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Key Points 

The method and text below are unashamedly adapted from Objective Setting and 

Condition Monitoring within Sites of Special Scientific Interest. English Nature 

Research report no.472. Also informed by my attendance at a training session led by 

Keith Kirby EN Woodland Specialist. 

 

Several years ago I was asked to produce a method of monitoring the ECC 

woodlands/country parks which could be used by the ECC rangers. Site 

managers/wardens needed to make a baseline assessment of their woodlands and 

undertake a programme of annual monitoring. 

 

This is a „structured walk‟ method where condition is assessed at 10 stops using 5 

criteria and the other information gathered on the walk.  

 

I led a training session with a group of ECC rangers and we successfully trialled the 

method and the feedback from participants was good. The ECC rangers group had not 

undertaken monitoring of this kind before. 

 

I believe that following a short training session anyone/wardens could undertake this 

method it does not require advanced botanical or ecological knowledge. 

 

Though simplified this is nonetheless a comparable and robust protocol which fits 

with the standard EN guidelines. 

 

Planning the assessment 

The assessment should normally consist of a structured walk around the site with a 

series of observation stops along the way. On an appropriate-scaled map (usually 

1:10,000) mark a route that gives a reasonable coverage of the area to be assessed, 

taking account of any known variability, e.g. from previous visits, aerial photographs 

etc and any areas under high risk of change. Checking that important glades are still 

open may need to be done more often than assessing overall canopy cover. Within 

limits imposed by health and safety considerations the route should not be confined to 

paths but should go across the middle of stands, across the contours etc. Allow about 

2-3 hours on site for straightforward woods up to about 20 ha; larger or more tricky 

sites may need most of a day if the whole feature is to be assessed. 

 

The simplest approach to ensuring systematic coverage is to mark ten “stops” on the 

map along the route, evenly spaced or to cover the expected variation. These will be 

the main assessment points, but the state of the wood between the stops should be 

used as well. It is not essential that that the same points will be re-surveyed on future 

visits, but it may be helpful if there is at least some overlap. In particular, if there are 

areas that raised concerns previously these should be included on this visit. 

http://www.forestry.gov.uk/


 

Arrange the usual practicalities of visiting the site eg procedures for fieldwork 

including risk assessments, lone working considerations will need to be carried out. 

 

In the field 

Having arrived at the site follow the arranged route and stops. The aim is to gain as 

good an overview of the woodland feature as possible within a limited time. The 

predetermined route and ten stops are there to help you be consistent in your 

assessments between sites and between recorders. Do not be too constrained by the 

route or precise position of the stops if minor deviations will give you a better picture 

of the wood. However do record any major variations in the route. 

 

Do not rely on your memory to assess the area at the end of the walk. Make notes 

relevant to the targets at each of the ten stops. There will be additional comments 

worth making on the state of the wood between stops. A balance needs to be struck 

between this assessment and carrying out a full Phase 2 survey, which is not the 

intention. Make notes even if a woodland feature is so uniform that the notes at each 

stop start to be the same as those at the start. The feature may be changing gradually 

and by the next assessment we will want to be sure of what it has changed from across 

the whole of the area assessed. 

 

At each stop consider the woodland around you that you can see easily. In most sites 

this will equate to about a 50 x 50 m plot. You are not however expected to measure 

out a plot. This is not meant to be a quantitative sampling process and the results 

should not be treated as if it was. 

 

Make a brief note at each stop against each of the attributes and the targets associated 

with them. If the area around the stop is atypical of what you had been walking 

through up to that point note this. 

 

The “stops” are not intended to be a formal statistical sample; the targets cannot just 

be ticked as favourable/unfavourable at each stop and then totalled at the end to give 

the overall state of the wood. Rather the notes made at each will contribute 

to your overall judgement. So make the notes helpful to you and to the surveyor who 

will come after you. If the target is a quantitative one try and give your estimate of 

what the cover/density/etc is, rather than simply saying whether it meets the target or 

not. This may help in judging trends at the next visit. 

 

Be prepared to alter your ideas as you go through the wood, particularly if you are not 

that familiar with the site. The first few stops may look in very bad condition but 

subsequently it may become clear that this state applies to only a very small area (or 

vice versa). Alternatively what appears to be a favourable state initially - a well 

structured stand with old trees and dense under-storey - is, because it is repeated 

across the whole site, undesirable: the wood lacks any open space and too many of the 

old trees are in danger of being over-topped by younger growth. 

 

You are assessing condition, not management, but make a note of any recent 

management or other activity that may help in interpreting your condition assessment 

and what should be done as a consequence.  

 



 


