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Some winter days, | choose to take a short-cut through deep snow. All the various animal tracks that are
normally trampled and shoveled away are suddenly unspoiled and visible, including racoon and squirrel
trails, connecting the trunks of trees like the dots in a children’s activity book. This reminds me of an ISA
(International Society of Arboriculture) seminar | attended a few summers ago, led by Brian French. The
topic was how to include wildlife habitat into the regular assessment of risks and benefits —and the
subsequent pruning prescription- that arborists consider when they inspect a tree.

One of the first rules of pruning that | learned is to begin with removal of the three Ds: dead, damaged
and diseased wood. The rationale is that dead wood does not give any energy back to the tree (no
longer photosynthesizing, storing or transporting energy), and at the same time dead wood crowds the
interior of a canopy or shrub, so light and wind are less able to penetrate. When a shrub grows too
densely, it will often form new growth only at the tips, resulting in a plant where a thin green surface
supports a twiggy, leafless interior. Dead wood is also viewed as an avenue for pathogens and fungus to
enter a tree, increasing stress and forcing it to use its energy defensively.

It is common practice to “clean” dead wood, and certainly this is an issue of perception as well. Dead
wood left in a tree canopy suggests neglect to many of us, and similarly dead wood left on the ground
can seem messy. However, there has been a wealth of research into the role of dead wood in a forest
system, where CWD and FWD (coarse and fine woody debris, respectively) have proven critical features,
creating microhabitats for lichen, fungus, insects, rodents, birds, bats, snakes —creatures large and small.
Bears eat grubs from old rotting logs, skunks nest in cavities in old trunks, moose eat lichen on low, dead
branch stubs. Arborists have an obligation to scout for birds when creating a work plan. Nesting sites for
all bird species are protected in Canada, it is illegal to disrupt or damage them. However, how often this
is enforced is questionable, and generally the presence of a squirrel or racoon nest in a failing tree is
considered more of a hassle than an asset.

Leaving dead wood on the ground is a method of temporarily storing carbon, allowing it to slowly be
released back into the ecosystem. Coarse woody debris —stumps, rotting logs- are the ideal hosts for
many seeds to germinate in. The incredible ubiquity of chippers, and the process of immediately
chipping all wood that is removed and cut, creates a gap in these slow cycles. Chipping potential nurse
logs creates a more challenging environment for new seedlings to take root.

Walking to the Arboretum Centre from the parking lot, you may notice the trunk of a freshly deceased
scots pine at the trail edge, its branches removed. We didn’t forget to finish the job, the pole is a
deliberate attempt to normalize dead wood, clearly display its usefulness, and integrate it into a formal
garden composition. In our most prominent collections like the World of Trees, dead wood is removed
on a case-by-case basis, after deliberation. Is the overgrown ninebark creating a safe shelter for
animals? Is a dead limb looming over a trail where it could drop on a visitor, or is it an unlikely threat? Is
a branch damaged in a ragged tear that could lead to infection, or has it been shaded out and naturally
sealed off from the trunk? The debate is part of the evolving concept of the urban forest, where the



value placed on trees used to be limited to benefits for human beings —shade, increased property value,
oxygen and food production- but has expanded to include benefits to other forms of life.

| propose this topic as something to think about when you too are going for a winter walk, and it is hard
to tell apart the dead and living wood.

Related links:
https://extension.psu.edu/dead-wood-for-wildlife
Some projects and press related to Brian French —somewhat of an arborist celebrity:

http://www.arboriculture.international/about/

http://treecareforbirds.com/portland-arborist-promotes-pruning-dead-trees-for-wildlife/

This article was written for our January 2019 e-newsletter.
To subscribe or see the complete newsletter and other newsletters please visit our website at:
http://www.uoguelph.ca/arboretum/educationandevents/enewsletter.shtml
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