. 

They are shade tolerant and can tolerate varying amounts of precipitation. White 

birch trees thrive in open land, rocky slopes, and young forestsi, and are mostly 

abundant in disturbed areas like sites recovering from burns, logging or blowdownsii.    

Economic Uses 

White birch wood is used commercially for pulpwood, plywood, veneer, and turneryiv. Their barks when varnished 

and milled are used to make furniturev and Tree chips are used for paper manufacture and fuel for fireplaces or 

woodstovesiv. Sap can be extracted via tapping for the commercial production of syrup, wine, beer and medicinal 

tonicsii and they can be used as construction materials for walls and roofsii. 

Ecological Uses 

Their leaves or saplings are edible for moose, deer and snowshoevi; the trunk cavities provide nesting spaces for 

woodpeckers, chickadees, nuthatches and swallows; sapsuckers bore into the bark in search of the sweet sapvi. The 

shade provided by birches helps understory plants and shrubs like gooseberries, hazels, raspberries, and 

cranberries. 
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Cultural Uses 

▪ Its Bark can be used to wrap and store food and roof pit houses. 

▪ Native Americans used it to make canoes, buckets and basketsi. 

▪ They are often planted as ornamental trees because of their 

attractive white barkii     

Derivative wood products 

Lumber, veneer, interior plywood and 

pulpwood are derived from this treev. 

They are primarily used to produce 

furniture, cabinets, specialty items 

like ice cream sticks, toothpicks, 

bobbins, cooking tools, canoe 

paddles, toboggans, waterproof 

wrappingsii. 

Weaknesses 

They are easily susceptible to fungal discoloration, stains and insect 

damage; they have poor resistance to microorganisms, and logs derived 

from them cannot tolerate long storage. The pollens from paper birch 

cause allergies that may lead to asthma or seasonal hay fever in people. 

Pests & Diseases 

European Hornets strip the barks off thin branches. Birch Leafminers cause browning in leaves and their long-term 

infestation can cause the tree to be less able to compete with other plants for nutrients. Weakened silver birches are 

susceptible to birch borers. These beetles cause yellowing and stunting in the upper tree crown, and once this 

damage is beyond 50% of the crown, it is irreversible. Other less common pests and diseases are root rot, leaf spot, 

canker, Japanese beetles, squirrels and birch dieback. 

Fun Fact. 

▪ This tree is called paper birch because of its distinctive white bark, 

which peels off like paper. 

▪ The wood of the Paper Birch is excellent for starting a campfire and 

can burn at high temperatures even when the wood is wetvii. 

▪ Leaves of birch are used in the preparation of tea in Finlandvii. 

▪ It’s the Provincial Tree of Saskatchewanvii  
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The little birches, white and slim, 

Gleaming in the forest dim, 

Must think the day is almost gone, 

For each one has her nightie on 

- Walter Prichard Eaton 
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