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The Importance of Dead 

Wood in Your Woodland

Marne Titchenell, Wildlife Program Specialist

School of Environment & Natural Resources

The Perception of Dead Wood

• Kathy’s pileated video

A single tree in a natural forest serves thousands of other organisms, even 

once it has been dead for decades. 

• WHAT IS DEAD WOOD?

• HOW IT IS USED BY WILDLIFE?

• FEATURES THAT MAKE THE 

BEST SNAGS & LOGS

• CREATING/MAINTAINING DEAD 

WOOD IN WOODLANDS

• ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Today’s Topics:

WHAT IS DEAD WOOD?

What is dead wood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

Snags Dead Features Dead Woody Debris (DWD)
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HOW IS DEAD WOOD USED 

BY WILDLIFE?

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

"Life inside a decaying log is a microscopic forest within 

a forest, teeming with miniature life.”

~ Matt Kane of the National Science Foundation (NSF) Division of 

Environmental Biology

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

Other insects, Fungi and bacteria

Curtis E. Young

Saproxylic – an organism that lives 

in or feeds on decaying wood

THE SAPROXYLIC
FOOD WEB

Source: Biodiversity 

in Dead Wood, 

Stokland, Siitonen, 

Jonsson

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management
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What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

Kathy Smith

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

Primary cavity nesters Secondary cavity nesters

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

Joe 

Boggs

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management
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What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

NPS photo by Mark Graham

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management
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What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

FEATURES THAT MAKE THE 

BEST SNAGS & LOGS

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

FEATURES THAT MAKE THE BEST SNAGS, LOGS, & DWD

• Size

• Species

• Level of decay

• Location 

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

TREES THAT MAKE THE BEST SNAGS – SIZE

• Large snags

– 12-15+” dbh, 6-15’ tall

– Last longer

• Small snags

– Also useful

– 3” dbh, 6’ tall

• Large logs decay 

slower, too. 

– 12” dbh, 3’ long

Jim Lane - Award winning wildlife photographer and naturalist

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

Microhabitats within a Live Tree

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

TREES THAT MAKE THE BEST SNAGS – SIZE

• Large snags

– 12-15” dbh, 6-15’ tall

– Last longer

• Small snags

– Also useful

– 3” dbh, 6’ tall

• Large logs decay 

slower, too. 

– 12” dbh, 3’ long

Jim Lane - Award winning wildlife photographer and naturalist
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TREES THAT MAKE THE BEST LOGS - SIZE

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

TREES THAT MAKE THE BEST SNAGS - SPECIES

• Some preference among 

wildlife species.

• Some species decay faster 

than others.

• Deciduous develop larger 

cavities than conifers.

• Look for other desired 

features.

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

TREES THAT MAKE THE BEST SNAGS - STAG OF DECAY

• Hard snags versus soft 

snags

• Aim for variety.

• Remember snags don’t 

last forever.

Ohio’s Woodpeckers
Downy

Hairy

Red-headed

Pileated

N. Flicker Red-bellied
Yellow-breasted 

Sapsucker

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

Woodpeckers and Snag use by Stage of Decay

Mannan et al. 1980, Neitro et al. 1985, Raphael and White (1984)

= foraging preference

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

TREES THAT MAKE THE BEST SNAGS - STAGE OF DECAY

• Hard snags versus soft 

snags

• Aim for variety.

• Remember snags don’t 

last forever.
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Decay Classes for Fallen Logs and Snags

Tyrrell and Crow 1994; Bergeron et al. 1997

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

TREES THAT MAKE THE BEST SNAGS - LOCATION

• Location may influence 

level of decay and 

longevity

• Cluster or scatter?

• Ideal = available 

throughout woodlot

• Near other key resources.

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

• Near mast producing trees

• Along woodland edges and 

clearings

• Near water features

– Vernal pools, streams, ponds

Locate SNAGS by Other Key Resources

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

• Within upland and 

lowland forests

• Along woodland edges 

and clearings

• Near water features

– Vernal pools, streams, 

ponds

Locate LOGS by Other Key Resources

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

DWD (Dead Woody Debris) in Stream Ecosystems

Key in the long-term integrity or steam 

and river corridors.

• >4” in diameter and 3’ 

long

• Dictates channel 

formation

• Stores OM and sediment

• Provides habitat

• Increases fish production

MANAGEMENT 

RECOMMENDATIONS
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• Large snags 12”+ dbh

• Small snags at least 3” dbh

• Both conifers and deciduous make good snags

– Deciduous often develop more/larger cavities 

• Variety of hard and soft snags

• Plan for the future – snags don’t last forever

– Retain trees and shrubs next to a snag to help protect it from weather

• Consider location if interested in attracting certain species

SNAG RECOMMENDATIONS: 

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

• Large logs - 6” and larger in diameter, at least 1’ long

– Logs longer 1x3’ will last longer

• Consider location if interested in attracting certain species

• Maintain continued supply to streams

– Larger and wider riparian buffers

– Do not remove LWD (large woody debris) from streams

– Do not remove dead/dying trees from riparian buffers

LOG RECOMMENDATIONS:

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

BRUSH PILE RECOMMENDATIONS:

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

BRUSH PILE RECOMMENDATIONS:

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

• Create a log cabin-style base with   
4-6” diameter trees

• Build up with smaller branches

• Size: 3-6’ tall and ~10” x 10” wide

• ~300’ apart, ~2-3/acre

• Place near areas where other forest 
mgt is taking place
– Thinning

BRUSH PILE RECOMMENDATIONS:

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

A Quick Note on Wildlife Conflict…
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General snag goal: 4 - 6 per acre (at least), 1 large 20”+ dbh

General log goal:    4 downed logs per acre, at least one 20” x 

20’ long 

There is no known optimum number, so if your goal is primarily 
to attract wildlife, then leave them all!

HOW MANY AND HOW MUCH??

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

Allowing a variety of tree sizes and ages to die naturally will 

provide a continuous source of replacement                  

snags and logs.

→ Key to a diverse saproxylic community!

AND REMEMBER…

Diversity is key!

Saproxylic Diversity is Linked to Dead Wood Diversity

Source: Biodiversity in Dead Wood, Stokland, Siitonen, Jonsson

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

Silviculture - the art and science of growing trees

Morticulture

The method of producing dead wood, both in volume and 
variety, for ecosystem function.

Possible strategy: Retain large trees greater than 24” dbh, 
releasing crowns to accelerate growth of larger trees, 

girdle/fell trees to create snags and logs

DIVERSITY IS KEY

CREATING SNAGS

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

• Meeting other objectives
– Shade tree in an area you want sun

– Structural issues

– Stand that needs thinned out 

– Promoting growth of crop trees

• Signs of a future snag
– Sap runs, splits in trunk, dead main limbs, 

fungi on the bark evidence of animal use 
(woodpecker holes)

• A tree that doesn’t meet other 
management objectives

POTENTIAL SNAG CANDIDATES
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• Girdling, frilling, herbicide use

– Tree species and size of girdle

– Herbicide use increases effectiveness

• Basal bark spray to deaden small 

trees and shrubs (<4-6” diameter)

• Other methods likely require 

professional help 

– Topping tree/removing many large 

branches

METHODS FOR CREATING SNAGS

Ax Girdle
Chainsaw 

Girdle

Frilling
Hack and 

Squirt

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON THESE 

TECHNIQUES

woodlandstewards.osu.edu

Axe Girdle

Axe Frill

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

• Girdling, frilling, herbicide use

– Tree species and size of girdle

– Herbicide use increases effectiveness

• Basal bark spray to deaden small 

trees and shrubs (<4-6” diameter)

• Other methods likely require 

professional help 

– Topping tree/removing many large 

branches

METHODS FOR CREATING SNAGS

Drawings by Jenifer Rees

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

• Snags can pose a risk to people and 

structures – they need to be managed

– Monitor them over the years and remove as 

needed

– Factor in potential future threats when creating 

snags

• Don’t be afraid to seek professional help with 

removing a dead tree!

MONITOR SNAGS FOR SAFETY RISKS

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

• Nest boxes mimic tree cavities

– Red, fox, gray squirrels

– Flying squirrels

– Screech and barn owls

– Woodpeckers

• Downy winter use

• Possibly Northern flickers

– Bats

– Wood ducks, mergansers

– Range of songbirds

– Mice and chipmunks

LET’S NOT FORGET ABOUT NEST BOXES

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

LET’S NOT FORGET ABOUT NEST BOXES

wildohio.gov

u.osu.edu/obwg
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Nest Box Specification by Species:

u.osu.edu/wildside/

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

CAN WE “BRING THE SNAG INTO THE URBAN FOREST?”

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

CAN WE “BRING THE SNAG INTO THE URBAN FOREST?”

go.osu.edu/urbansnag

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

CAN WE “BRING THE SNAG INTO THE URBAN FOREST?”

What is deadwood? Wildlife Use Desired Features Management

DEADWOOD IN THE LANDSCAPE

• Recognize and 

understand the value 

of dead wood.

– Nutrient cycling

– Carbon storage

– Soil development

– Hosts to saproxylic 

world

• Retention should be 

essential component 

of wildlife 

management plans.

LET’S WRAP UP THIS DISCUSSION…
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• Arborists/Tree Care Companies

• ODNR, State Foresters
– Assist with long-term goals for private 

woodlands

– forestry.ohiodnr.gov

• Consulting Foresters
– osafdirectory.com 

• Don’t forget chainsaw safety!

WHO CAN HELP:

• Cost-share assistance:
– Environmental Quality Incentives Program 

(EQUIP)
• Practice 649 – Creating Wildlife Structures

• Natural Resources Conservation Service 
(NRCS)

• Soil & Water Conservation District Office 
(SWCD)/wildlife specialists

• ODNR, Division of Wildlife private lands 
biologists

WHO CAN HELP:

Webinar on NRCS 

programs for 

forests & wildlife:

go.osu.edu/costshare

More Info on Dead Wood

woodlandstewards.osu.edu

Marne Titchenell, Extension Wildlife Program 

Specialist, titchenell.4@osu.edu

"These tiniest life forms--insects, fungi and bacteria--are reservoirs of 

diversity that recycle our biosphere.”

~ Matt Kane of the National Science Foundation (NSF) Division of Environmental Biology
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