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Pre-trip 
 
What is a Wildlife Tree? 
 

Field Trip 
 
Wildlife Tree Scavenger 
Hunt 
 

Post-trip 
 
Wildlife Tree Apartment 
 

ACTIVITIES 
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LESSON  PLAN  OBJECTIVES 
 
Students will be able to 
 
understand what wildlife trees 

are 

identify wildlife trees 

understand the role of wildlife 
trees in the forest ecosystem 

 

BACKGROUND 
 
BC’s forests contain many different habitats and 
communities. One of these communities centers around 
dead and dying trees, or wildlife trees (WTs). Within the 
forest ecosystem there are plants at many different 
stages of their life cycle. How long the life cycle takes 
depends on the plant species, plus effects from fire, 
wind, rain, lightening, snow, insects and other animals, 
including man. 
 
A tree typically grows from a young seedling to a healthy 
mature tree, then dies and decays. The Wildlife Tree 
Committee of BC has defined nine stages of wildlife 
trees and identified the different animal species utilizing 
the trees for various purposes. Live trees may be used 
by smaller birds such as chickadees and wrens for 
insect and seed eating. Other birds such as hawks, 
robins, great horned owls and ravens use live trees for 
nesting. Mammals such as squirrels eat seeds from live 
trees. As trees die and decay other animals utilize them. 
Woodpeckers excavate nests and feed on insects in 
decaying trees. In subsequent years, other animals such 
as owls, kestrels, squirrels and some duck species use 
the old woodpecker holes for nesting or shelter. Raptors 
also use dead or dying trees for hunting perches. Other 
animals using WTs include salamanders, various insect 
species, bats, slugs, martens, ermine, weasels, 
raccoons, bears and many other bird species. In fact 
over 90 animal species (not including insects) have 
been identified as being partly or very dependent on 
WT’s  in  BC. 
 
It is important to understand that tree growth, death and 
decay is a process.  The  attachment,  “The Nine Stages 
of  a  Wildlife  Tree”,  diagrams  a  typical  decay  scenario.  
Every tree will, however, decay differently depending on 
the environmental factors at work. 

SKILLS & 
APPLICATIONS 
communicating 

comparing 

observing 

researching 

 

VOCABULARY 

ecosystem 

food web 

midden 

lichen 

primary cavity nester 

secondary cavity 
nester 

wildlife tree 
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SAFETY WARNING 
 
Wildlife trees are often very unsafe to work around 
since they include dead trees, or snags. When 
logging old growth forest, WorkSafe BC will 
usually not allow loggers to work around snags, 
therefore  they  must  be  cut  down.  As  a  tree’s  roots  
and trunk decay, there is less strong wood holding 
up the tree. It will fall down some time. It may only 
take a slight breeze or a light push or vibration. 
Other danger occurs when only the top falls off, or 
when the top falls opposite to the bottom of the 
trunk (this can occur when a tree is pushed or 
knocked over). 
 
It is imperative that students do not touch, push, 
jump around or throw things near dead or dying 
trees. The only safe WTs are stages 1, 8 and 9, and 
possibly class 2 and 7 trees as described in 
Attachment #1. 
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ACTIVITY 1:  What is a Wildlife Tree? 
 
 
PROCEDURE 
   
1. Divide students into groups of two or three and pass 

out  a  copy  of  “The  Nine  Stages  of  a  Wildlife  Tree”  to  
each student.  

2. Introduce wildlife trees (WTs) to students.  Ask 
students 

 What are WTs? (Forests usually have trees at 
different stages of their life cycle, just as a town 
will have people at different life cycle stages;  
WT's are part of the forest ecosystem, important 
to many wildlife species; any standing dead or 
living tree with special characteristics that provide 
habitat for wildlife is a WT; at different stages of 
its life, shown in the nine-stage diagram, a tree 
offers food, shelter or water for different wildlife 
species.) 

 Where can people find WTs? (In most forests, 
especially old-growth forests, all stages are 
present.  In previously logged second-growth 
forests, there are often proportionately more stage 
1 and 2 trees;  WTs can also be found in towns, 
along streets, in parks.) 

3. In their groups, get students to discuss and write down 
what animals (birds, insects, mammals, amphibians) 
might be found using each WT stage.   

4. After 15 minutes, discuss students' results and write 
responses on the board. 

This activity introduces 
students to wildlife trees,  
wildlife tree stages and 
animals that depend on 
wildlife trees. 
 
 
MATERIALS 
 
Each Student: 
 
 The Nine Stages of a 

Wildlife Tree 
(Attachment #1). 

 
 
 
SETTING 
 

classroom 
 
 
 
 
DURATION 
 
 30 - 45 minutes 
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FOLLOW-UP 
 
1. Introduce primary and secondary cavity nesters and their 

importance.  (Woodpeckers plus a few other smaller birds 
are primary cavity nesters.  They are responsible for 
excavating nests to lay eggs in for one season.  After 
that, other animal species, secondary cavity nesters, can 
use the holes for homes or shelter.) 

2. Name some secondary cavity users.  (Some owl and 
duck species, other birds, swallows, squirrels, martens, 
raccoons, mice, insects, spiders.) 
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ACTIVITY 2.  Wildlife Tree Scavenger Hunt 
 
 
 PROCEDURE 
 
1. At the parking area, reiterate the importance and 

characteristics of WTs.  Review the nine WT stages.  
Discuss SAFETY issues around WT's with your class. 
Students do not need to go close to the WT’s to do this 
activity. 

2. Walk along the trail showing students several WT 
examples. 

3. Define the trail area your class is working in, your time 
allotment (45 minutes is recommended) and your 
meeting place.   

4. Divide students into groups of two or three. Pass out 
one copy of “The Nine Stages of a Wildlife Tree” and 
the “Scavenger Hunt” sheet and go over the items for 
clarification.   

5. Send students on the scavenger hunt. 

 

FOLLOW-UP 

After regrouping, walk the trail to view and discuss student 
findings, focusing on interesting observations, creative 
answers and problem areas.   

 

Students explore the 
BLFL's and discover 
wildlife trees. 
 
MATERIALS 
 
Each Group: 
 
x� One copy of The Nine Stages 

of a Wildlife Tree 
(Attachment #1) 

x� One copy of the Wildlife Tree 
Scavenger Hunt  
(Attachment #2) 

x� Clipboard 

x� Pencils 

 
 
SETTING 
 
The Main Trail is an ideal 
location for this activity.  Walk 
in about 300 m (5 minutes) to the 
trail intersection and have 
students work back towards the 
parking area.   
 
 
DURATION 
 
 1 ½ - 2 hours 
 
SPECIAL 
CONSIDERATIONS 
 
It is imperative that students do 
not touch, push, jump around or 
throw things near or at dead or 
dying trees.  
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ACTIVITY  3 -  Wildlife Tree Apartments 
 
 
PROCEDURE 
 
1. Review your findings from the BLFL. Divide students 

into five groups and pass out four brown cardboard 
boxes to each group. 

2. Assign a Wildlife Tree dependant animal that could be 
found in the BLFL to each student (See Attachment 
#2).  Each student is to draw and color a picture of their 
animal on one side of the box (some sides may need 
two drawings, or may be a nest or group,  i.e. ants, 
birds, squirrels, bats).  Make the drawings fairly large 
and colorful.   

3. After drawings are completed, stack the boxes on top 
of each other to represent a WT.  Discuss the variety 
between wildlife trees with your class. 

 
FOLLOW-UP 
 
1. How would it affect the community or food web if a WT 

dependent species was taken out?  (i.e. woodpecker).   

2. What may happen if a big storm blew down most of the 
trees in the BLFL?  Could animals move and adapt to 
other habitats or areas?  Would they all die?   

3. What might the BLFL look like in 10 years?  100 years?  
(There should be more WTs; more WT dependent 
species). 

4. What can you do to ensure there are enough WTs for 
all the animals?  (Learn about WT communities and try 
to protect WT's as an important resource). 

 
EXTENSION 
 
1.  Create a wildlife tree food web. Adapt Activity 3 from 

 the Wetlands Lesson Plan in this guide. 

2.  Have guest speakers from forest companies and local 
 naturalist societies discuss their concerns about wildlife 
 trees. 

Students make Wildlife 
Tree displays to reinforce 
the diversity of life that 
depends on them. 
 
 
MATERIALS 
 
Each Group: 
 
 Wildlife Tree Dependent 

Species in the BLFL 
(Attachment #3) 

 4  brown cardboard boxes 
(different sizes okay as long as 
they stack up) 

 felt pens and paints 

 student Scavenger Hunt lists 
from outdoor activity 

 
 
 
SETTING 
 classroom 
 
 
 
Duration: 
 
 45 - 60 minutes 
 
 
**Adapted from “Animal Inns 
Under Construction”, Wildlife 
Trees of BC 
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Live/healthy;  
no decay;  
tree has  
valuable 
habitat 
character- 
istics such as 
large 
clustered or 
gnarled 
branches or 
horizontal, 
thickly moss-
covered 
branches.* 

Live/
unhealthy;  
internal decay 
or growth 
deformities 
(including 
insect 
damage, 
broken tops);  
dying tree.* 

Dead; 
needles or 
twigs may be 
present; roots 
sound. 

Dead; 
no needles/
twigs; 50% of 
branches lost; 
loose bark; 
top usually 
broken; roots 
stable. 

Dead; 
most 
branches/bark 
absent; some 
internal 
decay;  roots 
of larger trees 
stable. 

Dead; 
no branches 
or bark; 
sapwood/
heartwood 
sloughing 
from upper 
bole; decay 
more 
advanced; 
lateral roots of 
larger trees 
softening;  
smaller ones 
unstable. 

Debris; 
downed trees 
or stumps. 

Dead; 
extensive  internal decay; 
outer shell may be hard;  
lateral roots completely 
decomposed; hollow or nearly 
hollow shells.  

Nesting (e.g.  
Bald Eagle, 
Great Blue 
Heron 
colonies, 
Marbled 
Murrelet); 
feeding; 
roosting; 
perching. 

Nesting/
roosting1 - - 
strong PCEs2 
(wood-
peckers); 
SCUs3 ; large-
limb and 
platform nests 
(Ospreys); 
insect 
feeders. 

Nesting/
roosting 
— 
strong PCEs; 
SCUs; bats. 

Nesting/
roosting 
— 
PCEs; SCUs; 
insect 
feeders. 
 

Nesting/
roosting 
— 
weak PCEs 
(nuthatches, 
chickadees); 
SCUs; bats; 
insect 
feeders. 

Weaker 
PCEs; SCUs; 
insect 
feeders; 
salamanders; 
small 
mammals; 
hunting 
perches. 

Insect 
feeders; 
salamanders; 
small 
mammals; 
hunting 
perches; 
occasionally 
used by weak 
cavity 
excavators 
such as 
chickadees. 

Insect 
feeders; 
salamanders; 
small 
mammals; 
drumming 
logs for 
grouse; flicker 
foraging; 
nutrient 
source. 

 

1 Large  witches’  brooms  provide  nesting/denning  habitat  for  some  species  (e.g.  fisher,  squirrels). 
2 PCE = primary cavity excavator 
3 SCU = secondary cavity excavator 
 
This classification system does not recognize root disease trees explicitly.  Such trees become unstable at or before death. 
 

Taken  from  the  “Wildlife/Danger  Tree  Assessor’s  Course  Workbook” 

Description 

Uses and 
users 

Decay 
Class 

ATTACHMENT #1 - THE NINE STAGES OF A WILDLIFE TREE 
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ATTACHMENT #2 - WILDLIFE  TREE  SCAVENGER  HUNT 
 

Check off the items listed below as you discover them. 
Be careful not to disturb dead or dying trees - they  
may fall over easily. 

 
 

FIND  THESE: 
 

Stage 4 wildlife tree 

Insect holes in a stage 7, 8 or 9 tree 

A tree with a broken top 

A nurse log (trees starting to grow on an old tree) 

A stage 1 wildlife tree 

A good place for a bat to roost 

A squirrel 

Woodpecker holes 

A hunting perch 

Moss growing on a log 

A deciduous wildlife tree 

Hear a woodpecker tapping on a tree 

A stage 8 wildlife tree 

A wildlife tree in a wet habitat 

Lichen 

A cavity that might be in use 

A stage 6 wildlife tree 

A squirrel midden 

Fungi 

Insects that could be food for birds 
 
 
 
 

 
Adapted  from  “Wildlife  Trees  of  British  Columbia”  - 

BC Ministry of Environment 
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great blue heron 

wood duck 

common goldeneye 

barrow’s  goldeneye 

bufflehead  

common merganser 

turkey vulture 

osprey 

bald eagle  

northern kestrel 

red-tailed hawk 

golden eagle 

American kestrel 

merlin 

barn owl 

western screech-owl 

great horned owl 

northern pygmy-owl 

northern saw-whet owl 

Vaux’s  swift 
belted kingfisher 

Lewis’  woodpecker 
pileated woodpecker 

hairy woodpecker 

downy woodpecker 

three-toed woodpecker 

northern flicker 

red-breasted sapsucker 

tree swallow 

violet green swallow 

chestnut-backed chickadee 

red-breasted nuthatch 

brown creeper 

clouded salamander 

California bat 

Keen’s  long-eared bat 

little brown bat 

long-legged bat 

Yuma bat 

deer mouse 

red squirrel 

marten 

ermine 

long-tailed weasel 

raccoon 

black bear 

ATTACHMENT #3 - WILDLIFE TREE DEPENDENT SPECIES 
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