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Woodland Condition Surveys 

Preparation Required 

 You will need a map of the woodland showing paths and rides. 

 Before beginning orientate yourself, use the map to work out your start location 

and have an approximate idea of where the 10 stopping points will be. 

 If you have a GPS use this to record the grid reference of the 10 stopping points 

or if not available then mark approximate location of each stopping point on the 

map. 

 Ensure you have permission to access the woodland if it is private property. 

What to consider while surveying 

 Try to cover as much of the woodland as possible 

 Stick to the paths so you can mark your route more easily on the map to avoid 

getting lost  

 Try to survey some areas off the path area too (just walk a short distance into the 

canopy) if access is possible. 

Starting the Survey 

 Pick your stopping point. 

 Stand in one spot and assess the area you can see and answer the questions on 

the form (when assessing things like the presence or abundance of seedlings, 

this may require some searching if the scrub/shrub layer is dense). 

 Repeat this process for all 10 stopping points within the woodland. 

Helpful information about the form 

 Structure and Processes 

Open spaces – assess the canopy as well as the ground when determining this. Is 

there much sunlight coming through the canopy? 

What to include in the shrub layer – smaller trees less than 5m (saplings), bramble 

and other woody species. 

 Regeneration 

When does a sapling become a tree – saplings tend to have slender trunks with 

smooth bark and are quite flexible whereas mature trees tend to have thicker, darker 

outer bark and less flexibility. Size depends on the species but on average saplings 

range from 3-6m in height and approx. 10cm in diameter (30cm girth). 

How best to determine browsing levels:  

Heavy (70-100%) – no shrub layer (this can also be caused by excess shading so be 

aware of this), low vegetation (anything within the browser‘s reach) missing from trees 

and shrubs, ground vegetation <10cm high and consisting of mainly grass and other 

unpalatable plants, abundant dropping, paths/tracks created by deer, etc. 

Moderate (40-70%) – Patchy undergrowth with some evidence of a browse line, 

ground flora approximately 30m high with a mixture of unpalatable and palatable plants, 

tree saplings projecting above ground vegetation in at least some areas but may show 

some signs of browsing (new shoots eaten). 

Light (0-40%) – well developed understory with no obvious browse line, lush ground 

vegetation with little grazing of such species as brambles and honeysuckle, tree seed-

lings and saplings are common under canopy gaps. 
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Common Non-native Shrub Layer Plants 
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    Snowberry      

Diseases that maybe affecting woodland plants 

Holly Leaf Miner – Larvae burrow into the leaf leaving characteristic pale trails. 

Brown Rot   – Fungal infection that causes the wood to decay and become 

       brown, cracked and brick-like. 

White Rot    – Fungal infection that turns the wood into a pale spongy mass 

Ash Dieback  – Serious fungus disease which spreads quickly impacting on 

       new growth and usually results in the death of the tree. Signs 

       include leaf loss, crown dieback and a diamond shaped dark 

       mark on a recently sprouted stem. 
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Note:- For information on Himalayan     

Balsam, Giant Hogweed and Japanese  

Knotweed please see the invasive     

species information in the handbook. 
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 Quality 

Ancient Woodland Indicator Plants 
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     Wood Spurge          Primrose               Lily-of-the-Valley  

                                                                                           

         

 

 

 

 

            

  

       Wood Forget-me-not       Wild Strawberry     Yellow Archangel 

  

           

     

 

 

 

                 

                   Common 

      Woodruff            Herb Paris                     Cow-

wheat    

 

 

 

 

 

 

          

 Dogs Mercury             Early-purple Orchid          Wood Speedwell 
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Negative plant indicator  
 

Any plant that is dominating the ground flora and excluding other plants. Examples 
include nettles, bracken, bramble, Pendulous Sedge, cleavers, Rosebay Willow 
Herb, Dog’s Mercury, etc. If they are present with a     mixture of other ground flora 
they are not behaving as a negative species. Any invasive species can be included 
as a negative plant 
 

 
Microhabitats  

 
A small or limited habitat which differs in character from the larger  
surrounding habitat, examples include: 
  -Leaf litter 
  -Dead trees/logs  
  -Wood piles 
  -Small pools 
  -Standing water 
 
 Glossary 
 
Coppice  - Coppicing is an ancient form of woodland management, which involves 
    repetitive felling of the same stump, near to ground level, and allowing 
    the shoots to regrow from that main stump. (Also known as the coppice 
    stool). A coppiced woodland will have trees with multiple stems growing 
    out of the stool. Some shrubs naturally grown like this, such as Hazel.
      
Pollard  - A pollard is a tree that has its crown structure removed, leaving only a 
    trunk and occasionally a few stubs. This helps aid the tree’s generation 
    of new fresh shoots and ultimately a new branch structure. Once       
    pollarded, trees will appear to have bulbous stems, which house the  
    new growth. Pollarded trees are therefore, generally easy to spot. There 
    may be swollen stubby branches at the top of the trunk and multiple  
    new side and top shoots growing 
 
Ride   - A path becomes a ride at the point when it is wide enough for there to 
    be a gap in the canopy above the ride which allows sunlight to reach the 
    ground. Many rides will have a central grass zone. 
 
Veteran  - An old tree with a very large girth with a hollow or hollowing trunk, large         
Tree    quantities of dead wood in the canopy and is acting as an important  
    wildlife and habitat feature, i.e. has holes, wounds, dead branches and 
    decay caused by fungus, etc. 
 
Browse - A condition found in forests with an over population of browsing           
Line    animals, i.e. deer. All branches and twigs will be eaten as high as the 
    animals can reach. 
Note:- If you are aware of any features that are not included in this document but are 
relevant to the questions of the survey form please include these details, i.e. addi-
tional diseases or ancient woodland indicators, etc.   
 
Photos 
GB non-native species secretariat (www.nonnativespecies.org) = all non-native species 
photos are courtesy of their website. 
Philip Precey = Lily-of-the-Valley, Wood Forget-me-not, Yellow Archangel, Herb Paris. Com-
mon Cow-wheat and Dogs Mercury, sourced from the WildNet. 
Adam Taylor = Wood Anemone at a distance, native Bluebells at a distance and Wood 
spurge, donated to be used by Essex Wildlife Trust. 
Paul Lane = Woodruff and Wood Speedwell, sourced from WildNet. 
Shirley Freeman = close up of Wood Anemone, source from WildNet. 
Mike Snelle (m.snelle@btinternet.com) = close up of native Bluebells, sourced from Wild-
nNet 
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http://glossary.gardenweb.com/glossary/population.html

