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N viRTually all uRbaN 
and natural forest systems the 
woodpecker (which includes 

the sapsucker) leaves evidence of 
its work. (Fig. 1) it is the only North 
american bird that does. Tree-risk as-
sessors, particularly in urban forests, 
must consider the potential risk posed 
by decaying branches and the bird’s 
excavated nesting cavities, however 
exploratory and foraging signs left by 
the woodpecker on dead trees, and/
or decayed portions of living trees, 
often go unrecognized or underrated. 
Cavities and damage to the bark from 
woodpecker exploration or foraging 
are more than just indicators of insect 
activity or wood decay. Except in cir-
cumstances of widespread tree death, 
the extent of these indicators can be 
bench marks to a forester when as-
sessing forest health, habitat quality 
and ecosystem diversity. Therein lies 
a case for calling the arborist’s atten-
tion to the woodpecker. its unique ac-
tivities create habitat for other species 
in previously unsuitable areas, as well 
as increases and alters the types of 
the organisms that occupy these sites 
over time. by recognizing and safely 

retaining habitat for the woodpecker, 
the arborist, like the woodpecker, 
plays a keystone role in enhancing 
forest health and diversity. 

before we expand this topic, here 
is the leading concept. Conservation-
minded arborists take a holistic view 
of the role of trees.  They see the need 
for trees in all successional ages. Why? 
because the second half of a tree’s 
ecological value begins when it dies.  
Such arborists remain alert for signs 
of a woodpecker’s work, as well as 
potential, “Hospice-ready” candidate 
trees that, with proper management, 
such as height and limb reduction, 
could provide habitat for future 
woodpeckers. (Fig. 2)

Naturally, the client’s tree-care ob-
jectives are priorities, but risk posed 
by a dead tree or dead limb in a live 

tree is weighed carefully because the 
arborist understands that some of the 
very features that may signal danger 
may also be an asset of incalculable 
value to forest diversity. The con-
servation-minded arborist explains 
this to the client. Discussion invites 
new questions:  Might it be desirable 
to retain the tree or limb in this loca-
tion?  if yes, how much can be safely 
retained?  Would the tree’s altered 
aesthetic and level of risk be tolerable?  
Following this, what monitoring plan 
can be put in place?  if the dead tree or 
limb is recommended for removal but 
contains an active nest, the arborist 
will delay removal (if safety allows) 

until the young have fledged. Federal 
regulations otherwise require a per-
mit to remove an active nest.

Partners for forest succession 
First, let’s recognize that humans are 
rapidly changing the landscape. To 
decrease risk and keep our surround-
ings attractive, we have overruled an 
important aspect of nature’s original 
intent for trees, i.e. to die in place 
and return their nutrients to the soil 
to support new generations of veg-
etation. Woodpeckers have evolved 
to play a critical role in enhancing 
the habitat value of trees as well as 
hastening their decomposition. Natu-
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Figure 1. Nuttall’s Woodpecker.  
Photo: Peggy Honda

Figure 2. Example of a managed snag. 
Photo: Gillian Martin
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rally in all stages of decay, organisms 
above and below ground cooperate 
in a protracted process to accomplish 
this. but the bird directly and indirect-
ly facilitates wood fragmentation and 
decomposition, assisting in the release 
of nutrients back to the soil. Most as-
pects of woodpecker biology, which 
includes unique anatomical adapta-
tions, enable this. but it is the bird’s 
methods of foraging and obsessive 
cavity excavation in dead wood that 
greatly accelerates the decomposition 
process. (Fig. 3) Removing bark, prob-
ing and excavating in wood are its 
most obvious methods. However, the 
woodpecker passively solicits many 
other organisms in the process. 

in the course of their work, wood-
peckers carry saproxylic fungi on its 
bills and feathers. in this manner, 
they facilitate the spread of these 
decay organisms on dead trees and 
branches and fallen trees and branch-
es. Whether they are  simply testing a 
tree’s suitability for a cavity, ‘hitching’ 
up a trunk, prying off bark, extend-
ing their barbed, sticky tongues deep 
into wood, or into an ant nest on the 
ground, their fungal ‘hitchhikers’ are 
conveniently dropped off to establish 
new colonies. i hasten to add here, that 
saphrolytic fungi are not pathogenic 
and pose no harm to living trees and 
branches. These fungi, with the help 
of the woodpecker, ensure the avail-
ability of trees and dead branches 
suitable for foraging and nesting, but 

fulfill a wider function by accelerating 
the decay of woody biomass.

There’s yet another service the 
woodpecker provides in forest suc-
cession. Seed dispersal. its guano 
and the accidental dropping of fruit 
and nuts (which supplement its diet) 
are two common modes. (Fig. 4) but 
seeds also affix themselves to feathers. 
Charles Darwin recorded this when 
he removed a tiny wad of mud from 
a bird’s feathers. From what he found, 
he grew eighty-three separate plants 
from five distinct species. A seed does 
not lack opportunity for dispersal 
when picked up by a woodpecker. 

Remarkably, these birds can slam 
their heads against trees thousands of 
times a day with a force and velocity 
that would give humans a concussion 
or cause their death. Furthermore, 
during the course of their daily activi-
ties, their seed-carrying feathers often 
make contact with wood and soil. 

Cavity providers
Dead trees, or those with both heart 
rot and/or sap rot, provide a unique 
nesting niche for all twenty-three spe-
cies of North american woodpeckers. 
about sixteen of which reside within 
the region of the WCiSa, except for 
Hawaii, which has none. They are 
prolific cavity excavators. about 
forty of the sixty other cavity nesting 
birds in North america nest in the 
abandoned homes of woodpeckers. 
(Fig. 5) all but the chickadee and 
nuthatch, and in Hawaii, the akepa, 
lack the ability to excavate their own 
cavities. Species such as barn owls, 
vultures and some ducks need very 
large cavities. 

Holes in dead trees, some of which 
are enlarged by natural elements over 
time, may also be used by mammals, 
and other beneficial organisms, all 
of which assume various roles in the 
ecosystem. Cavities become dens, 
roosts and places for thermal regula-

Figure 4. Nuttall’s Woodpecker eating 
fruit. Photo: Tom Grey

Figure 5. (Left) American kestrel using woodpecker cavity. Photo: Peggy Honda

Figure 6. (Right) Acorn Woodpecker granary. Photo: Dave Furseth

Figure 3. Woodpecker excavating cav-
ity. Photo: Ron Dudley
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tion, and safety. They are also used for 
storage of seeds, vegetation, fruit, and 
dead prey, thus enabling species to 
survive periods of diminished supply 
or inhospitable weather. The acorn 
Woodpecker is perhaps the most 
astonishing example. (Fig. 6)

Pest managers
There is more for which we can credit 
the woodpecker. They are voracious 
insect predators. Species use similar 
and different methods including seiz-
ing insects in the air, on the surface 
of bark, deep in wood, from foliage 
and in soil. They serve an important 
biological function by consuming 
thousands of insects daily and provid-
ing nesting  foraging sites for other 
insectivores. (Fig. 7) let’s not miss 
the practical benefits of these various 
foraging methods. Niche-partitioning 
increases tolerance between species 
and the chance that all stomachs are 
kept full. but it also means that many, 
perhaps most, potential pests are un-
der some level of management. This, 
in itself, may help to extend the lives 
of some trees. 

Recognizing a woodpecker’s work
First, know that the bird sometimes 
uses its bill like a chisel. at other 
times, it functions more as a hoe or 
pick axe. and yet other times blows 
are directed straight down like a ham-
mer. let’s compare holes made by the 
woodpecker to those made by many 

Figure 7. Nuttall’s Woodpecker with 
prey. Photo: Peggy Honda

wood-borers. a close examination of 
the first shows they are usually larger 
and have an irregular circumference. 
beetle exit holes are commonly round 
or oval and usually smooth-edged. 
(Fig. 8)

Tell-tale signs of woodpecker-in-
duced ‘bark-scaling’ can sometimes 
be identified by scales on the ground 
and residual scrape marks made by 
the bird’s bill and claws. Exposed 
beetle galleries are another clue. large 
pits in trunks or downed wood are 
the hallmark work of the Pileated 
Woodpecker in search of carpenter 
ants. (Figs. 9-11)

A conflict of interests
We can’t ignore the damage done to 
structures, wood posts and telephone 
poles by opportunistic woodpeckers 
whose ecological purpose does not 
include concern for our losses and 
profits. The horizontal and vertical 
sap wells made by sapsuckers on 
living trees sometimes kill them, and 
may degrade the commercial quality 
of wood. Woodpeckers also become 
the enemy of orchard owners because 
of their injury to crops. 
No species can fast forward its bio-
logical evolution to keep pace with 

the exclusionary conditions of human 
expansion. Coexistence and protec-
tion of woodpeckers (and indeed 
many other species) is an ongoing 
challenge. Severe drought, climate 
change, wildfire, poor management 
practices, invasive pests, and grow-
ing urbanization have taken a severe 
toll on trees in both urban and rural 
forests across the state. The number 
of removals of dead or dying trees 
in some regions is unprecedented. 
Thus, natural succession has been 
disrupted on a large scale. The need 

Figure 8. (Left) Woodpecker foraging holes next to round borer exit holes and 
tear-drop woodpecker claw marks. Photo: Stephen Shunk

Figure 9. (Right) Bark scaling on ground created by woodpecker. Photo: para-
disebirding.com

Figure 10. Exposed borer gallery. 
Photo: paradisebirding.com
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to manage both urban and forest trees 
more prudently is urgent. Further-
more, we need to begin planting more 
trees and using those that are more 
environmentally suitable, particularly 
in our urban forests. Tree manag-
ers, including arborists, should give 
greater consideration to balancing 
the need to manage tree risk with that 
of preserving wildlife habitat. Envi-
ronmentally concerned arborists can 
play a keystone role in conservation 
for woodpeckers and their associates 
by understanding and promoting 
natural ecological processes. We are 
overdue to reset this forgotten stan-
dard of good stewardship.

Resources:
The habitat and tree preferences of 
woodpeckers, as well as profiles of 
specific species is clearly explained 
and well-illustrated in the Peterson 
Reference Guide to North American 
Woodpeckers by Stephen Shunk. 

More information about the se-
lection of and management of dead 
trees for woodpeckers can be found 
on www.cavityconservation.com, 
and in this publication, The Role 
of Arborists in Providing Wildlife 
Habitat and Landscape Linkages 
Throughout the Urban Forest,  Dun-
ster 1998.pdf   

arborist training on creating 
habitat for cavity nesters is available: 
http://www.arboriculture.interna-
tional/  

Figure 11. Pileated Woodpecker 
foraging for carpenter ants. Photo: D. 
Gordon & E. Robertson

Please also learn more about mini-
mizing harm to wildlife and comply-
ing with wildlife regulations during 
care: TreeCareForBirds.com.

Gillian Martin 
Naturalist and conservationist, 
founder and director of the Cav-
ity Conservation Initiative, and 
co-host of Tree Care for Birds and 
other Wildlife Project.
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