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About óNatur am Byth!ô 
 
The óNatur am Byth!ô partnership unites nine environmental charities and Natural 
Resources Wales to deliver the countryôs largest natural heritage and outreach 
programme to save species from extinction and reconnect people to nature.  
Supported by the National Lottery Heritage Fund and Welsh Government, the ten 
partners are Amphibian & Reptile Conservation; Bat Conservation Trust; Buglife; 
Bumblebee Conservation Trust; Butterfly Conservation; Plantlife; Marine 
Conservation Society; Natural Resources Wales; RSPB Cymru; Vincent Wildlife 
Trust.   
 

About Natural Resources Wales 
 
Natural Resources Walesô purpose is to pursue sustainable management of natural 
resources. This means looking after air, land, water, wildlife, plants and soil to 
improve Walesô well-being, and provide a better future for everyone. 
 

Evidence at Natural Resources Wales 
 
Natural Resources Wales is an evidence-based organisation. We seek to ensure that 
our strategy, decisions, operations and advice to Welsh Government and others are 
underpinned by sound and quality-assured evidence. We recognise that it is critically 
important to have a good understanding of our changing environment.  
 
We will realise this vision by:  
 

¶ Maintaining and developing the technical specialist skills of our staff; 

¶ Securing our data and information;  

¶ Having a well resourced proactive programme of evidence work;   

¶ Continuing to review and add to our evidence to ensure it is fit for the 
challenges facing us; and  

¶ Communicating our evidence in an open and transparent way. 
 
This Evidence Report series serves as a record of work carried out or commissioned 
by Natural Resources Wales. It also helps us to share and promote use of our 
evidence by others and develop future collaborations. However, the views and 
recommendations presented in this report are not necessarily those of NRW and 
should, therefore, not be attributed to NRW. 
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1. Crynodeb Gweithredol 
 
Cynhaliwyd arolwg o infertebratau pren marw (saprosylig) Gwarchodfa RSPB Carn 
Gafallt dros bedwar diwrnod yn 2022. Mae'r gwaith hwn yn rhan o Natur am Byth! 
prosiect partneriaeth, sy'n ceisio hyrwyddo adferiad amrywiaeth o rywogaethau 
allweddol yng Nghymru. Roedd arolwg Carn Gafallt yn cynnwys amrywiaeth o 
dechnegau chwilio â llaw a gosod pum trap asgellog a roddwyd ar waith rhwng Mai a 
Medi 2022. 

 
Mae'r arolwg wedi dangos bod Carn Gafallt yn cynnal ffawna di-asgwrn-cefn 
saprosylig amrywiol iawn sy'n cynnwys nifer o rywogaethau prin. Y casgliad o 
infertebratau saprosylig yw'r pwysicaf o'i fath sy'n hysbys yng Nghymru. Mae hyn yn 
adlewyrchiad oôr nifer fawr o goed hynafol (Derw Digoes yn bennaf) sydd yma a 
phresenoldeb cynefinoedd porfa coed syôn creuôr microhinsawdd cymharol gynnes, 
sych syôn cael ei ffafrio gan lawer oôr rhywogaethau di-asgwrn-cefn saprosylig 
prinnach. O ganlyniad i'r arolwg hwn, y Mynegai Parhad Ecolegol (IEC) ar gyfer 
Carn Gafallt yw 29 a'r Mynegai Ansawdd Safle (SQI) yw 387.8. Mae hyn yn 
cymharuôn ffafriol ag asesiadau diweddar o Barc Castell y Waun yn Sir Ddinbych 
(Alexander, 2019) a Gregynog yn Sir Drefaldwyn (Alexander, 2023). 

 
Maeôr casgliad o bwysigrwydd cenedlaethol syôn bresennol yn cynnwys 
cynrychiolaeth lawer cryfach o rywogaethau syôn gysylltiedig © phydredd calon a 
saprosylig syôn gysylltiedig © ffyngau, syôn adlewyrchuôr niferoedd da o goed hynafol 
sydd © ffyngau syôn pydruôr galon fel Cyw I©r y Coed Laetiporus sulphureus a 
Beefsteak Fungus Fistulina hepatica. Mae'r ffawna di-asgwrn-cefn saprosylig hefyd 
yn cynnwys rhywogaethau fel y Chwilen Gardinal Brin Schizotus pectinicornis a'r 
chwilen grwydr Bolitochara mulsanti, sydd ar neu'n agos iawn at eu terfynau 
dosbarthiad deheuol yma. Maeôr rhywogaethau hyn yn rhan o gasgliad nodedig a 
phwysig o safleoedd pren marw yng ngogledd a gorllewin Prydain a gynrychiolir orau 
yng Nghymru yn y coed derw hynafol aôr porfeydd coediog ar hyd cyrion dwyreiniol 
Mynyddoedd Cambria. Carn Gafallt yw'r enghraifft orau o'r gymuned hon. 

 
Mae rheolaeth gan yr RSPB wedi gwella cyflwr Carn Gafallt ar gyfer infertebratau 
saprosylig yn sylweddol ers arolwg cynharach gan yr awdur (Boyce, 2014). Rhoddir 
mesurau rheoli sydd â'r nod o wella ymhellach y casgliad o infertebratau saprosylig o 
bwysigrwydd cenedlaethol yma dros y tymor hwy. 
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2. Executive Summary 
 
A survey of the dead wood (saproxylic) invertebrate fauna of the Carn Gafallt Royal 
Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) Reserve was undertaken over four man-
days in 2022. This work is part of the Natur am Byth! partnership project, which aims 
to promote the recovery of a range of key species in Wales. The Carn Gafallt survey 
involved both a range of hand-searching techniques and the installation of five vane 
traps that were operated between May and September 2022. 
 
The survey has shown Carn Gafallt to support a very diverse saproxylic invertebrate 
fauna that includes a number of scarce species. The saproxylic invertebrate 
assemblage is the most important of its type known in Wales. This is a reflection of 
the large number of veteran trees (mostly Sessile Oaks) here and the presence of 
wood-pasture habitats that create the relatively warm, dry microclimate favoured by 
many of the scarcer saproxylic invertebrate species. As a consequence of this 
survey, the Index of Ecological Continuity (IEC) for Carn Gafallt is 29 and the 
Site Quality Index (SQI) is 387.8. This compares favourably to recent assessments 
of Chirk Castle Park in Denbighshire (Alexander, 2019) and Gregynog in 
Montgomeryshire (Alexander, 2023). 
 
The nationally important assemblage present includes a much stronger 
representation of heart-rot- and saproxylic fungi-associated species, which reflects 
the good numbers of ancient trees with heart-rotting fungi such as Chicken-of-the-
woods Laetiporus sulphureus and Beefsteak Fungus Fistulina hepatica. The 
saproxylic invertebrate fauna also includes species such as the Scarce Cardinal 
Beetle Schizotus pectinicornis and the rove beetle Bolitochara mulsanti, which are at 
or very close to their southern distributional limits here. These species are part of a 
distinctive and important assemblage of dead wood sites in northern and western 
Britain that is best represented in Wales in the ancient oak woods and wood-pastures 
along the eastern fringe of the Cambrian Mountains. Carn Gafallt is the best example 
of this community. 
 
Management by the RSPB has considerably improved the condition of Carn Gafallt 
for saproxylic invertebrates since an earlier survey by the author (Boyce, 2014). 
Management measures are given that aim to further enhance the nationally important 
saproxylic invertebrate assemblage here over the longer term. 
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3. Introduction 
 
Over the summer of 2022, the author was contracted by Buglife Cymru to carry out 
an invertebrate survey of Carn Gafallt and Gilfach Nature Reserves. This report is 
concerned with the former site, the latter being covered by a separate report (Boyce, 
2023). Carn Gafallt lies in the county of Powys, mid-Wales (vice-county [vc] 42, 
Brecknock). The main emphasis of the contract was to assess the importance and 
condition of the saproxylic (dead wood) invertebrate assemblage of the site. 
 
This work forms part of an extensive programme funded through the Natur am Byth! 
project. It is a Wales-wide species recovery project that is being developed by a 
number of eNGOs and is planning species recovery work for 66 species at risk in 
Wales from coastal waters to upland crags. More information on the project can be 
found at the link below (https://naturalresources.wales/about-us/our-projects/nature-
projects/natur-am-byth/?lang=en.). 
 
The survey site is situated on generally steep to moderate north-facing aspects 
above the Afon Elan (River Elan). A central grid reference for the main block of 
wooded land at Carn Gafallt that has been the focus of this study approximates to 
SN934649. All the land surveyed this year is owned and managed by the Royal 
Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB). In addition to being a nature reserve, the 
areas of woodland and wood-pasture are part of the Carn Gafallt Site of Special 
Scientific Interest (SSSI), which includes the extensive stands of upland heath, 
grassland, ffridd and woodland to the south of the survey site. The wooded areas are 
also an element of the Coetiroedd Cwm Elan (Elan Valley Woodlands) Special Area 
of Conservation (SAC). Figure 1 shows the location of the survey site, which largely 
corresponds to those areas of the SAC lying within the RSPB reserve. 
 
The SAC is designated for the presence here of extensive stands of old Sessile Oak 
Quercus petraea woodland with Holly Ilex aquifolium and Hard Fern Blechnum 
spicant, which is an Annex 1 priority SAC habitat. In National Vegetation 
Classification (NVC, Rodwell, 1991) terms, this woodland is generally referable to 
either the W11 Sessile Oak - Downy Birch Betula pubescens - Wood Sorrel Oxalis 
acetosella or the W17 Sessile Oak - Downy Birch - Dicranum majus woodland 
communities. The canopy is dominated by Sessile Oak with some Downy Birch and 
Silver Birch Betula pendula in the sub-canopy and a sparse shrub layer of Holly, 
Rowan Sorbus aucuparia and Hazel Corylus avellana. The field and ground layers 
are dominated by acidophilous species such as Common Bent Agrostis capillaris, 
Sweet Vernal-grass Anthoxanthum odoratum, Wavy Hair-grass Deschampsia 
flexuosa, Tormentil Potentilla erecta, Bilberry Vaccinium myrtillus and a range of 
pleuocarpous mosses, including Dicranum majus. 
 
The largest block of ancient oak woodland on the RSPBôs Carn Gafallt Reserve runs 
around its western edge, above Elan Village. This block includes Cwm yr Esgob 
(Survey Unit 1), Cnwch Wood (Survey Unit 2), Allt Ddu (Survey Unit 3) and Bedw 
Caemelyn (Survey Unit 5). The woodland structure here is a mix of informal and 
under-managed wood-pasture and closed-canopy oak woodland that shows 
evidence of past coppicing. There are scattered over-mature and veteran Sessile 
Oak specimens scattered throughout, especially in the informal wood-pasture of 

https://naturalresources.wales/about-us/our-projects/nature-projects/natur-am-byth/?lang=en
https://naturalresources.wales/about-us/our-projects/nature-projects/natur-am-byth/?lang=en
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Cwm yr Esgob (see Figure 3). There are also a few over-mature Ash Fraxinus 
excelsior trees on the lower slopes of this unit, immediately above Elan Village. 
Throughout the reserve, specimens of the latter are showing clear evidence of 
infection with the Ash Dieback fungus Hymenoscyphus fraxineus. The canopy is 
predominantly closed, but there are some patches of open space dominated by 
Bracken Pteridium aquilinum and acid grassland. Additionally, this woodland block 
includes the small area of more óformalô wood-pasture, which lies to the west of Cae-
melyn (survey unit 4). This is much more open in character, with scattered veteran 
oaks (see Figure 2), as well as one or two Ash and some old birch trees, amongst 
Bracken and acid grassland. The vast majority of the veteran trees present on the 
Reserve are located in these five survey areas, and they are the source of most 
previous records of important saproxylic invertebrates. The 2022 survey has 
therefore been confined to these parts of Carn Gafallt. 
 

 
Figure 1. Carn Gafallt RSPB reserve and Elan Valley Woodlands SAC boundaries. 
 
The additional isolated blocks of woodland owned by RSPB that were included in an 
earlier invertebrate survey of the site in 2013-14 (survey units 6, 7 and 8 on Figure 5) 
have not been surveyed this year. This is because these areas lacked significant 
numbers of over-mature or veteran trees and were therefore unlikely to add 
significantly to our understanding of the saproxylic invertebrate fauna here. Both 
fallen and standing dead wood are abundant with most of this being Sessile Oak. 
However, there are also significant quantities of dead and dying birch and a little Ash. 
 
Dead wood habitat features such as red-rotten heartwood, sapwood decay and 
bracket fungi are all well-represented, though the exceptionally hot, dry conditions 
over the spring and summer of 2022 had limited the growth of fungal fruiting bodies. 
The main saproxylic fungi encountered was the Razor Strop Piptoporus betulinus on 
birch, with a handful of Chicken-of-the-woods Laetiporus sulphureus (see Figure 4) 
and Beefsteak Fungus Fistulina hepatica brackets on oak. 
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Figure 2. Veteran oak, Cae-melyn (SU4). 
 

 
Figure 3. Cwm yr Esgob (SU1) Informal wood-pasture with veteran Sessile Oaks. 

 


