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2019 White Paper on Economic Loss from the Ash Disaster in KY:  
Impacts to Landowners from the Emerald Ash Borer1 

Summary: Ash trees include valuable timber species that are being wiped out by an invasive 
insect, the emerald ash borer (EAB). With millions of ash trees killed and many of the state’s 
467,000 woodland owners affected, Kentucky’s ash disaster is widespread and worsening. 
There are no realistic options to control or stop the damage caused by this insect to our 
forests and woodlands. Within the next few years it is likely that nearly all ash, previously 
~5% tree volume in Kentucky and 4.8% of all sawtimber products in the commonwealth, will 
be impacted. Based on the current utilization rate for ash, this disaster is estimated to cost 
landowners and forest industries nearly $100 million annually. A plan to assist people and 
local communities where ash is an important tree species could prevent further damage and 
limit financial loss. This report summarizes economic loss using the most recent forest, 
economic, and industry data

2,3 available.  

Valuable Assets Rapidly Lost:  

Ash trees occur throughout the state and are an important part of Kentucky woodlands (Fig. 1 
& 2). Prior to the arrival of EAB, Kentucky had over 250 million ash trees, comprising ~5% 
of live trees (by volume in 2009) on the over 12.4 million acres of Kentucky forests and 
woodlands. Ash wood is highly valuable and ash was the fifth highest Kentucky wood, paper 
and pulp export in 2017, valued at $18.9 million. Because of EAB, the volume of dead ash 
trees (board feet) has increased 364% since 2009 and standing net volume of ash in the state 
has decreased, from 4.8% in 2009 to 3.3% in 2015 (3.3 billion board feet).  

 
																																																								
1 This white paper, authored by Dr. Ellen Crocker, Mr. Billy Thomas, Mr. Chad Niman and Dr. Jeff Stringer, University of 
Kentucky, Department of Forestry and Natural Resources, was requested by the Kentucky Woodland Owners Association.  

2 US Forest Service Forest Inventory and Analysis data from 2009 and 2015, 2016 Kentucky Forestry Economic 
Contribution Report, and delivered log pricing from the Kentucky Division of Forestry.  

3 Stringer, Thomas, and Niman. 2017. White Paper on The Ash Disaster in Kentucky: Economic and Landowner Impacts of 
Losing Kentucky’s Ash Trees to the Emerald Ash Borer University of Kentucky, College of Agriculture, Food, and the 
Environment, Department of Forestry and Natural Resources - Extension  

	

Figure 1: Map of ash trees by volume, based on US Forest Service Forest Inventory 
Analysis (FIA) surveying 2

 



	

	

 

EAB first arrived in northern Kentucky and then spread south and west. This means that 
while most ash may be dead in the northern part of the state, trees are still dying (and will die 
in the future) in other parts of the state (Fig. 3).  Some counties contained a large proportion 
of ash and in those areas EAB’s impact is especially severe economically and for other 
reasons (ex. loss to wildlife, aesthetics, and recreation).  These include Woodford (33.6% 
ash), Harrison (28.8% ash), Anderson (20.2% ash), Henry (19.6% ash), Carroll (17.8% ash), 
Bath (17.7% ash), Campbell (16.7% ash), and Kenton (15.6% ash) counties. 

Widespread destruction with no end in sight:  

There has been a sharp decrease in the amount of ash being harvested due to EAB. EAB kills 
ash of all ages and sizes, leaving unexpected gaps in woodlands (and economic losses) that 
could not have been planned for and which will take many years to recover from. In addition, 
after being killed by EAB, ash wood is rapidly damaged by many secondary insects (like 
ambrosia beetle) and fungi, sharply decreasing its commercial value. EAB cannot be 
controlled within the state, its spread is a matter of time, and there are no viable options to 
exterminate EAB.   

There are no white or green ash (the most prevalent ash species in Kentucky) that can survive 
EAB. Controlling EAB through chemical or biological means is not feasible at this time and 
will not be for some time to come, if ever. Because of this, management must focus on forest 
restoration transitioning to other valuable native trees. Unfortunately, invasive plant species 
like bush honeysuckle, that thrive in the canopy openings caused by EAB, are creating major 
challenges for landowners who want to facilitate recovery. Cleanup and invasive plant 
management, largely done through a combination of mechanical removal and herbicide 
application, is time consuming and expensive.  

Figure 2: Map of Ash trees by percentage of total trees, based on US Forest Service 
Forest Inventory Analysis (FIA) surveying 

	



	

	

 

Currently there are no programs that can compensate landowners for their economic loss of 
timber like there are for other agricultural crops. There is some cleanup financial support 
available for post-EAB restoration in the form of “Woody Residue Treatment” utilizing 
Natural Resources Conservation Service EQUIP-forestry funds ranging from $112/acre for 
chipper/shedder treatments to $789/acre for restoration/conservation treatments following 
catastrophic events like EAB. However, while there is limited support for cleanup outlined 
above, there are no programs that help with the economic loss from EAB that are quickly 
degraded by ambrosia beetles. 

Significant economic losses to landowners and forest industries:  

The rapid decimation of ash trees caused by EAB is an economic disaster for both 
landowners and forest industries across Kentucky. We estimate that nearly $100 million will 
be lost every year in the near future because of EAB: 

• $4.47 million to landowners who could have sold ash trees  
• $2.66 million to loggers who could have harvested ash trees 
• $21.05 million to sawmills who could have milled and chipped ash 
• $14.78 million to pulp and paper mills  
• $11.42 million from the use of ash residue 
• $39.77 million from secondary processing of products made with ash (especially 

cabinet and flooring manufactures in KY) 

These costs are especially pronounced for the landowners in Kentucky counties most affected 
by EAB.  We expect that landowners in counties where ash was before EAB lost the most (or 
will lose the most in the future for those counties in the western part of the state.4 
 

 

 
																																																								
4 Approximate loss per acre was calculated by multiplying $7.13 (previous estimate from ash disaster white paper

3
) by the 

percent ash volume in woodland  (ex. 0.15 for 15% ash) 
	

Figure 3: Map of 2018 ash tree mortality by the emerald ash borer, created by Abe 
Nielsen of Kentucky Division of Forestry based on aerial 

	
Red:	Ash	mortality	common 

Yellow:	Ash	decline	with	sporadic	mortality 
Green:	No	confirmed	ash	decline 

	



	

	

Ash loss to private landowner by county in Kentucky 

County A Ash % B Loss/ acre 
C 

Total acreage 
privately owned 

woodlands D 

Est. # landowners 
affected E 

Est. loss/ 
landholder F 

Woodford 33.64 $239.82 10,779 196.34 $13,166.11 
Harrison 28.83 $205.59 32,323 588.76 $11,287.07 
Hickman* 28.45 $202.88 40,834 743.79 $11,138.06 
Anderson 20.20 $144.00 50,065 911.93 $7,905.49 
Henry 19.56 $139.46 59,983 1,092.59 $7,656.37 
Carroll 17.82 $127.08 25,661 467.41 $6,976.65 
Bath 17.67 $126.01 71,791 1,307.67 $6,917.99 
Henderson* 16.97 $120.98 25,642 467.07 $6,641.57 
Campbell 16.68 $118.92 40,107 730.55 $6,528.72 
Marshall* 15.65 $111.58 47,365 862.75 $6,126.02 
Kenton 15.56 $110.92 62,797 1,143.84 $6,089.31 
Robertson 13.65 $97.34 32,407 590.29 $5,343.91 
Fayette 12.99 $92.65 5,839 106.36 $5,086.40 
Jefferson 11.87 $84.64 37,460 682.33 $4,646.49 
Owen 11.76 $83.83 105,322 1,918.43 $4,602.33 
Spencer 11.17 $79.64 39,861 726.07 $4,372.26 
Shelby 11.03 $78.62 47,817 870.98 $4,316.20 
Bracken 10.47 $74.66 76,510 1,393.62 $4,098.65 
Jessamine 10.31 $73.51 23,919 435.68 $4,035.54 
Mason 10.20 $72.69 31,416 572.24 $3,990.73 
Boone 10.18 $72.56 53,133 967.81 $3,983.34 
Grant 9.19 $65.50 83,441 1,519.87 $3,595.90 
Green 8.86 $63.15 64,966 1,183.35 $3,467.14 
Gallatin 8.77 $62.52 24,620 448.45 $3,432.58 
Lincoln 8.73 $62.23 44,053 802.42 $3,416.35 
Ballard* 8.51 $60.68 39,875 726.32 $3,331.36 
Hopkins* 8.37 $59.66 162,585 2,961.48 $3,275.22 
Daviess* 7.99 $56.99 51,085 930.51 $3,128.75 
Franklin 7.73 $55.14 45,572 830.09 $3,026.92 
Livingston* 7.50 $53.50 106,298 1,936.21 $2,936.88 
Washington 7.22 $51.51 62,635 1,140.89 $2,827.79 
Graves* 6.99 $49.82 91,181 1,660.86 $2,735.29 
Scott 6.96 $49.65 47,308 861.71 $2,725.99 
McLean* 6.94 $49.49 27,934 508.82 $2,716.75 
Muhlenberg* 6.85 $48.82 115,804 2,109.36 $2,680.14 
Webster* 6.65 $47.43 45,228 823.83 $2,603.96 
Clinton 6.63 $47.29 80,717 1470.26 $2,596.44 
Warren* 6.43 $45.85 87,090 1586.34 $2,517.09 
Crittenden* 6.11 $43.55 72,195 1315.03 $2,390.71 
Logan* 6.02 $42.93 111,196 2025.43 $2,357.10 
Hart 5.84 $41.62 95,520 1739.89 $2,284.68 
Metcalfe* 5.60 $39.90 86,937 1583.55 $2,190.57 



	

	

Lyon* 5.37 $38.32 36,351 662.13 $2,103.95 
Cumberland 5.32 $37.91 153,123 2789.13 $2,080.99 
Oldham 5.15 $36.73 23,709 431.86 $2,016.68 
Pulaski 5.12 $36.52 190,260 3465.57 $2,004.91 
Simpson* 5.12 $36.50 13,098 238.58 $2,004.10 
Breckinridge 5.01 $35.71 155,439 2831.31 $1,960.44 
A All other counties in KY have less than 5% ash, with loss ranging from $34.68 to $0 loss per acre. 
B Percentage ash based on USFS FIA data from 2004, prior to arrival of EAB. 
C Approximate loss per acre was calculated by multiplying $7.13 (previous estimate from ash disaster 
white paper by Thomas et al.) by the percent ash volume in woodland  (ex. 0.15 for 15% ash). 
D Percentage total acreage in privately owned woodlands based on USFS FIA data from 2004, prior to 
arrival of EAB. 
E Estimated number of landowners impacted based on the statewide average that private woodland 
owners owning 10+ acres own ~54.9 acres. 
F Estimated loss per landowner in county calculated by multiplying estimated loss per acre in county by 
the acre KY private landowner property size (54.9 acres). 
* Counties outside of EAB’s current range (2018).  There is no EAB-caused ash mortality currently in 
those counties but it is likely to occur in the near future. 

 

Woodland owners invest in their trees and ash takes many years to mature before it is 
commercially valuable and ready to harvest. Because EAB kills ash trees of all ages, 
landowners have not simply lost a single year’s crop but many years of investment and 
potential profits. The majority of Kentucky’s woodlands are small and family owned, and a 
loss of this magnitude will drain landowners for years to come unless support is provided 
immediately to enable landowners to respond to the disaster and mitigate its long-term 
impact. 

 


