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The discussion reiterated the major issues related to the use of birds as forest indicators:

1. Major limitations of using birds as forest indicators are their mobility and the plasticity (adaptability) of most common bird species to changes in the forest habitat quality; their population dynamics may not reflect changes occurring in a forest habitat; positive trends revealed by populations of certain woodland species may coincide with the habitat degradation (e.g. woodlark population density increases following clearcuts). On the other hand, less adaptable, more specialized species, such as woodpeckers and owls, are often less detectable. Therefore, a successful use of birds as indicators requires a thorough selection of species and studies on species reactions to driving factors such as the forest management regime.

It is important to be aware that the presence of a species does not necessarily prove its well-established population and functioning in an ecosystem. Species richness rather than presence and trends of populations should be used as an indicator. In particular, well-selected red-list “umbrella” species would play an important PR role, conveying a message about the status of the forest habitat quality.

Common birds have a big advantage over rare birds as they are subject to the regular Pan-European Common Bird Monitoring scheme, covering twenty countries. A “basket” of best performing indicator bird species is always better than a single species. Tree creeper is also a very good candidate for such a group indicator. It is very important that the bird counters and the users of the composite index understand the rationale of the species selection: why some species were chosen and others not.
2. Representatives of other taxa may be even more relevant than birds in terms of their correlation with the habitat quality. Although locally insects or spiders are not difficult to detect and are considered useful indicators (Ireland), on a broader scale practical problems (limited number of experts, costs, lesser public interest/concern) may cause serious limitations in the use of invertebrates as indicators. In particular saproxylic insects and butterflies are potentially good indicators. The former are present all year round, and the latter, as pollinators and a source of food.
3. Dead wood is an important category as it is static, easy to measure and very important to various taxa, including birds and insects. Not only is the quantity of dead wood important but the quality should be considered as well. Diameter, degree of decay, distribution, output/input process are some of the parameters to be taken into account. Similarly, other microhabitats should be taken into consideration, such as cavities or stones.

