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Snags May Be Unsightly, but 

Dead Standing Trees are Beneficial   

to Wildlife and Your Family Forest 

Woodland owners are often encouraged to remove dead or decaying trees since they offer little 

market value, but these trees and logs have high wildlife value. Snags are dead standing trees or 

dying trees. These trees provide cavities for nesting and resting, perches for hunting and displaying, 

and an abundant supply of food for insects, insect eaters, and decomposers.  

Snags and Downed Logs  
Tree mortality is a natural occurrence in 

forest stands, so snags are a normal part of 

the forest lifecycle. Storm damage, lightning, 

fire, disease, insects, and various other 

factors can kill trees. As a tree decays, it 

eventually falls to the forest floor, where it 

becomes a downed log.  

Wildlife Habitat  
Different types of wildlife prefer different 

kinds and sizes of snags. Some species prefer 

“hard snags,” which are dead trees with the 

inner bark and heartwood still firm. These are 

most 

attractive to the woodpeckers and other “cavity excavators” for food and 

nesting. Eventually, this inner wood rots away, branches fall off, and tops 

fall off, making the tree shorter. The dead tree is now a “soft snag,” 

providing a different variety of insects for other birds and wildlife. When 

the soft snag falls to the ground, this downed log provides habitat and a 

food source for small mammals. Wood ducks, other large birds, and some 

mammal species require large snags simply because they need large 

cavities to nest or den. Small species, such as the tufted titmouse, forage and 

nest in cavities inside smaller snags.   

Woodpeckers are the primary excavators of nesting cavities in snags. Other 

species later use these cavities. Bluebirds, wood ducks, titmice, great-crested 

flycatchers, chickadees, nuthatches, barred owls, screech owls and kestrels 

all depend on cavities for successful nesting.  
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Mammals such as bats, gray squirrels, fox squirrels, flying 

squirrels, raccoons, gray foxes, opossums, and even black bears 

also use cavities in snag trees. Frogs, snakes, honeybees, wasps, 

and spiders also use tree cavities. A single snag tree may 

contain many cavities useful to a multitude of species, as well as 

providing a food supply. 

Standard Management Practices  
A continuous supply of snags and downed logs is essential to 

sustain populations of animals that are dependent on these 

resources. To accommodate a variety of species, landowners 

should try to maintain several types and sizes of snags.  

The best method 

to provide snags for wildlife is to retain existing snags in places 

where they will not create a hazardous situation for people using 

the adjacent area for outdoor activities like hunting, hiking, or 

cutting firewood. When the abundance or distribution of snags is 

inadequate or if particular types of snags are desired, snags may 

also be “created.” Creating snags involves killing trees so that 

they remain standing. Success depends on the method used, the 

tree species you are trying to treat, the current health of the 

individual tree, and the specific site characteristics such as the 

presence of forest pests that may accelerate the tree’s death. 

Consider topping or girdling some large defective (cull) trees to 

create snags. It is best to “recruit” new snags a few at a time 

rather than all at once. Some 

wildlife experts recommend 

providing at least three hard 

snags and two soft snags per 

acre throughout your forestland. 

Good candidates for future 

snags are trees with fungal 

conks, dead branch stubs or 

large sections of dead wood, 

hollows or soft wood and 

existing cavities. Larger 

diameter snags are preferred 

because they generally remain standing and retain bark longer, and support a 

larger variety of wildlife. 

Although prescribed fire is a useful tool in forest management, landowners 

should avoid burning near snags unless necessary. Caution should be used when 

burning around snags and downed logs to protect these habitats. Rake and disc 

around snags and keep small areas unburned to protect downed logs.  

FIVE REASONS TO LEAVE A DEAD 

OR DYING TREE 

Wildlife: many animals use snags as nest 

or den cavities and for food storage.  

Soil: as a snag decays, its leaves and 

wood nutrients are broken down to 

create and enrich the soil. 

Protection from the weather: dead 

trees create barriers that buffer wind 

and provide cover for wildlife seeking 

refuge from the weather. 

Plantlife: decomposing trees benefit 

nearby plants and provide a home for 

various types of fungi and lichen. 

Fire safety: snags can reduce the 

chances of a fire spreading on your 

property. Live trees have needles, twigs, 

outer bark, and resins that act as 

kindling. A barren snag usually consists 

of larger branches and a less flammable 

trunk due to its density. 


