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With the COP26 climate confer-
ence behind us, it is time to re-
alize we cannot just leave it to 

governments and leaders. We can each 
take individual responsibility by asking 
what personal contribution can be made 
to help mitigate climate change.

As the owners of private forests large and 
small, we are already helping by virtue of 
their continued existence. But on a mi-
cro-scale we can help by looking at the 
tools used to manage those woodlands. 
This has always been of interest to me, 
living off-grid and solar-powered, so I am 
always looking to harness that renewable 
(and free!) energy in new ways to replace 
polluting options.

Chainsaws are a primary tool (and primary 
polluter), so that is the main topic, but I 
will also touch on other equipment. First, 
a disclaimer: what you are about to read 
is not necessarily the facts — you can 
research those yourself on equipment 
brand websites — but rather opinion based 
on personal experience. That said, my 
experience is almost 10 years now using 
battery saws, managing a 50 acre wood-
land property from which I cut and process 
firewood as primary heating source.

ELECTRIC SAWS: TOOLS OR TOYS?

I might as well start with the question top-
ping many of your woodlander minds. When 
they first appeared on the market some 
chainsaws were underpowered toys, but 
most of what you will find now are genuinely 
useful tools. My first battery saw, 40 volt 
w/16” bar, I used for 85% of my cutting 
supplemented by a MS250 gas saw for 
felling and bucking large trunks. 

The game changer came along three years 
ago: an 80 volt 18” saw claiming to have 
the equivalent power of a 45cc engine. 
Since that was the same as my gas saw, 
how could I resist? I do not have any way 
of measuring the claim, but I can say that 
an 80V saw has all the torque needed to 
eat through countless large elms, plus 
occasional hard maple, beech, ash, and 
ironwood. I can also report I have not used 
my gas saw — not once — for cutting since 
adding the 80V to my arsenal.

Of course, it all depends on the size of 
what you are cutting. If you have a mature 
woodlot with most trees getting into the 
2’ DBH range, electric will not be your 
only saw.

HOW LONG CAN YOU CUT ON A 
BATTERY?

This is the question I am asked most of-
ten and there is no definitive answer. It 
will depend on the species of tree (more 
power needed to get through gnarly elm 
than pine) and the type of cutting (more 
torque, and thus more power consumption, 
in bucking than limbing). It will also depend 
on the type of battery — see below. What 
I can say definitively is that one battery is 
unlikely to be very useful. A key to making 
it a tool rather than toy is multiple batteries.

WHAT ARE THE DIFFERENCES 
BETWEEN BATTERIES?

The two main battery chemistries for chain-
saws are nickel metal hydride (NiMH) and 
lithium. Do not even bother with anything 
NiMH; it is old, cheaper technology and 
more toy than tool. Lithium has advantages 
which include a steep and sudden (rather 
than gradual) voltage decline approaching 
full discharge, a high number of recharge 
cycles with no memory effect, plus they 
may be fast-charged with a compatible 
charger.
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A battery saw readily cut through this old 
elm, 18” diameter at cut height.

80V 18” saw does the heavy work; 40V 14 
& 16” saws do the bulk of the work once the 
tree is down.

The whole 18” elm, felled, limbed, bucked, and 
split by electric power during a short November 
afternoon (Luna, site supervisor, on duty).
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Another difference is voltage. Most 
tool-battery platforms range from 20 to 80 
volts. As a general rule, higher volts offers 
better performance because it can supply 
more wattage for high torque applications. 
I would look for 36-40 volts or higher.

An important difference to be aware of is 
battery amp-hours. I will spare the tech-
nical explanation, but this is essentially 
the capacity (how large is the fuel tank 
so to speak) and it is not always evident 
from the external size — read the label. 
Equipment typically comes with medium 
capacity batteries to save cost. A 5aH 
battery will provide 2½x the run time of 
a 2aH that came with the saw.

ARE ELECTRIC SAWS SAFER?
Yes and no. On the one hand, higher-end 
electric saws sense torque in real-time and 
will immediately stop and signal if they 
sense too much for the saw’s capacity. 
Also, chain brakes are electronic rather 
than mechanical and close to an instant 
stop. Excepting those with large capacity 
batteries, electric saws are lighter which 
lessens fatigue. On the other hand, know-
ing these things can lead to complacency. 
Plus, without all the sound, smoke, and 
vibration, well, it just does not feel as 
dangerous. 

But be clear, you can do just as much 
damage to yourself with an electric as 
a gas saw and you should follow all the 
same safety procedures. Though I disre-
gard one, not using the earmuffs on my 
cutting helmet. This is a personal choice, 
not recommended in the manual, but I 
find it more pleasant and perhaps safer 
since I can hear what is in the imme-
diate area. Another safety factor is not 
breathing exhaust while using a gas saw 
at arm’s length.

WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN A SAW?
Though corded is less expensive, you 
will soon regret the limitations of being 
tethered. What’s more, long extension 
cords of proper wire gauge are expensive. 
Go with battery power.

Remember, you will need multiple bat-
teries for it to be a useful tool, so choose 
a platform that offers a range of useful 
equipment with interchangeable batteries. 
Keep in mind battery differences noted 
above. Look for brushless motors, espe-
cially in things like saws and lawn mowers 
that need a lot of torque and take a lot 
of abuse. Overall, brushless motors are 
less likely to burn out. 

I would be hesitant to endorse any par-
ticular brand, including what I use. But, 
with the advantages of multiple tools on 
a single battery platform, what you begin 
with is ideally what you stay with. So read 
reviews, from multiple sources not just 
the brand’s web site.

Now in its 6th season of use, this electric 
splitter gets through all but the gnarliest 
of elm.

Chainsaws, brush-cutter, lawnmower, all share 
the same batteries.

WHAT ABOUT OTHER ELECTRIC 
WOODLOT TOOLS?
An electric saw reduces both fossil fuel 
consumption and harmful emissions, es-
pecially if you do a lot of cutting. There 
are lots of other electric alternatives for 
gas tools so consider what you use most. 
I also have a brush cutter, line trimmer, 
hedge trimmer, and lawn mower all sharing 
similar batteries. The battery mower is 
wonderful; it makes cutting the lawn and 
property trails enjoyable. Like the 80V 
saw, it has 100% replaced my gas mower.

I also use an electric splitter. Mine is 6.5 
tons (they are available up to 9), which is 
about a third of a typical gas splitter so 
sometimes requires some finessing with 
large logs but quite doable with patience 
and clever “filleting”.

A FINAL SUGGESTION IF YOU 
HAVE READ THIS FAR.
Consider using bio chain bar oil, which is 
vegetable-based. It will cost you double, 
and the folks at the local shop may brand 
you a “citiot” for ordering it. But, in addition 
to directly helping the environment, you 
will be helping yourself by not breathing 
in petroleum oil which can vapourize when 
it contacts a hot chain bar. That cough-
ing at the end of a cutting day may not be 
just a matter of sawdust. Using bio bar oil, 
along with a battery saw and electric splitter 
means truly carbon-neutral firewood!

So much more could be said, if you would 
like to learn more see my off-grid blog: http://
offgridretreat.ca/category/off-grid-life/.

5aH and 2aH 80V batteries – in this case 
different sizes, and a big difference in weight 
(approx. 5½ vs 3 ¼ lb).


