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Woodland
Health survey

Woodlands are special places and important for people, plants and wildlife.
Unfortunately, however, they are facing a number of threats including
climate change, development, pollution and attack from tree diseases. As
a result, many woodlands are in poor condition and 1 in 6 woodland flowers
is threatened with extinction. Ancient woodlands, home to many vulnerable
and threatened species, are now rare and cover just 2.4% of the UK.

If we are to restore and protect these preciow=-Habitats,
we need tools to help us. The Woodland Heal:s) Survey is
designed to help those who manage or look after woodlands

® Discover more about the condition of a woodland

e Identify issues or threats which could have a negative effect
® Inform a woodland management plan

All woodlands are different and management needs to be
tailored to suit what you are trying to achieve. This survey is
about helping you identify potential clues and interpreting
what they might mean for your woodland.

© Beth Halski

You may want to spend some time gathering information about
your woodland. Is it a protected site or an ancient woodland? Does
the name tell us anything about its history? Looking at historical
maps or biodiversity records could tell you more about how the
woodland has been used and how it has changed over time.

When to carry out the survey

It is recommended that the survey be carried out at
different times of the year between spring and early

autumn. This is because you are likely to see different

plants and wildlife throughout the seasons.

Health and safety

Check weather forecasts prior to entering the
woods and do not enter woods in high winds or
stormy weather.

Ensure you have appropriate clothing for the
weather and take drinks and snacks.

Take care on uneven or slippery ground and
keep to footpaths.

Ensure you have a working mobile phone with
you and let someone know where you are going
and when you expect to be back. If possible,
avoid working alone.

Before you begin

Please consider the health and safety of yourself or
the group carrying out this survey. We recommend you
follow the precautions below for a safe and successful
visit to the woods.

Equipment

Clipboard and pencil

Survey form (at the bagl-af this booklet)
These guidance notes

Mobile phone

Useful

A camera or camera phone

A compass

A map of the site

ID guides including birds, insects and mammals
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1 Landscape features

This section will help you gain a broader understanding of the woodland. To create your map you could
use an online or Ordinance Survey map as a guide but remember to keep it simple. You can use a larger
sheet of paper if this will be helpful.

Topographuy: is your woodland ‘flat’ or does it have a gentle or steep slope? Aspect refers to the direction
the slope of the site is facing and can be worked out using a compass. If the topography or aspect varies,
record what most of the area is like.

Water sources: note any rivers, streams, ponds or ditches in the woodland. These can be either perennial

(flow throughout the year), intermittent (flow for a number of weeks or months each year), or ephemeral

(flow only for hours or days following rainfall).

Manmade features: include structures such as bridges and fences and features like benches, litter bins,

sculptures and signposts.

Surrounding landscape: what borders your woodland? Is it connected to other woodlands or hedgerows?

2 Woodland structure

Woodlands can have several layers within them.

Take a walk through the woodland and make a note
of which layers are present. If the layers vary, you can
make a note of this on your map.

Canopy — Tall, mature trees e.g. oak, ash, beech
and sycamore

Sub canopy — Younger individuals of the dominant
trees and also smaller tree species e.g. hazel, rowan,
hawthorn and holly

Understory — Shrubs and small trees

Field layer — Grasses, ferns and flowering plants and
saplings

Ground layer — Mosses, fungi, ivy and other creeping
plants

Canopy cover

As you move through the woodland, stop every
now and again to look up and make a note of what
percentage of the sky is covered with leaves. Circle
the option on the survey form that you feel most
represents the woodland as a whole.

What will this tell us?

A variety of layers can provide different
environments for wildlife and can be beneficial
in terms of creating a biodiverse woodland. An
understory, for example, can provide nesting
opportunities for birds and a field layer with wild
plants can support a range of insects.

How dense a woodland canopy is can tell us how
much light is able to reach the layers below. If a
woodland has more than 75% leaf cover, it could
result in a lack of understory and field layer or
could mean these layers are not particularly
biodiverse.

Consider what your findings mean for your
woodland. If you have few layers and a dense
canopy, you may want to think about how you
could address this in your management plan.

For advice on management plans and
woodland management techniques visit:
http://laisygoedwig.org.uk/resources/
undertake-woodland-management/

You can record ancient trees on the Ancient Tree
Inventory https://ati.woodlandtrust.org.uk/
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3 Tree species

( )
Using the tree identification guide to help you, D - Dominant (more than 75% of the trees are this species),
record which tree species you see and how

abundant they are. In the boxes on the survey A - Abundant (50-75%),
form, write ‘D’, ‘A’, ‘F’, ‘O’ or ‘R’ to indicate how F - Frequent (25-50%),
common that species is. This is known as the
‘DAFOR’ scale and is a quick way to record
roughly how common something is. Do this for R - Rare (less than 10% of the trees are this species).
the ‘canopy’ and ‘sub-canopy’ trees separately.  ( )

Ash ;

Birch i Hawthorn i !:f Hazel
Holly

Oak . Rowan

O - Occasional (10-25%) and

@

Beech

Sycamore

Willow Conifers

Illustrations by Andrew Evans
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Age

Select the options on the form that best fits the woodland, considering the whole area you are surveying.

What will this tell us?

The trees species found in a woodland can give an idea of the potential habitats available for wildlife and the
impact this might have on biodiversity. A mixed woodland can mean a wider variety of food and shelter. A
woodland predominately made up of beech, for example, can mean a more shady woodland with only shade-
tolerant plants found in the field layer. Your findings may also highlight potential management issues in the
future. If you have ash in your woodland you might need a specialist survey to identify any signs of ash dieback,

a fungal disease affecting ash trees in the UK.

To find out more, visit: www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/trees-woods-and-wildlife/tree-pests-and-diseases

A healthy woodland needs trees of different ages to ensure its long-term future. If there is a lack of young trees
in your woodland, you could consider how to create opportunities for natural regeneration such as increasing
the light and space on the woodland floor. A dense coverage of ivy and bramble can provide nesting sites and
food for birds but may crowd out saplings and wild plants. Think about your woodland and what will improve its

health as a whole.

Other features

Look out for the following features as you walk around

the woodland.

Glades — open areas in a woodland with higher light
levels.

Ancient Trees — trees which have reached a great age
in comparison with others of the same species. They
will show some of the following characteristics:
* Alow, fat and squat shape —because the crown
has retrenched (reduced in size) through age
¢ A wide trunk compared with others of the same
species
¢ Hollowing of the trunk (not always visible)

Veteran trees — these trees can be any age but will
show ancient characteristics such as those above.
These may not just be due to age, but could result
from natural damage, management, or the tree’s
environment.

Dead wood —rotting tree stumps, trees which are still
standing but are dead, fallen or cut branches.

4 Plant indicator species

What will this tell us?

The features listed can help increase the biodiversity
of your woodland. As glades have higher light levels
they support a wide range of plants and insects and
are good feeding areas for birds. Ancient and veteran
trees with their holes, crevices and dead branches
are often host to a vast array of wildlife. Dead wood
delivers a steady supply of nutrients to trees and
plants and an array of microhabitats for fungi,
lichens, insects and mosses.

If these exist in your woodland you may want to make
a note to monitor them to ensure they are maintained
in the future. You can add the creation of a glade or
areas of dead wood in your management plan if these
elements would be beneficial to your woodland.

For more guidance on increasing biodiversity in
your woodland visit: https://www.wildlifetrusts.
org/wildlife-advice/how-manage-woodland-
wildlife and https://www.woodlands.co.uk/owning-
a-wood/managing-your-woodland-for-wildlife/

Plants can tell us a lot about the condition of a woodland. There are several plants listed in this survey
which are often seen in more healthy woodlands. There is also a list of negative indicator plants which can
be harmful to a woodland due to being invasive and non-native.

Tick which species you find as you walk through the woodland. You may also like to mark on the map

where these plants are found.
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Positive Indicator Species

Bluebell Dog’s mercury Enchanter’s nightshade  Flowering ivy Hard fern
(Hyacinthoides (Mercurialis perennis) (Circaea lutetiana) (Hedera helix) (Blechnum spicant)
non-scripta)

Lesser celandine Opposite-leaved golden saxifrage Primrose Ramsons

(Ficaria verna) (Chrysosplenium oppositifolium) (Primula vulgaris) (Allium ursinum)
Wwild strawberry Wood Anemone Wood avens Wood speedwell Yellow Archangel
(Fragaria vesca) (Anemone nemorosa) (Geum urbanum) (Veronica montana)  (Lamium galeobdolon)

Negative Indicator Species

Cotoneaster Ground elder Himalayan Balsam Japanese Knotweed
(Lamiastrum galeobdolon subsp.) (Aegopodium podagraria) (Impatiens glandulifera) (Fallopia japonica)

Montbretia Spanish bluebell Three-cornered leek Variegated archangel
(Crocosmia x crocosmiiflora)  (Hyacinthoides hispanica)  (Allium triquetrum) (Lamiastrum galeobdolon subsp.)
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What will this tell us?

Having a range of positive indicator plants can be a sign of a healthy woodland which has good light levels
and minimal trampling. Wild plants such as wood anemone, opposite-leaved golden saxifrage and ramsons
are often found in ancient woods (those continuously wooded for over 400 years) so can be a clue to the age of
your woodland. If these plants are not present, or are scarce, you may want to revisit other areas of this survey
to find out what may be having an impact on the field layer such as a dense canopy.

If you find negative indicator plants in your woodland, you may want to include some form of action in your
management plan. Depending on the species and extent, you could either monitor the spread or try to remove
the plants.

More information about management techniques can be found here: https://naturalresources.wales/
guidance-and-advice/environmental-topics/woodland-management/woodland-species/invasive-non-
native-species-in-woodlands

5 Wildlife

Choose a spot and take ten minutes to listen and look around you. Note down what you see and hear.
Also include previous sightings you may have had or existing knowledge from previous surveys.

In the ‘Other Wildlife’ table, record any species you can recognise or, if you are unsure, make a note of
the variety of species you see, for example, two different butterflies or five different birds.

What will this tell us?

For wildlife to thrive in a woodland, there needs to be effective food chains from the producers (plants, fungi,
moss, etc) through the different levels of consumers to the top of the chain. Finding a range of wildlife groups and
species can mean your woodland is biodiverse with good food sources. If there is a lack of wildlife, revisit other
aspects of the survey to see what could be affecting this. You may want to add actions to your management plan
which increase the light levels in the woodland or the extent of dead wood for example. You may find this tool-kit
useful https://woodlandwildlifetoolkit.sylva.org.uk

There are also species which can indicate if a woodland habitat is particularly beneficial to a group of animals
such as bats or otters. The presence of these may also mean you need to be aware of particular laws. For
example, it is an offence to injure, kill or disturb dormice and you need a license for any management activity
that might impact them. For more information on protected species visit: https://naturalresources.wales/
guidance-and-advice/environmental-topics/wildlife-and-biodiversity

Mink is a non-native, invasive mammal that has a damaging effect on local wildlife. If you have mink in your
woodland seek further advice. To read more about mink visit: www.mammal.org.uk/species-hub

6 Human activity

As you walk around, make a note of any signs of human activity you can spot. You might want to
mark these on your map if you feel they are important to note.
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What will this tell us?

It is important to recognise when people are having a harmful impact on the woodland. A large number of
paths could be affecting the plants and you might want to direct visitors along formal pathways to minimise
trampling. Keep an eye on problem areas by regularly walking the paths. If litter or dog mess is a problem
you may want to consider arranging a bin or dog bag dispenser. Your local council will want to be informed
about fly-tipping in the woodland and you could encourage the local community to get involved to watch out
for fly-tippers.

For more guidance on tackling these issues visit: https://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/media/1841/urban-
woodland-management-damage-and-misuse.pdf

7

Taking regular photos at specific locations can be a great way to see the changes in a woodland over
time. It can be a way to spot both negative changes, more trampling in an area for example, and
positive changes, such as more wild flowers in the spring. Make sure you choose where to take the
photos depending on what you feel is useful, for example, if you have cleared or coppiced an area you
may want to take photos here to see the impact on the growth and variety of plants.

1 Choose the locations. This depends on what you 3 Think about when to take the photos. You may want
feel will be useful, for example, if you have cleared or to take some throughout the year and others at specific
coppiced an area you may want to take photos here to times, for example, to capture spring flowers.

see the impact on the growth and variety of plants. 4 Consider how to use the photos. Keep them in a safe

2 Decide how to mark the locations. You could use a place so you can can compare them over time. You can
tree stump or existing fence as a marker and a place also post them on social media to share with others.

to put your camera. Alternatively posts could be added

specifically for this purpose. A GPS device can also be

used to give co-ordinates of the locations.
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Woodland
Health survey

Survey form

Date:

Site name:

Surveyors:

1 Landscape features

Woodland Map

Draw a simple map of your woodland in the space provided below. Include features such as

footpaths, water sources and manmade features.

Survey form



Describe the features of your woodland

Topography
- Is there a slope? (Flat/gentle/steep)
- Main aspect (N, E, S, W)

Water sources
(rivers, streams, ponds, ditches)

Manmade features
(e.g. bridges, benches, fences)

Other

2 Woodland structure

Compare the diagram below to
your woodland. Tick each layer
that is present in your woodland.

[ |:| Canopy

I:I Sub-canopy

I:l Understorey >

|\\

I:I Field layer

Canopy cover

Circle the average leaf cover (%) that is similar to your woodland’s canopy.

=

No Leaves 25% leaf cover 50% leaf cover 75% leaf cover All leaves
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3 Tree species

Using the table below tick which tree species are present in the canopy and sub-canopy.
Use the DAFOR scale to indicate the abundance of each species (if absent leave blank).

DAFOR Scale D -Dominant A-Abundant F-Frequent O -Occasional R —Rare

Tree Species

Present in
canopy (v")

Abundance
(DAFOR scale)

Present in
sub-canopy (v)

Abundance
(DAFOR scale)

Alder

Ash

Beech

Birch

Oak

Sycamore

Willow

Hawthorn

Hazel

Holly

Rowan

Conifer

Other:

Survey form
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Age

Tick which of the descriptions below most fits with your woodland.

v
Tree age profile | Young, even-aged wood (i.e. recently established trees)
Mature, even-aged wood (most trees are the same size)
Mixed age wood, with mature/old trees and younger trees
Wood with many old/big trees with fissured bark
Tree density Young trees, closely packed, few gaps between tree canopies
Mature trees, closely packed, with few gaps between tree canopies
Mature trees, with some gaps between tree canopies
Mature or veteran trees, with larger gaps between tree canopies
Ground cover of | Abundant cover throughout
bramble and ivy Frequent areas of dense cover
Occasional: some dense patches but scattered
Rare: sparse cover/isolate patches
Other features
Tick which features you find in your woodland.
v
Glades A glade/clearing in the wood over 20m across
Veteran tree Presence of very wide trees (>2.5m girth) or a tree particularly wide for its
features species

Old trees with dead wood in canopy/dead limbs

Old trees with large decay holes/hollows

Presence of old pollards

Old trees with large horizontal branches

Dead wood Sparse-lying dead wood, small diameter (<20 cm)

There is only newly cut dead wood (any size)

Frequent lying dead wood, small diameter (<20 cm)

Lying dead wood, large diameter (>20cm)

Rotting tree stumps

Standing dead wood (diameter >20cm)
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4 Plant indicator species

Tick which plant species you see in your woodland.

Positive Indicator Species v Negative Indicator Species v
Bluebell (Hyacinthoides non-scripta) Himalayan Balsam (Impatiens glandulifera)
Dog’s mercury (Mercurialis perennis) Japanese Knotweed (Fallopia japonica)
Enchanter’s nightshade (Circaea lutetiana) Three-cornered leek (Allium triquetrum)
Flowering ivy (Hedera helix) Montbretia (Crocosmia x crocosmiiflora)
Hard fern (Blechnum spicant) Variegated archangel (Lamiastrum
Lesser celandine (Ficaria verna) galeobdolon subsp)

Opposite-leaved golden saxifrage (Chrysosple- Cotoneaster (Cotoneaster spp)

nium oppositifolium) Spanish bluebell (Hyacinthoides hispanica)
Primrose (Primula vulgaris) Ground elder (Aegopodium podagraria)
Ramsons (Allium ursinum) Conifer trees (garden escapees)

Wild strawberry (Fragaria vesca) Other:

Wood Anemone (Anemone nemorosa)

Wood avens (Geum urbanum)

Wood speedwell (Veronica montana)

Yellow Archangel (Lamium galeobdolon)

Lichen

Moss

Fungi

® You may want to record your findings on your map.
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5 Wildlife

Tick which plant species you see in your woodland.

Indicator Species

Great crested newt

Dormice

Watervole

Otters

Badgers (or Badger Sett)

Bats (or hollows in trees suitable for bats)

Mink

Other wildlife

4

Species or description of variety

Mammals

Birds

Bees

Butterflies

Other

6 Human activity

Make a note of any evidence of human activity you see as you walk through the woodland.

Type of litter
(Fly-tipping or
general litter
from site users)

Trampling
Disturbance?

(Lots of informal
paths present,
paths overused and

use (e.g. ruins,
pits, etc)

muddy etc.)
Evidence of Dog Mess?
non-permitted (Yes/No)
fires?
(Yes/No)
Evidence of past Other

® You may want to record your findings on your map.
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/ Fixed point photography

Take photos at different locations in the woodland. Either write the GPS co-ordinates for the locations below
or make a note of the markers used.
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