
Woodland Communities

Adding Biodiversity to the City
It’s been said that there was a time in North America when a squirrel could 
travel tree to tree from the Atlantic Ocean to the Mississippi River. Logging, 
agriculture and urban sprawl have left fewer trees, but their importance to 
the region hasn’t diminished. From shade and cooler temperatures to wildlife 
habitat, cleaner air and increased biodiversity, cities around the world are 
recognizing the value of trees and are working to increase the urban canopy 
cover. Across Canada people are working with Evergreen to increase urban 
canopy cover with tree plantings, naturalization projects and stewardship 
events. You can take part by creating a woodland community in your own 
backyard.

Most woodland communities consist of three to seven layers. The main layers 
include the upper canopy, the middlestorey and the understorey, or ground 
layer. To closely mimic natural woodlands, your garden should include tall 
trees and smaller trees, as well as shrubs, vines, wildflowers and ground-
covering plants. The understorey will have more or less wildflowers or ground 
cover, depending on the shade of the canopy layer. As this may change 
over time, don’t be surprised if some species disappear, or appear in your 
woodland.

Preparing the Site
Soil preparation is the key to having a healthy woodland community.  
Depending on the size of your site and the area you are planting, you may 
want to follow one of these options.

Small Sites and Planting Beds
• Remove the grass using a flat-edged shovel, leaving the soil intact.

• Dig in lots of compost, down to a depth of approximately 30 centimetres. 
Top dress with mulch.

If your site is too large to dig by hand, or existing tree 
roots could be damaged by digging, consider building 
soil layers using permaculture techniques.

• Place at least three layers (10 is ideal) of newspaper 
or two layers of cardboard over the planting area in 
the spring to help suppress the growth of grass.

• Wet down the newspaper or cardboard and cover 
with compost or well-rotted manure to create 
the humus layer. The grass and the newspaper or 
cardboard will decompose, adding another layer for 
your rich woodland soil bed.

• Plant the same day by preparing pre-dug holes and 
not covering those areas with newspaper.

• Or wait a few years and watch the tree species 
that move into your woodland garden—but remove 
any invasive species that arrive. Observe the 
changes that take place as your trees grow and the 
understorey adjusts to more shade.

• Introduce more shade-loving species as the canopy 
layer develops.

Medium-scale Sites or Areas Under Trees



Maintenance
Maintenance is minimal in woodland gardens once they begin to be 
shaded by trees, since many hardy weeds need sunny locations to 
thrive. However, you will need to do some maintenance early on to help 
establish a mature woodland garden.

• Add compost once a year. Make sure it covers the area at the base 
of your plants to nourish them throughout the year.

• Water your plants to help them establish and during periods of 
drought to maintain the medium to moist soil conditions your 
plants require.

• Add mulch around your plants to help conserve moisture.

• In the fall, cover your woodland garden with a 15-centimetre layer 
of leaves. The leaves will protect your plants from extreme changes 
in weather conditions, and will eventually decompose, adding more 
nutrients to the soil.

• Remove any invasive species, such as Norway maple and garlic 
mustard, that find their way into your natural woodland.

Tips for Designing Your Woodland Habitat
• Natural woodlands thrive in areas with rich soil. Add organic matter 

to the soil, such as leaf-mould compost, to provide a rich layer of 
humus similar to natural woodland conditions.

• Woodland species do best in soil that is not disturbed or 
compacted. Do not cultivate the site when planting and provide 
protection around the base of trees with understorey plants or 
mulch.

• Nothing is wasted in the forest—dead twigs and leaves fall to the 
forest floor and provide nourishment for surrounding plants. Leave 
fallen branches, since they provide homes and food sources for 
various wildlife species.

• Woodland species like to be sheltered. Fences or hedgerows can 
reduce the effect of cold, damaging winds on newly planted 
seedlings.

• Group trees, shrubs and wildflowers to mimic natural growth 
patterns.

• Try planting ferns and other plants with interesting shapes and 
texture to add variety after spring blooming ephemerals have 
finished their show.

Large-scale Sites 
and Open Fields

• Dig holes throughout the field for 
your trees, shrubs and wildflowers.

• Place compost in the holes and plant.

• Place newspaper and cardboard 
(following the steps above) around 
the plants in areas where weed 
growth is a concern or where future 
plantings will take place to expand 
the woodland area.

Selecting Plants
The general rule when creating a 
woodland community is to start from 
the ground up. Follow these general 
guidelines to create a woodland habitat.

• Visit surrounding woodland 
communities and use a field guide 
to identify the species there. Go 
with a local expert and take photos 
and identify canopy and understorey 
species to see what your woodland 
could look like.

• Start by planting full sun wildflowers, 
in the spring. These species thrive 
with little tree cover and will gradually 
decline as trees are added to your 
woodland community. They also provide 
protection for tree root systems and 
help to build healthy soil structure by 
trapping leaves and other debris, which 
will decompose in the area.

For More Information
Evergreen evergreen.ca

City of Toronto Stewardship 
toronto.ca/greentoronto/

TRCA Stewardship trca.on.ca/get-
involved/stewardship/

LEAF yourleaf.org

evergreen.ca
Evergreen is a national charity that inspires and enables 
action to green cities. Get involved or donate today.
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