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THE VALUE
OF BIODIVERSITY

An immature black darter dragonfly resting on lodgepole 
pine, on a restored raised bog site in County Tipperary

Biodiversity is about wild species of plants and animals, and the 
habitats in which they live.

Coillte 
endeavours
to balance 
commercial 
responsibilities 
with ecological, 
social and cultural 
objectives.

The word “biodiversity” is a scientific term, referring to all of the 
living creatures that form the web of life in which we live. In working 
terms, the conservation and enhancement of biodiversity refers to the 
conservation of wild species of plants and animals, and the habitats on 
which they depend. Usually, though not always, biodiversity is highest 
in areas where the habitat is in a relatively natural, or close-to-natural, 
condition. “Nature conservation” refers to proactive management, 
where the objective is to maintain, enhance or restore natural habitats 
and/or the species associated with them.

Science has shown that wild species are disappearing at a significant 
rate, particularly in recent decades, and there are concerns that this 
has an impact on our wellbeing. All sectors of society are increasingly 
being asked to engage positively with this issue and find ways 
to address the balance of nature. 
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The Coillte estate consists of a 
varied tapestry of different habitats, 
ranging from conifer forests and 
mixed or broadleaved forests, to 
open bogs and heathlands, to lakes 
and rivers. The sites with best 
value for biodiversity are mapped 
and managed as biodiversity 
areas. Currently, 90,000 hectares 
(about 20% of the estate), in more 
than 2,300 sites, are mapped as 
biodiversity areas.

The biodiversity areas vary widely 
in terms of their ecological value 
and management requirements. 
Some biodiversity areas are already 
habitats in good condition, while 
others show the potential to develop 
into valuable habitats over time.

Coillte first started mapping 
biodiversity areas in 2001. A 
preliminary review of Coillte’s forest 
inventory, along with the knowledge 
of Coillte’s foresters, revealed the 
location of potential biodiversity 
areas within a broad range of site 
types. Ecologists surveyed the 
potential biodiversity areas, and 
assessed their habitat value, based 
on standard scientific principles. 
Additional biodiversity areas were 
subsequently identified by forest 
managers – mostly, these are 
riparian buffer zones.

While the early surveys yielded good 
information, we subsequently found 
that the recommendations did not 
always translate well on the ground. 
Furthermore, biodiversity areas 
of all different types looked the same 
on the maps. We needed to find a 
way to make ecological information 
more accessible.

In recent years, we invested in the 
development of BioClass, which 
is a new system for recording and 
mapping biodiversity areas. The 
reasons for developing BioClass 
were to help Coillte staff better 
understand our biodiversity 
resource, to make decisions and 
prioritise resources. There are three 
innovations that make this possible. 

Based on a review of the scientific 
literature on biodiversity in Irish 
forests, we have defined a series 
of natural values and biodiversity 
features which indicate the 
biodiversity value of the forest. 
Based on the presence of these 
natural values or features, a forest 
can be assigned to one of four 
BIOCLASS RANKS. These range 
from BioClass 1, the areas of highest 
ecological value, to BioClass 4, areas 
that currently have moderate value, 
or have low value but have potential 
to develop into habitat of high 
ecological value.

The concept of BioClass rank is 
based on the “yield class” system 
used by foresters in inventory. 
Yield classes combine a range of 
information (such as tree species, 
top height and age), to describe 
the productivity of a forest stand. 
BioClass combines a range 
of information to describe the 
ecological value of a site.

We developed a set of HABITAT 
CODES, which describe the site 
type in terms that are closely 
aligned to Coillte’s forest inventory. 
A Target Habitat is assigned, to 
frame the future direction for the 
biodiversity area. Codes were also 
developed to summarise a high-
level MANAGEMENT OPTION for 
each site. This enables integration 
of biodiversity management options 
into Coillte’s strategic forest 
planning software.

We believe BioClass represents 
a major step forward in the way 
biodiversity is managed in Coillte’s 
business. At present, BioClass 
assessment is being applied across 
all biodiversity areas by freelance 
ecologists. The work is due for 
completion at the end of 2018.
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FORESTS

Coillte owns and manages almost 
half of Ireland’s forests.

Biodiversity areas comprise a 
range of forest types: conifer 
forests, mixed forests, broadleaved 
forests and native forests.

• Pie-chart shows the proportion 
of biodiversity areas within 
different site types (habitats) 

• Biodiversity areas consist 
of a broad range of site types 
(habitats)

• The proportion of Forest Habitats 
to Open Habitats in biodiversity 
areas is: 46% Forest Habitats to 
54% Open Habitats

OPEN HABITATS

The Coillte estate has large 
areas of open land that were 
never afforested.

This includes large areas of bog 
and heath, as well as smaller 
areas of rare habitats such as 
limestone pavement. The best of 
these are in biodiversity areas.

One-fifth of the Coillte estate is mapped as biodiversity areas. 
This area is about the same as 90,000 football pitches. 

BioClass - Our approach to biodiversity BioClass - Our approach to biodiversity6 7



Forests

Biodiversity features 
and natural values:

BioClass 2

LANDS OUTSIDE BIODIVERSITY AREAS 
Some biodiversity features and natural values are present 
but not as many as in biodiversity areas

BIOCLASS 3
Habitats of ecological significance at county level

BIOCLASS 1
Habitats of ecological significance at international or national level

BIOCLASS 2 
Habitats of ecological significance at regional level

BIOCLASS 4
Habitats of ecological significance at forest level, or with good 
potential for  restoration or enhancement

BioClass 3

BioClass 1BioClass 1

BioClass 2

BioClass 3

BioClass 4 BioClass 4

Bogs & other open habitats

Biodiversity features 
and natural values:

The BioClass “Tree”. 
This tree represents 
the whole Coillte estate.

THE BIOCLASS TREE

Outside biodiversity areas, biodiversity features are protected 
during active operations

Native oak-ash forest Blanket bog with pools Limestone pavement

Mixed forest with diverse structure Well vegetated blanket bog Upland heath

Broadleaved forest with ground flora Cutover bog with pools Rocky outcrop

Mixed forest with uniform structure Afforested bog with restoration potential Upland heath with uniform vegetation
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NOTES

BioBlitz event in Coillte’s Lough Key Forest Park
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