The value ot dead wood to wildlite and agriculture
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Thosedead treesand branches in paddocks and amongst
bushland could have more value than manylandholders
realise. The temptation toturn themintofirewoodhasled
to theirloss from many areas of Victoria. However, it is
worthconsidering their considerablerange of values before
taking steps toremove dead wood from a property.

The value of dead wood

Deadwood provides:

e anexcellentroostsiteforbats. Batsareinsecteatersand
lookforfoodoverpaddocksaswellasamongsttreesthat
form the basis of woodlots andshelterbelts and which
contribute to agricultural production. Bats consume
many agricultural pest species, such as the Rutherglen
Bug, therebyreducingthe needforlessdesirablechemi-
cal controls. A study of the Lesser Long-eared Bat in
northern Victoria found that, of the roost sites found
within trees, over 75 per cent were in dead trees and
otherswereindeadsectionsofliving trees. Thismay be
related tothedifferentinsulatingqualities of dead wood.
A dead tree or branch can thus indirectly contribute to

natural pest control and, consequently, reduce reliance

onexpensive pesticides.

e perchingsitesforbirdsof prey, and otherspecieswhich
pounce on ground-dwelling prey, such as robins and
Cuckoo Shrikes, which help to keep agricultural pest
speciesincheck. Forexample, the major component of
the Wedge-tailedEagle'sdietconsistsof rabbit, a major
agricultural and wildlife habitat threat. Atnight, owls
may be found usingdead trees orbranches, whetherin
aforestor moreopensituation, as observationpoints for
hunting.

e sources of thelargest hollows which are used by black
cockatoos, large owls, sugar gliders and other wildlife
species. Eighty-five percentof theendangered Red-tailed
Black Cockatoo’snestsites, in western Victoria, were in
dead River Red Gums. Large old trees have features that
youngtreesdonot(see Note 18'Oldtreesfor wildlife' for
more detail)and dead trees are often the last representa-
tives, in many districts, of the largest trees.

e important sources of insects for insect-eating birds.
Decaying wood and flaking bark are particularly rich
sites for insects and birds take advantage of this. For
example,sittellasspendathirdof theirtimelookingfor
preyon dead branchesrather than live ones. This sets
them apart from tree-creepers which prefer to feed on
living surfaces. More insect-eating birds around a
property helps keep insect numbers low, reduces reli-
ance on potentially dangerous chemical controls, and
assists withprotecting the health of bushlandused for
shade, shelterortopreventland degradation.

* nestsites. Some bird species place theirnest solely or
primarily on deadbranches. Forexample,sittellasare
obligate dead wood nesters and require vertical dead
branches for breeding. Flycatchers and Cuckoo Shrikes
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Dead trees and branches on private land are very
importantresources for wildlife. They provide habitat
forinsect-eatingspeciesandthat's good for agriculture
as well as nature conservation.

nest most often on horizontal dead branches. Dead
branches are often associated with hollows and hollow
development. Mammals (including bats), birds, rep-
tiles,amphibiansandinvertebratesusehollows. Dead
branchesmaybehabitatin themselvesforanumberof
invertebrate species. Twigs are an important nesting
material beingused byawide variety of species, includ-
ingeagles. Cuckoos use dead branchesfor singing,an
importantpart of courtshipprior to breeding.

e asource of lichen and cobweb thatisused by birds in
nest construction. Fantails, cuckoo shrikes, robins,
sittellas, thornbills, warblers, and many honeyeaters
usespiderwebeitherasanagenttoattachthenestorto
bindtheothernest materials. Lichensand cobwebare
mostabundant ondead wood.

the immediate source of soil nutrients. The decay of
dead plant material is the major source of soil nutrients.
The return of nutrients to the soil is essential if it is to
remain productive. Removal ofdeadplant material from
abushland remnantis like eroding the capital on along-
terminvestment. Eventually, thebushwill be depleted
of nutrients.

e suppliesoflogs,branchesand twigsthat
provide important habitat for ground-
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dwelling wildlife such as Bush Stone-curlew, nightjars,
reptiles and small native mammals andin-stream habi-
tat forfish andinvertebrates. For example, the Murray
Cod, an extraordinary native fish andimportantangling
species, spawns inhollow logs.

o cachesites forbutcherbirds. Butcherbirds wedge foodin
atreefork oronaspike andtear theirprey apart, the feet
being too smallto holdit downin the mannerof a hawk.
Thebutcherbird'sname is derived from this habit. Food
includesinsects, mice, reptiles, birds, including nest-
lings, and plant material.

Biologistscall ourbigold trees‘veterans’because they’ve
been aroundalongtime and developed aunique character
thatis particularly valuable for wildlife. When they die,
many of these values are retained. A dead tree remains
standingforabout 50 years before falling where it contin-
ues to supply habitat for ground-dwelling species of small
mammalandreptiles,and continuestorot, supplying food
toanimals inhabiting the soil and plants.

Are dead trees good firewood
sources?

As firewood, dead trees have the advantage of being
immediatelyuseable but what about the disadvantages?
Theyare often hollow orrotting making the effort of felling
them worthless and adding to the danger. Dead wood is
extremely hard to cutand can quickly blunta chain-saw
blade oraxe. Large dead trees may take hundreds of years
toreplacenaturally. Fellinglarge dead trees for firewood
isanunsustainable activity on most properties.

The solution to personal firewood
supply |

The solution to firewood supply for your own use is to
establish a woodlotso that old dead trees can be retained
for their wildlife and other values and quality wood is
available for your own use. The advantages of growing
treesspecificallyasfirewoodarenumerous. The trees can
be harvested when of an appropriate size for easy handling
(say 20 cm diameter), the wood is cut green so that it is
easy on your chain saw, when drying it often splits
(depending on species) allowing for straightforward axe
work and thereislittle risk of youreffort being wasted on
a hollow plant. What’s more, natural areas can be
protected.

If you don’t have a woodlot, and need a source of wood

whilstonedevelops, then living trees of small diameterare

the best choice for firewood. They have the advantages

described above and, mostimportantly, they are easier to
replace than bigold dead trees which may be hundreds of
yearsold.

Cutting green timber means that you will need to plan
ahead one to two years to allow the wood to dry out. The
shrinkage caused by drying the wood is what leads to
splittingand helps with axe work. Planningaheadalsohas
the advantage of ensuring that wood will be available in
future years.

A 1995 study of firewood use in Victoria concluded that
more firewood probably comes from private than public
land, that over half the volume of firewood used is
collected by households directly and not via the market
and that firewood consumption, by volume, is roughly
equal tosawlogand pulp production combined. Because
of the small area of private land that is treed, the impact
of collection on privateland habitatsis probably far greater
than for publicland.

Alternative sources of firewood include recycled timber
fromfencing, tipsites, and industry; timberdiscarded by
tree loppers, and sawmill off-cuts. Solar heating can
reduce the need for timber.

Thus, the decisions of private landholders about long-
term supply of firewood isimportant in determining the
quality of habitatavailable to wildlife on private land.

Whatabout supply for commercial
purposes?

Commercial firewood suppliers may be interested in
removinglarge dead treesbecause they don't need to wait
for the wood to dry before being sold. For the landholder,
this means gettingaonce only cashreturn forirreplaceable
trees. If you are interested in commercial growing of
timber, whynotsetupasaregularandreliable supplier by
establishingawoodlot oragroforest. Thiscouldbeanaim
of your Landcare group. In thisway yourreturncanbean
on-goingsupplement toincome from other sources.

Safetyissues

Dead trees and branches can pose a risk to public safety,
ascanlive trees and branches. Therisk of tree or branch
fall increases in extreme weather conditions, such as
during storms.

Where pedestrian trafficishigh it may be wise to reduce
the risk to people by removal of the tree or branch or by
using suitable restraints. In other areas of the property,
where the main aimis toretain wildlife habitat, suitable
safety warnings, that apply to any venture in bushland,
shouldbe given.

A tidy farm?

Itisimportant torecognise thata well managed farm may
very well have a healthy ground layer of logs, branches,
twigs, leavesandshrubsin appropriate areas. The practice
of 'tidying up' a farm by removing logs and branches,
whilststill appropriate in some areas, such as where they
interfere with agricultural machinery orin fire breaks, is
alsorecognised asbeingincompatible with the objective of
sustainability.
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