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Issue

There is great potential for new investments in transportation infrastructure in Alaska. Some of the transportation structures, including road and trail bridges, marine facilities, etc., could be built from Alaska wood species. This creates a potential in-state market for value-added Alaska wood products. An interagency Wood in Transportation working group is evaluating this economic development opportunity. 
Background

Several factors in play in 2002 made the revival of a wood in transportation discussion relevant. Governor Frank Murkowski took office in December 2002 and made resource development and transportation a focus of his administration. Also, the reauthorization of the federal Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century (TEA-21) was due. Another bill under consideration would have given the Denali Commission a new transportation mission. Additionally, the new Ketchikan Wood Technology Center, created in 2000 to assist and support a crippled Alaska forest products industry, had initiated its in-grade testing program for Alaska’s wood species and was showing promising results. Finally, some of the mills in the state were recognizing the value of using subsidized lumber grading services that were available then. 
At that time, the small remnants of the forest products industry in the state did not manufacture treated wood products, and they manufactured relatively little from naturally decay resistant species that could be used in transportation structures throughout the state.

Some of the structures required for transportation infrastructure could be made of either treated Alaska wood (western hemlock, Sitka spruce, white spruce) or untreated Alaska yellow cedar. However, Alaska did not have good information on the strength and other engineering characteristics of all Alaska wood species; the size of the potential market for wood structures; the acceptance of preservative treatment systems by regulatory authorities; or the performance of bridges built with Alaska species. There was no state manual for treated wood products in aquatic environments, and no State Department of Transportation or U.S. Forest Service standard designs for wood bridges utilizing Alaska timber species. 

An inter-agency working group formed in 2003 to address opportunities and challenges associated with the support of a potential wood in transportation industry in Alaska. Working group members are from the Forest Service (National Forest System, Research, and State & Private Forestry), University of Alaska, State of Alaska, and other organizations. The working group also included the director of the National Wood in Transportation Program, which lost its funding at the end of FY 2004. The goal of the working group is to document the opportunity to use Alaska wood in the transportation industry, identify research needs, and provide the forest products industry the confidence to make investment decisions regarding their involvement in production of wood in transportation structures.
In August 2005, President Bush signed the Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient Transportation Equity Act: A Legacy for Users (SAFETEA-LU). SAFETEA-LU (Public Law 109-59) authorizing the Federal surface transportation programs for highways, highway safety, and transit for the 5-year period, 2005-2009. One estimate of the value of Alaskan earmarks and set-asides in the bill totaled over $1 billion.
Current Situation 

Work products under development by subgroups include a literature review; a database of WIT structures in Alaska; assessment of chemical wood treatment options for Alaska species; bridge monitoring protocols to assess bridge performance; and standard designs for bridges using new design values for Alaska species. 

The Ketchikan Wood Technology Center completed their in-grade testing programs for Alaska wood species. Alaska yellow cedar, Alaska hemlock, Sitka Spruce and White Spruce have been accepted as unique species for grading purposes by the American Lumber Standards Committee, with new design values for the species. In addition, the center implemented a testing program to develop new glued-laminated timber beam designs utilizing Alaskan species. 
In Alaska, the specific goal of the program involves improving and expanding the use of Alaskan wood species for transportation-related infrastructure. By eliminating technical barriers to the use of Alaska wood species, market development and expansion can lead to the creation of value-added businesses capable of producing engineered wood products for a variety of applications. These include specialized laminated structural beams and columns, railing and guardrail, sign and light posts, railway ties, retaining walls, decking and a host of other products.

The University of Alaska Fairbanks received a WIT Special Projects Grant in 2004 to assemble and summarize the work of the Alaska Wood in Transportation Working Group. In May 2006, Dr. Leroy Hulsey of UAF served as moderator for a two-day Alaska WIT Web Conference that tied in individuals working from five separate Alaska locations. The conference provided a forum to update participants and parties of interest on the progress and developments of the four working sub-groups and to offer open discussion on technology transfer, market development and expansion, and the future direction of the Alaska WIT Program. A web site was built to provide useful information on sub-group accomplishments, new technologies, working group contact information and links to other sites of interest. The site is maintained by the Transportation Center of UAF and its address is http://www.uaf.edu/ine/trc/akwit/index.html.
More Information

Sam Carlson, Director, Engineering & Aviation Management, Alaska Region (907) 586-8733
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