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Introduction 

Big Covert is approximately 90 hectares of woodland south of the village of Maeshafn in 
Denbighshire, lying within the Clwydian Range Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. It is a 
large, primarily beech woodland occupying a prominent area of limestone. 

Originally, it would have been predominantly native woodland, but in 1951 Big Covert was 
sold to the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries under the Forestry Act 1945. The woodland 
was felled and replanted as a commercial timber forest of mainly beech and some conifers 
such as Scot’s pine and Corsican pine. The woodland was sold by the then Forestry Commis-
sion in 1983, and more recently was subdivided and sold as several smaller parcels.  

In April 2021, the Woodland Trust contacted woodland owners within Big Covert to offer 
them ancient woodland assessments of their woodlands. In total 16 woodland owners 
agreed to take up this offer. 

 

Map 1. Ancient Woodland Inventory, Big Covert 

The Countryside Council for Wales’ 2011 Ancient Woodland Inventory classified 69.28 ha of 
the Big Covert as Plantation on Ancient Woodland (PAWS) (see page 7 for descriptions). An 
area of 5.40 ha is classified as Restored Ancient Woodland. The southern slopes are mapped 
as a 16.01-ha area of Ancient Semi-Natural Woodland (ASNW), though, on the ground, this 
Scots pine-dominated area should correctly be classified as PAWS. 
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The first series of Ordinance Survey maps from the 1880s show all of the PAWS and RAWS 
areas as deciduous woodland at the time. 

 

Map 2. Edina Ordinance Survey 1 map (1881-2), Big Covert - https://places.library.wales/ 

 

Coed Pant Du Assessment 

An assessment was carried out at Coed Pant Du on June 4 and 7, 2021, as well as various 
other informal visits. 

 

Map 3. Coed Pant Du, Big Covert 
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Due to the brief nature of this assessment, it cannot be regarded as a full ecological survey 
nor a comprehensive woodland management plan but aims to influence management 
operations in order to protect or ideally enhance ancient woodland features. 

 

Map 4. Aerial image, Big Covert - https://places.library.wales/ 
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Ancient Woodlands in the UK  

 

Our ancient trees, forests and woodlands provide us with a unique link to our past. They 
give us intriguing insights into how we used to live and are steeped in our cultural history. 
Ancient woodland is also our most precious habitat. It is scarce and irreplaceable and 
supports 232 of our rarest and most vulnerable species.  

Ancient woodland is land that has been continually wooded since at least 1600AD. Some 
ancient woodland may even be a link back to the original “wildwood” that covered the 
country around 10,000 years ago after the last ice age. Today, it contributes substantially to 
our natural and cultural heritage.  

However, ancient woodland is under increasing threat and today covers only 2% of the UK 
making it a priority for preservation and restoration. Almost half of the ancient woodland 
we have left has been planted with exotic trees, which can significantly denude its 
biodiversity value and ultimately be responsible for the demise of certain woodland 
specialist species subject to management and perpetuation of conifer rotations.  

In the years following World War II much of our ancient woodlands were felled and replaced 
with non-native trees, usually conifers but sometimes other species such as poplar or beech. 
This conversion was carried out on a large scale by the public and private sectors as a result 
of a policy drive to replenish the national timber reserve and to improve the economics of 
ancient woodlands.  

At the time there was a lack of understanding of the biodiversity value of these important 
forests. Dense shade-casting non-native trees often smothered the remaining ancient 
woodland fauna and flora, resulting in the decline of many of these species.  

Some species of plant are highly adapted to ancient woodlands. Many do not spread easily – 
they do not produce a lot of viable seed and they may only spread vegetatively. One these 
species disappear from a wood, they have no way of becoming re-established. The presence 
of these plants, termed ‘ancient woodland indicators,’ in a woodland suggest that it would 
have been continuously wooded for a considerable period of time. 
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Big Covert is slightly unusual in that the native woodland was replaced, not by conifers but 
by beech trees. Though beech trees are native to southern England and southern Wales, 
they are not native to this area of north Wales. It could be that with a future changing 
climate, the natural range of beech spreads northwards, but this will happen slowly and we 
need to give every chance to the existing native species and the biodiversity they currently 
support, to strengthen and adapt.  

Since planting in the 1950s, these trees seem to have had relatively little thinning and as a 
result much of Big Covert has become dense and close-canopied. Beech is a naturally shade 
tolerant species and, as a result, we don’t see the natural thinning that occurs in stands of 
other species; even the suppressed individuals keep going, adding to the shade intensity. 
The complex structure which typifies natural woodlands – interconnected canopy, 
understorey and ground flora layers – is missing or a t least severely limited in much of the 
wood, with the understorey and ground flora being particularly limited. 

Nevertheless, many ancient woodland indicator plants remain in Big Covert – such as 
bluebell, wood anemone and dog’s mercury – 
and these represent an opportunity to restore 
areas of the wood back towards something 
more akin to their ancient woodland past. By 
protecting these areas with remaining native 
woodland plants, and restoring light to the 
lower layers of the woodland through a 
program of gradual thinning of the beech 
canopy, there is ample opportunity to restore 
the woodland to a more natural form, with a 
more diverse range of plants and wildlife. 
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Ancient Woodland Definitions  

The Ancient Woodland Inventory identifies woodlands that have had continuous woodland 
cover for some centuries. Studies show that these woodlands are typically more ecologically 
diverse and of a higher nature conservation value than those developed recently or those 
where woodland cover on the site has been intermittent.  

These woodlands may also be culturally important. Big Covert comprises around 85 
hectares, of which 69.28 ha is Plantation on Ancient Woodland (PAWS). Much would be 
defined as Threatened (see definitions below), primarily due to the dense beech cover in the 
woodland. 

Plantation on Ancient Woodland Sites (PAWS):  

PAWS which are believed to have been continuously wooded for over 400 years and 
currently have a canopy cover of more than 50% non-native conifer tree species.  

Restored Ancient Woodland Sites (RAWS):  

The Woodland Trust categorises these as woodlands which are predominately broadleaves 
now (>80%) and are believed to have been continually wooded for over 400 years. They will 
have gone through a phase when canopy cover will have been more than 50% non-native 
conifer tree species and now have a canopy cover of more than 80% broadleaf and any 
remnants are secure within that stand. The term restored ancient woodland does not mean 
that the woodland is necessarily fully restored or that it is in good ecological condition. 
Active restoration work may well be essential to consolidate the improvement in condition 
or to improve it further.  

Ancient Semi Natural Woodland (ASNW):  

Broadleaf woodlands comprising mainly native tree and shrub species which have been in 
existence for over 400 years.  

Ancient Woodland Indicator species 

Though it is not an exact science, there are many species of woodland plant which are only 
usually found in ancient woodlands. These generally tend to be species which are slow to 
reproduce – they do not seed profusely, or they spread mostly by vegetative growth. Once 
they disappear from a woodland, then they are unlikely to return without help, and so their 
continuing presence suggests that a woodland has been continually wooded for a 
considerable time.  

Lists of ancient woodland indicator plants vary in different parts of the UK, but they all share 
in common the fact that the more of these species found in a wood, the more likely it is to 
be ancient. For the purposes of this assessment, Ancient Woodland Indicator species are 
identified according to the 2008 report by Castle et al, Identifying Ancient Woodland in 
Wales - The role of the Ancient Woodland Inventory, Historical Maps and Indicator Species. 
See Appendix 1 for full plant list. 

Some other groups of species are also very good ancient woodland indicators – these 
include lichens, insects (particularly those associated with decaying wood, known as 
‘saproxylics’) and also molluscs (slugs and snails).  
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Overall PAWS assessment: Ancient Woodland Features:  

The four main categories surveyed, were:  

• ancient and veteran native broadleaved trees,  

• deadwood and old stumps  

• ancient woodland indicator species (primarily flora),  

• archaeological features.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Veteran tree: “that is of interest biologically, aesthetically or culturally because of its age, size or 

condition” (Read, 1999).  

Ancient tree: Ancient is an age-class characterised by particular physiological processes and 

developmental stages. “An ancient tree is one that is old for its species and, while all chronologically 

ancient trees have veteran features sufficient to qualify them as veteran trees, all veteran trees will 

not necessarily have entered into the ancient age class” (Neville Fay 2007). 
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Coed Pant Du assessment 
 

Coed Pant Du is a highly characterful wood, different from most of the other woods in Big 
Covert. Unlike many of the other woods, it does not have a dense canopy of beech, which 
results in a more ‘natural’ feel. The upper (northern) slopes are a mix of deciduous trees, 
with ash, oak, sycamore, beech and rowan, as well as Scots pine and scattered larch. This 
part of the wood has an excellent structure, with canopy, and well-developed understorey 
and ground flora layers (below left). 

  

Occasional good-sized oak trees are notable as these are somewhat thin on the ground in 
Big Covert (above right). Hopefully these will provide an important source of acorns for 
future generations of oak throughout Big Covert. 

The steep south-facing slopes have been planted mostly with Scots pine. In some places, the 
pine canopy remains dominant, but on the thin limestone soils, in many places the shallow-
rooted pines have fallen over the years, gradually being replaced with a varied mix of ash, 
rowan, beech and hawthorn. 
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In the very south-eastern corner of the wood is a patch of ash woodland which has a more 
‘natural’ feel than a lot of the beech/ Scots pine wood in Coed Pant Du.  

 

There are a number of 
wonderfully characterful old 
beeches in Coed Pant Du; 
their open, spreading nature 
suggests that they grew when 
conditions were much more 
open than they are today. A 
swathe of these old veterans 
runs down to the bottom of 
the wood: a particularly 
striking feature of the wood. 

The ground flora in Coed Pant 
Du is rich and varied. Several 
ancient woodland indicator plants are found, including bluebell, dog’s mercury and 
enchanter’s nightshade. Some of these indicator plants are quite unusual: this is the only 
wood where early-purple orchid and broad-leaved helleborine (below left) were recorded 
and herb-paris (below right) is also quite unusual here. 
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As well as the woodland specialist plants, the open sunny south-facing slopes supported a 
number of plants more typical of open limestone grasslands, including lesser meadow-rue, 
salad burnet, common rock-rose (below left) and common bird’s-foot trefoil. The exposed 
limestone areas add another layer of interest, with ferns such as wall-rue, maidenhair 
spleenwort and hard shield fern (below right) growing here. 

  

Dead wood is an important feature of a healthy woodland - supporting a variety of insect 
and plant life, particularly the lower plants like lichens, mosses and fungi - and Coed Pant Du 
is well provided with both standing and lying dead wood. Old tree stumps (below right) can 
also be very significant, providing a continuity of below-ground biodiversity that may go 
back hundreds of years, to the more natural, undisturbed wood.  

   

Coed Pant Du has a mix of bird species. Warblers such as blackcaps and chiffchaffs like the 
cover provided by bramble and scrubby areas. Other woodland specialist birds such as pied 
flycatcher and wood warbler, which like the more open conditions in the more beech-
dominated woods, still use Coed Pant Du. Pied flycatchers in particular are very responsive 
to nestboxes, so could potentially be encouraged to make more use of the wood. 
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Map 5. Coed Pant Du ‘hotspots’ 
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Management 

Woods do not necessarily ‘need’ to be managed. In many parts of Big Covert, the woods 
would undoubtedly benefit from some thinning of the dense beech cover, to allow more 
light into the woods, and the development of a more varied structure and flora. To some 
extent parts of Coed Pant Du are ‘managing’ themselves, as thin-rooted pines fall, and other 
trees seed themselves and grow up to fill the gaps. In parts of the southern edge of the 
wood, it might be possible to diversify the woodland structure by selected thinning. 

 

In many parts of Big Covert, thinning the dense beech growth would be a priority, but the 
huge old beeches in Coed Pant Du are a big part of the wood’s character. Large numbers of 
broad-leaved helleborines grow below these beeches, so any thinning of these trees would 
also be likely to have a significant impact on these unusual plants. 

 

It might be possible to diversify the tree species in the wood a little by occasional planting of 
native trees such as oak, cherry or hornbeam. 
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Ancient Woodland Remnant Features:  

Their status can be categorised as follows (this is not an appraisal of the stand quality):  

• Secure: likely to remain the same or improve given current conditions.  

• Threatened: unlikely to be lost in the short term, given current conditions, but long-
term survival is doubtful without intervention.  

• Critical: need urgent action to avoid irreversible, loss or serious deterioration.  

 

 

Map 6. Coed Pant Du status map 

Parts of Coed Pant Du would be considered ‘threatened’ because of the predominance of 
non-native trees (beeches and Scots pines) throughout a lot of the wood, which represents 
an ongoing threat to the remnant ancient woodland flora. 

These classifications are, necessarily, somewhat subjective, but it is reasonable to assume 
that the biodiversity value of Coed Pant Du could be much enhanced by some thinning of 
non-native trees and possibly planting of native trees to replace them.  
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Work Recommendations 

Protect and enhance ancient woodland features during forest operations including but not 
exclusively:  

• Avoid the sudden increase in light levels reaching large diameter deadwood and 
broadleaved stumps.  

• Gently ‘halo’ thin around mature /ancient or veteran broadleaved trees and avoid 
excessive thinning and therefore exposure.  

• Avoid harvesting machinery tracking across the rooting area of mature /ancient or 
veteran broadleaved trees and large diameter broadleaved deadwood /stump. Erect 
temporary fencing and/or hazard tape to protect such areas if at risk.  

• Avoid harvesting machinery tracking over areas ancient woodland flora ‘hotspots’. 

• Avoid creating brash piles on ancient woodland flora ‘hotspots’.  

• Protect watercourses from damage and diffuse pollution through the creation of log 
& brash crossing points, brash mats, cut –off trenches and silt traps etc.  

• Refuelling locations to be kept away from watercourses and ancient woodland 
features. Ensure contractor has spillage kits. 

Tree Health 

Japanese larch has a significant threat from a disease – Phytopthora ramorum – and is not suitable 

for long-term retention or replanting. For more information, see 
www.forestry.gov.uk/pramorum#Treatment  

Ash dieback (Chalara fraxinea) is also present in the UK and therefore replanting with ash is 
not advised and the planting stock not available. The advice is that existing ash should be 
retained. For more information, see www.forestry.gov.uk/chalara  

The Woodland Trust restoration programme 

The Woodland Trust is working to provide advice and support to owners of ancient 
woodland sites, particularly those planted with non-native species where ancient woodland 
features may be damaged or destroyed without positive intervention. For more information 
visit http://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/about-us/ancient-woodland-restoration or email 
restoration@woodlandtrust.org.uk. 

Further information 

Grants: Previously there has been a Glastir Woodland Management (GWM) grant scheme 
for some of the recommended woodland management operations. The management grant 
is not currently available and may only offer grant assistance for certain elements of the 
management operations. Glastir Woodland Management could potentially be available 
from the Welsh Government: https://naturalresources.wales/guidance-and-
advice/environmental-topics/woodland-management/new-woodland-creation/glastir-
woodland-scheme/?lang=en . You can place your name on an interested owners list in 
preparation. Tel: 01597 823777 or email: GlastirTargetedElementQueries@Wales.gsi.gov.uk 

http://www.forestry.gov.uk/chalara
http://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/about-us/ancient-woodland-restoration
mailto:restoration@woodlandtrust.org.uk
https://naturalresources.wales/guidance-and-advice/environmental-topics/woodland-management/new-woodland-creation/glastir-woodland-scheme/?lang=en
https://naturalresources.wales/guidance-and-advice/environmental-topics/woodland-management/new-woodland-creation/glastir-woodland-scheme/?lang=en
https://naturalresources.wales/guidance-and-advice/environmental-topics/woodland-management/new-woodland-creation/glastir-woodland-scheme/?lang=en
mailto:GlastirTargetedElementQueries@Wales.gsi.gov.uk
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Woodland Trust will also make note of any interest you have in grant schemes and let you 
know if any opportunities arise.  

Customer Reference Number: In order to be eligible for Welsh Government grant support 
you will require a Customer Reference Number (CRN) if you do not already have one. This is 
a requirement when claiming European based grants and starts A00……. A CRN package can 
be sought from the Welsh Government Agricultural Department. Telephone: 01597 823777 
or email: GlastirTargetedElementQueries@Wales.gsi.gov.uk 

Felling License: Tree thinning, coppicing & felling operations will require a felling License 
subject to the amount of thinning / coppicing that you intend to undertake and the 
diameter size of those trees. There are exemptions and you can fell a certain amount 
without a license. Application forms and guidance can be found on line - 
https://naturalresources.wales/guidance-and-advice/environmental-topics/woodland-
management/new-woodland-creation/glastir-woodland-scheme/?lang=en . 

  

mailto:GlastirTargetedElementQueries@Wales.gsi.gov.uk
https://naturalresources.wales/guidance-and-advice/environmental-topics/woodland-management/new-woodland-creation/glastir-woodland-scheme/?lang=en
https://naturalresources.wales/guidance-and-advice/environmental-topics/woodland-management/new-woodland-creation/glastir-woodland-scheme/?lang=en
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Appendix 1. Plant list 
 

Trees  

Sycamore Acer pseudoplatanus 

Silver birch Betula pendula 

Sweet chestnut  Castanea sativa 

Hawthorn Crataegus monogyna 

Beech Fagus sylvatica 

Ash Fraxinus exelsior 

Holly Ilex aquifolium 

Cherry Prunus avum 

Scots pine Pinus sylvestris 

Rowan Sorbus aucuparia 

Wych elm Ulmus glabra 

 

Other flowering plants  

Wild garlic Allium ursinum 

Wood anemone  Anemone nemorosa 

Lords-and-ladies Arum maculatum 

Maidenhair spleenwort Asplenium trichomanes 

Hart's tongue Asplenium scolopendrium 

Rosebay willowherb Chamerion angustifolium 

Enchanter's nightshade Circaea lutetiana 

Creeping thistle Cirsium arvense 

Tufted hairgrass Deschampsia cespitosa 

Foxglove Digitalis purpurea 

Broad buckler fern Dryopteris dilatata 

Male fern Dryopteris filix-mas 

Broad-leaved helleborine Epipactis helleborine 

Lesser celandine Ficaria verna 

Wild strawberry  Fragaria vesca 

Herb-Robert  Geranium robertianum 

Wood avens Geum urbanum 

Common ivy Hedera helix 

Common rock-rose Helianthemum nummularian 

Bluebell  Hyacinthoides non-scripta 

Field woodrush Luzula campestris 

Dog's mercury  Mercurialis perennis 

Early-purple orchid Orchis mascula 

Plants in bold are Ancient 
Woodland Indicator spe-
cies, according to Identify-
ing Ancient Woodland in 
Wales - The role of the An-
cient Woodland Inventory, 
Historical Maps and Indica-
tor Species, Castle et al, 
2008. 
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Wood-sorrel  Oxalis acetosella 

Herb-paris Paris quadrifolia 

Common polypody Polypodium vulgare 

Selfheal Prunella vulgaris 

Gooseberry Ribes uva-crispa 

Field rose  Rosa arvensis 

Bramble  Rubus fruticosus agg. 

Wild raspberry Rubus idaeus 

Salad burnet Sanguisorba minor 

Wood sage Teucrium scorodonia 

Lesser meadow-rue Thalictrum minus 

Germander speedwell Veronica chamaedrys 

Common dog violet Viola riviniana 

 

Appendix 2. Bird species noted on site visits, May 2021 
 

Wood pigeon 

Great-spotted woodpecker 

Robin 

Blackbird 

Mistle thrush 

Wood warbler 

Chiffchaff 

Pied flycatcher 

Wren 

Great tit 

Coal tit 

Nuthatch 

Raven 

Carrion crow 

Jackdaw 

Chaffinch 

Siskin 

 


