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From Dead Tree to Living Home 

The Guide to Turning Garden Trees into Monoliths 

Think a dead or dying tree in your garden means it’s time to get the chainsaw and clear it 
away? Think again! Leaving deadwood in the landscape is enormously beneficial to 
wildlife. Sadly, far too much deadwood is automatically "tidied up". This reduces vital 
habitats for invertebrates, leaving far less food for animals like hedgehogs and 
woodpeckers to live on. Transforming a compromised tree into a Monolith—a safely 
standing trunk left to decay naturally—is one of the most impactful conservation 
actions you can take right in your own back garden.  

Look and Listen Before You Cut! (Legal & Safety Checklist) Before booking a tree 
surgeon, it is vital—and legally required—to check the tree for existing wildlife residents:  

• Active Bird Nests: Under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981, it is an offense 
to intentionally damage or destroy the nest of any wild bird while it is in use or 
being built. Heavy tree work should ideally be completely avoided during peak 
nesting season (March to August).  

• Bat Roosts: All UK bats and their roosts are legally protected. Because bats 
frequently squeeze into small cracks, hollows, or behind ivy on dying trees, a 
specialist survey may be required if signs of a roost are found. It is a criminal 
offense to disturb a bat or damage its roost, even if the tree is entirely dead.  

• The Golden Rule: Always explicitly ask your tree surgeon to carry out a thorough 
pre-work wildlife check before making the very first cut.  

Why Standing Deadwood is "Dead Good" for Wildlife In the UK, a staggering 13% of 
our total wildlife species rely directly on deadwood to survive. When a tree dies but 
remains standing, it transforms into a vertical biodiversity skyscraper, offering unique 
microhabitats that fallen ground logs simply cannot replicate:  

• The Woodpecker Larder: Roughly 650 species of UK beetles require wood at 
some stage of decay. As beetle larvae soften the timber, they create a massive 
feeding ground. Great Spotted Woodpeckers rely on these insects for up to 97% 
of their total diet.  

• A Sanctuary for Cavity Nesters: Approximately 30% of Europe’s forest birds 
nest inside tree cavities. A standing monolith provides the perfect, elevated 
wood consistency for birds to excavate holes, which are later used by owls, 
nuthatches, and tits.  
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• Safe Roosts for Bats: As the trunk dries and splits over years, the peeling bark 
and structural cracks create ideal, warm, and highly predator-safe micro-
environments for local bats.  

• Fungal & Plant Hotspots: Standing deadwood acts as a canvas for specialized 
bracket fungi, mosses, and rare lichens, which slowly recycle vital nutrients back 
into your garden's soil ecosystem.  

How to Create a Monolith: Step-by-Step Creating a monolith is all about balancing 
ecological value with human safety. Here is how to go about the process responsibly:  

1. Assess for Safety First: Look closely at where the tree stands. If it is deep within 
a large garden away from properties or paths, it can be left taller. If it is close to a 
house, driveway, or public footpath, its height must be reduced drastically to 
eliminate any danger of it blowing over during high winds.  

2. Bring in a Qualified Tree Surgeon: ‘Monolithing’ is not a DIY job. You should hire 
a professional, insured arborist. They will scale the tree safely and remove the 
heavy outer canopy and unstable upper branches, leaving behind a structurally 
sound, upright trunk.  

3. Request a "Coronet Cut": Ask your arborist to use natural fracture techniques, 
specifically a Coronet Cut, at the top of the trunk. Instead of making a clean, flat, 
tabletop cut—which looks artificial—the arborist uses a chainsaw to carve 
jagged, irregular Vs that mimic a natural storm fracture (as showcased in close-
up image_48394c.jpg). This rugged, staggered architecture allows rainwater to 
pool and soak deep into the grain, accelerating localized fungal decay and 
allowing wood-boring insects immediate, easy access to the heart of the trunk.  

4. Utilize 100% of the Leftover Timber: Nothing needs to go to waste! The larger 
sections of the removed upper trunk can be stacked in a damp, shady corner to 
create a log pile for stag beetles, frogs, and toads. All remaining smaller 
branches and brash can be woven between upright stakes to form a dead hedge, 
creating an instant wind-protected corridor for small birds like wrens and 
hedgehogs.  

Local Case Study: Retaining Habitat in the Malmesbury Area Many gardens and 
woodlands across Malmesbury face the challenge of declining trees. When an upper 
canopy becomes entirely bare, brittle, or hazardous, complete removal isn't your only 
option. Below is a real-life local case study of an Ash and a Black Poplar both 
successfully converted into thriving ecological monoliths:  
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Ash Tree: Before Ash Tree: After    
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Severely thinned canopy due to Ash Dieback followed by the finished standing monolith 
with its rugged coronet cut. 
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Black Poplar: Before Black Poplar: After 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A declining Black Poplar tree before canopy reduction work and the safely topped Black 
Poplar monolith standing in the hedge line. 
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Close-up of the Coronet Cut 

 

“I brought in a tree surgeon to make these two trees safe and to leave them for wildlife to 
enjoy. He even used a ‘Coronet’ cut at the top to allow rain to get into the trunk and help 
insects to gain access too. The rest of the higher trunk will be used to create a log pile 
and everything else will be used in dead hedging.”  

Malmesbury and District Natural History Society Member 
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