
Tailored advice on managing land for pollinators
Woodland
Who is this information for?  
Relevant for farmers, landowners, estate managers, 
contractors, woodland and forestry managers.

Why are pollinators important?
Insect pollinators are important for agriculture and 
horticulture as well as biodiversity. Yield and quality of 
food produced by many crops worldwide, is dependent 
on pollination by insects1. Insect pollination is also 
necessary for seed production by many wild plants. 
Pollinators support healthy ecosystems, particularly by 
helping plants to produce fruits and seeds which birds 
and other animals rely on. Also, they are valued by the 
public, and, as part of our natural world, contribute to 
our health and well-being

Pollinating insects include honey bees, bumblebees, 
solitary bees, wasps, hoverflies and other flies, 
butterflies, moths and beetles. Since the 1950s, the 
distributions and diversity of some wild pollinator 
groups have changed in Britain, with many species 
declining or even disappearing from large parts of 
the country. It is important to take action to support 
populations of insect pollinators into the future.

What do pollinators need?
Different types of pollinating insects have different 
requirements. All of them feed on nectar (which 
provides energy in the form of sugars) as adults and 
many also feed on pollen (which provides protein). 
Bees also feed their larvae on pollen and nectar. 
Hoverflies have particularly varied life-cycles and the 
larvae of many feed on crop pests such as aphids, 
making these insects doubly useful. Butterfly larvae 
(caterpillars) feed on plant leaves and different species 
need different larval host plants. 

In addition to their food requirements, pollinating 
insects need the right sort of habitat to complete their 
life cycle. Bees in particular need suitable places to 
make their nests, which may be below ground (mining 
bees and many bumble bees), in dense vegetation on 
the surface (carder bumblebees), or in holes in logs, 
plant stems, walls etc. (e.g. mason and leafcutter 
bees). Pollinating flies rely on pools, ditches, damp 
soil and animal dung for their larval development.   

How important is woodland for pollinators? 
Woodland is an important habitat for many species 
of pollinator, including bumblebees2. One study found 
positive associations between numbers of bumblebee 
nests and woodland early in the season, but not later; 
this could be related to the fact that woodland plants 
mostly flower early in the season, before the tree 



canopy closes. However, woodland can also provide 
nesting sites throughout the year for species like the 
common carder bee, which nests in grass tussocks, 
leaf litter and thickets3.

A good wood for pollinators is one that has a lot of 
open areas and sunny, flowery margins with shrubs, 
bramble and tall herbs. It is likely that woodland edges 
will provide the best habitat for pollinators, through 
sunny rides, and open areas within the wood where 
flowering plants can thrive will also be valuable. Open 
spacesin woodlands are important for hoverflies, but the 
importance of open spaces is determined by the quality 
rather than the overall amount. Presence of broadleaved 
trees, spring-flowering shrubs and wet features (e.g. 
springs, ditches, water saturated ground) all improve 
the value of open spaces for hoverflies4, in addition to 
summer flowers and ivy in the autumn.

Floral resources for pollinators are often in short 
supply in the countryside early in the year, before the 
main flowering period of herbaceous plants in road 
verges, field margins and meadows. At this time of 
year, flowering shrubs and trees in woods, as well 
as woodland ground flora such as bluebells, wood 
anemones, violets etc. can provide valuable sources  
of nectar and pollen.

The United Kingdom Forestry Standard (UKFS) 
is the reference standard for sustainable forest 
management in the UK and identifies pollination as 
a benefit of this approach. The UKFS, supported 
by its series of Guidelines (including Biodiversity), 
recognises the importance of open, scrub and edge 

habitats, recommending a minimum of 10% open 
space is incorporated into forests. The guidelines also 
recommend developing graded edge habitats, thinning 
woodland edges to create a diverse and convoluted 
structure and a transitional zone between habitats 
(http://www.forestry.gov.uk/ukfs). Many of the actions 
set out below reflect the recommendations of the UKFS, 
and will assist woodland and forest managers in their 
sustainable management practices. 

What you can do
Ideal foraging areas for pollinating insects will be warm, 
sunny, sheltered from wind and contain a range of 
pollen and nectar-producing plants from March until 
September. Management should therefore aim to 
encourage these conditions. 

Managing woodland edges
Among the earliest sources of pollen are willows, such 
as the goat willow, and blackthorn. Other important 
sources of pollen and nectar are wild cherries, crab 
apples, hawthorn and rowan. Planting or encouraging 
these trees at the edges of woodland will benefit 
bumblebee queens as they emerge from hibernation 
and also early flying solitary bee species, butterflies and 
hoverflies. The most favoured aspects are west, south 
or east facing edges. West facing edges will receive the 
sun in the afternoon, when air temperatures are highest. 
East facing edges receive sun in the morning but will be 
shaded in the afternoon, while south facing edges will be 
sunny from mid-morning till mid-afternoon.

Consider leaving a buffer strip outside the wood, next 
to the trees and shrubs at the woodland edge. Where 
wildflowers are already present in this area, nothing 
needs to be done other than cutting in autumn, if 
necessary, to prevent scrub formation, ideally removing 
the cuttings if possible to reduce nutrient build-up 
(which is detrimental to biodiversity) and smothering of 
regrowth. Remember, however, that bramble is a useful 
source of forage for pollinators, so a cutting regime that 
allows some bramble to persist is desirable, if possible. 
Where no wildflowers are present, you could sow a wild 
flower strip outside the woodland edge. Flower species 
recommended by Natural England include knapweed, 
bird’s-foot trefoil, self-heal, oxeye daisy, yarrow, wild red 
clover and wild carrot5. These plants will provide floral 
resources throughout the summer. If grasses are sown 
with the flowers, these should be fine leaved grasses 
such as red fescue, crested dogstail and common bent; 
avoid coarse grasses such as cocksfoot and timothy, 
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which will smother the less robust flowering herbs. 
 
Creating and managing open 
areas within woodland
Sunny open areas, either as glades or rides, can 
provide good conditions for flowering herbs and 
provide sheltered foraging areas for pollinating insects. 
Woodland plants that are favoured by pollinators include 
foxglove, bramble and cranesbills6. In northern or upland 
woods, bilberry is particularly valuable in mid to late 
spring. Cow parsley, meadowsweet, willow herbs and 
others are also valuable. In late summer and autumn, 
ivy can be a valuable source of forage in addition to late 
flowering herbs such as knapweed, angelica, devil’s 
bit scabious and heather (where present). Encouraging 
these species in sunny areas  
will provide forage for queen bumblebees, butterflies  
and other insects preparing for hibernation. 

The Forestry Commission provides advice on managing 
these areas†,7. The main principle is to maximise the area 
receiving sunshine, so few large glades are preferable 
to numerous small ones. Rides running east-west 
receive more sun than those running north-south. Bends 
within rides and narrowed ends will help to avoid them 
becoming ‘wind tunnels’. The width of the ride should 
be at least as great as the height of the adjacent tree 
canopy, and preferably wider. The amount of sunlight 
and hence the value of rides can be increased by 
‘scalloping’, i.e. creating wider areas at intervals.  
It is best to do this in rides running east-west rather  
than north-south. Glades can be created by opening  
up corners where rides cross each other.

Recommended management is to split the open space 
into three zones. The central zone, receiving the most 
sunlight, can be mown annually where necessary to 
maintain access (ideally in September, after the end of 
the pollinator foraging season), the second, herbaceous 
zone is mown on a 3-5 year cycle, and the shrub 
zone, which is transitional between the trees and the 
open area, is cut on an 8-20 year rotation (Figure 1). 
Further information on management is given in Forestry 
Commission guidance7.

Coppice management
Traditional coppice management (i.e. cutting small areas 
of shrubs/small trees to ground level on rotation, usually 
leaving uncut ‘standards’ to grow into large trees) is a 
very valuable form of management, providing bare areas 
for ground-nesting solitary bees and, by letting more light 
through to the woodland floor, increasing the numbers of 
spring flowers in the early years following coppicing.

Figure 1. Diagram showing zoning of ride management.© Forestry Commission
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Short rotation coppice
Willows that are grown as short rotation coppice  
flower throughout the growth cycle, except in the spring 
following harvest as regrowth has not yet occurred. They 
can therefore provide a useful early source of pollen and 
nectar8. 

Providing nesting and hibernating sites for bees
Bumblebees will nest in dense vegetation or 
underground, often in disused mouse holes. Tussocky 
grass banks in woodland margins can provide good 
nesting and hibernating habitat. Avoid ‘over tidyness’ in 
managing such habitats, and leave them uncut or cut 
in rotation so that some vegetation is left overwinter. 
Some solitary bees nest in hollow stems or in holes in 
wood. Leaving dead stems of bramble, log piles etc. 
where possible can provide nest sites for these species. 
Other species such as mining bees use bare ground, 
e.g. sunny sandy or clay banks and dry woodland tracks 
and paths. Creating such areas at woodland edges, 
or opening up the vegetation to let light in where they 
already exist, will benefit these species. 

Other habitats
Ponds, ditches and other wet areas can support the 
larvae of pollinators such as drone flies, and provide 
habitat for woodland flowers such as angelica, great 
willowherb, meadowsweet and water mint. Dead trees 
and wood are valuable to the larvae of pollinators such 
as drone flies.

Conclusion
Woodland managed to create and retain open areas, 
and with graded margins containing nectar and pollen-
producing trees, shrubs and herbs, can provide useful 
resources for pollinators and be a valuable non-crop 
habitat on farmland. Follow the principles of maximising 
sunlight, shelter and encouraging pollen and nectar-
producing plants, and you will be doing your bit to 
maintain numbers of pollinators in the countryside.
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