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To understand stocks and flows of coarse woody debris (CWD), we need to be able to categorise it, both in the field and
in models, according to its decay status.  In Tasmania, a five-point decay-class system has been developed to fill this

role.   This poster describes how the system was validated for use with Eucalyptus obliqua CWD in wet forest.

This five-point system has an ecological basis because it reflects the underlying changes in rotten wood type composition
and in wood density as decay progresses.   These factors in turn reflect the ecological processes at work during decay,

and the dependent biodiversity involved in those processes.
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In total, 64 study logs were assigned in the field to one of five decay-classes (as above), based on external characteristics.

Up to three ‘biscuits’ were cut
from each assessed log, and
their current and estimated

original diameters recorded.  In
total, 169 biscuits were

sampled.

The extent of different rotten
wood types was delineated on a

plastic overlay. Fist-sized
samples of each type were
taken to the lab for closer
examination, as well as for

density estimation.  In total, 772
samples were collected.

In the lab, each overlay was
scanned, and the cross-

sectional area and
proportion occupied by

each rotten wood type and
by internal airspace

calculated.

The density of each rotten
wood type was calculated by

comparing wet and dry
weights of multiple samples,
each of whose initial volume
had been determined in the

lab using the water
displacement method.

The mean density of DWD in each
combination of decay-class and diameter
class was calculated by multiplying the
densities of the individual rotten wood

types (and internal and external airspace)
recorded from that combination by their

mean proportional cross-sectional area in
that combination.

Density of DWD, calculated by summing the
proportional densities of contributing rotten
wood types, shows a linear decrease with
increasing decay-class, although with wide

variation.  There was little additional influence
of diameter-class on this relationship.

In this NMS ordination plot, biscuits from different
decay-classes are coloured differently to aid

recognition of the compositional differences in
rotten wood types on which the ordination was
based.  The plot demonstrates that the relative

proportions of different rotten wood types change
in a predictable way along the decay sequence,
although with much overlap in the middle decay-

classes.

This plot shows the mean proportions of each
of 16 rotten wood types (plus internal and

external airspace and unrotted wood) in DWD
in the five decay-classes.
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DC1 DC5DC4DC3DC2

Structurally intact or
almost so; bark or small
branches still attached;

few signs of wood decay;
wood mostly retains

original colour

No longer retains original
shape; wood very soft or

largely disintegrated;
sometimes only outline

visible beneath moss and
invading roots etc

Cannot support its own
weight; soft to kick (but

may still be hard in places;
in which case may be

extensively hollow); moss,
fungi and invading roots

likely

Clearly decaying but still
supports its own weight;
may be slightly soft when
kicked; may be hollow in

places; no bark; moss and
fungi may be prominent

Structurally less intact but
still hard when kicked; small
branches absent; little or no
bark present; early signs of
wood decay or discoloration

Observed profile of
rotten log

Likely original extent
of heartwood 

Likely original extent of log 
including sapwood and bark 

Internal airspace 

 External airspace 


