
DEADWOOD INSECTS 
Ross Piper 



Deadwood - an under-

rated habitat 

• Standing dead trees often chopped down  

• Branches and trunks on the ground often cleared 
away, chipped or burned or stacked in neat piles 

• Natural decay is a crucial forest process 



Deadwood - an under-

rated habitat 

• The type of wood, its diameter, moisture 
content, position and fungal diversity all have a 
bearing on what animals will be using a 
particular bit of dead wood 



Deadwood fauna in 

the UK 
• ~2,000 saproxylic invertebrate species 

• Beetles and flies are the major orders, but 
plenty of other insects as well as other 
invertebrates 

• Lots of vertebrates too! 

Laemophloeus monilis Xiphydria camelus 

Yellow-legged clearwing 

Synanthedon vespiformis 

Pine hoverfly Blera fallax 



Deadwood fauna 

ecology 
• Wood feeding species 

• Fungal feeders and fungal cultivation 

• Predators 

• Bark, cambium, sapwood and heartwood 

• Immature stages often hard to sample 

• Adults often very short-lived 

• With the exception of commercially important species, 
the biology of most saproxylic species is very poorly 
known 

Elateroides dermestoides  

Aromia moschata 



Deadwood beetles 

• ~650 species from 53 families in the UK 

• Range from <1mm to some of our 
largest, most spectacular insects  

• Many rarities, although some of these 
may just be under-recorded. 



Beetles and deadwood 

go back a long way… 

• The first beetles may have sought 
refuge in woody material that fell into 
freshwater  

• Much of the extraordinary beetle 
diversity we see today is rooted in this 
habitat.  

• A large proportion of living beetle 
families are associated with woody 
material for most of their life cycle 



Beetles and deadwood 

go back a long way… 

• Two very ancient families of beetles 
that are still with us today – the 
Cupedidae and Ommatidae – are 
associated with deadwood. Neither are 
found in the UK 

• They give us a glimpse of what the 
earliest beetles may have looked like 
and how they lived 

• These beetles share many similarities 
with the oldest known beetle, Coleopsis 

archaica (described in 2013 from the 
earliest Permian of Germany) 

Left – Cupedidae (Tenomerga cinerea). Image by Wisconsin Insect Research Collection 

Middle – Ommatidae (Omma stanleyi). Image by Cai and Huang 2016 

Right – Reconstruction of Coleopsis archaica gen. et sp. nov. (Tshekardocoleidae), holotype, ZfB 
3315. A, part, body, dorsal; B, part, ventral. Image from Kirejtshukab et al 2013. 

https://twitter.com/WIRCInsects
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/03115518.2016.1225251?journalCode=talc20


Fascinating lives 

• Elateroides dermestoides larvae farm 
the fungus Endomyces hylecoeti in the 
tunnels they excavate 

• Female inoculates her eggs with fungal 
spores 

• Larvae excavate tunnels and maintain 
optimum conditions for the fungi 

 



Fascinating lives 

• Bark beetles (very specialised weevils) 

• Some species are eusocial with a 
reproductive female and ‘workers’ 

• In one species, larvae are workers, 
which is unique among the insects 

 

European spruce bark beetle Dendroctonus micans 



Studying saproxylic beetles 

– Why? 

• A large, fascinating assemblage 

• This habitat is ripe for discovery 

• On the whole, the biology of deadwood animals is 
very poorly known 

• Exactly where they live, what they eat and who eats 
them is often a mystery 

• Their distribution is also poorly known 

 



Studying saproxylic beetles 

– How 
Direct searching in the day and at night 

 

When 

Warm, sunny days and warm humid evenings, especially around 
sap runs, other decay features and fungi (Apr – October) 

 

Pros 

• Many saproxylic beetles are nocturnal or crepuscular 

• Simple 

• No/minimal equipment required 

• Ecological insights 

 

Cons 

• Hit and miss unless done regularly over a period of months and 
at the right time 

Thanasimus formicarius and bark beetle prey 



Studying saproxylic beetles 

– How 

Peeling bark and breaking apart dead wood 

 

When 

Anytime of year 

 

Pros 

• Simple 

• No/minimal equipment required 

 

Cons 

• Destructive 

• Biased to easily accessible microhabitats 



Studying saproxylic beetles 

– How 

Beating May blossom and dead, woody material 

 

When 

April – June (blossom). April – October (deadwood) 

 

Pros 

• Simple 

 

Cons 

• Only some saproxylic beetles use nectar 

• Hit and miss unless done regularly during the peak 
period 



Studying saproxylic beetles 

– How 

Sieving and extracting of wood mould from 
behind bark and rot cavities 

 

When 

Any time 

 

Pros 

• Get a good range of easily overlooked 
species 

 

Cons 

• Equipment required 

 



Studying saproxylic beetles 

– How 

Interception traps 

 

When 

April – October  

 

Pros 

• Get a good range of easily overlooked species 

• Traps can be left in place for months at a time 

• Large catches 

• Find species that are otherwise very difficult to find 

 

Cons 

• Trap construction 

• Trap placement 

• Preservatives, vandalism, large catches 



Studying saproxylic beetles 

– How 

Lures (wood breakdown products, pheromones) 

 

When 

April – October  

 

Pros 

• Find species that are otherwise very difficult to find 

 

Cons 

• Often need to be coupled with a trap 

• Typically for commercially important species 

• Can attract large numbers of a small number of species 

 



Studying saproxylic beetles 

– How 

Rearing 

 

When 

Any time 

 

Pros 

• Find species that are otherwise very difficult to find 

• Ecological insights 

 

Cons 

• Storing material 

• Maintaining optimal conditions 

 



Creating deadwood habitats 

• These habitat can be created in just about 
any space 

• Leave deadwood in trees 

• Leave fallen deadwood (if you have space) 

• Tall stumps in full sun are superb 

• Wooden fences 

• Logs part buried in the soil can mimic stumps 

• Log piles of limited value by themselves 

• Nectar sources near deadwood (hawthorn 
and dogwood are particularly good) 

• Tree species: Oak, Beech, Lime, Sycamore, 
Birch, Hazel, Hornbeam, Ash, Horse 
Chestnut, Alder, Willow, Rowan and Cherry 



Interception trap template 

• For 1 of these traps you will need 2 x rectangular sheets (left) and 1 x square sheet (right). 

• sheetplastics.co.uk are the cheapest supplier I have found for these sheets in 3mm transparent acrylic. They will cut them to size, 

including the slot in the rectangular sections. 

• 25cm funnels can be sourced quite cheaply at various places. 

• 6mm holes need to be drilled and the trap is then assembled using cable ties. 



Links 

An online resource to UK saproxylic beetles 

http://www.rosspiper.net/2020/01/10/saproxylic-beetles/ 

https://www.rosspiper.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/UK-Saproxylic-
Beetles_2020.pdf 

https://www.rosspiper.net/2020/09/29/beetles-and-vane-traps/ 

 

The invertebrates of living and decaying timber in Britain & Ireland: A provisional 
annotated checklist (ENRR467) 

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/132027 

 

Nocturnal beetles on trees 

https://www.ukbeetles.co.uk/nocturnal-saproxylic 
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