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5.1 Introduction 

The fast-growing species of poplars and 
\\ illows have been cultivated for millennia for 
commodity uses. generally for their wood (FAO. 
1980: Dickmann. 2006). Poplars and willows 
were economically important in rural areas 
because of their case of propagation and adap­
tation to areas generally loo wet for farming. 
e.g. nood plains and along watercourses. They 
provided wood for many rural uses and were 
particularly important for basketry. Poplar was 
widely used for industrial and commercial 
packaging. especially fresh agricultural prod­
ucts and foodstuffs. before de\>elopment and 
widespread adoption of corrugated paper­
board. For example, before powdered eggs were 
available for the bakery industry. cottonwood 
boxes were preferred for shipping raw eggs 
because the wood was non-aromatic and did 
not impart an odour lo the eggs. The wood of 
poplar and willow continues to have many 
commodily and specialized uses, from match­
sticks. paper pulp. plywood and other compos­
ite boards. to willow cricket bats (Table 5.1: 
Chapter 10. this volume). 

E.xploitation of natural poplar stands to 
meet heavy demands for wood during wartime in 
the 20th century. as well as demand from post-
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war industrialization. spurred the development 
of industrial plantations in Europe, initially in 
Italy and France (FAO. 1980: Castro and 
Zanuttini. 2008). This plantation development 
in the 19 50s was facilitated by the intentional 
introduction of "\orth American clones into 
European breeding programmes (FAO. 1980: 
2.5uffa et al.. 1996). although introductions 
were made much earlier (Pourtet. 1976). 
Depletion of natural stands of aspen and cot­
tonwood in the USA through exploitation. 
conversion to agricultural land and alteration 
of natural river nows (Sternitzke. 1976). 
combined with the energy crisis of the 1970s. 
generated interest in poplar plantations for 
both roundwood and biocnergy. Interest in 
bioenergy waned as oil prices subsided. but 
current concerns for climate change caused by 
the release of fossil carbon into the atmosphere 
has renewed interest in short-rotation poplars 
and willows fo1 biocnc.:1 g} pwJuction (Bc1 nut::. 
et al .. 2001: Zerbe. 2006: Christcrsson. 2008: 
Bergante and Facciotto. 20L1: Volk et al .. 201 la. b: 
Zalesny et al.. 2011: Tullus et al.. 2012) and inte­
grated systems for producing energy and com­
modities (Kelley. 2006). 

Although poplars and willows occur as nat­
ural stands. this chapter is limited to the produc­
tion and utilizalion of these species in plantations 
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