
Rapid Forest Assessment Excel Data Entry and Analyses 

Tree Data 

1. Open the RFA workbook and make sure you are on the first worksheet titled Trees. 

Depending on your version of Excel, it should look something like this: 

 
2. Type in the Location, Unit, and Plot Number for the data you are about to enter. 

3. Under the Species column, enter the tree species code (live trees only) that you recorded in 

your plot, in alphabetical order like this: 
ABLA 

LAOC 

PICO 

PIEN 

Etc. 

4. In the Seedlings Counted column, enter the number of seedlings of each species you recorded.  

5. Enter the number of transects you surveyed for seedlings (always either 1 or 2). 

6. Enter the number of saplings of each species in the Saplings Counted column. 

7. The spreadsheet should automatically calculate an estimate of the number of seedlings and 

saplings you would have found in the whole plot if you had counted them all.  These will appear 

in the Seedlings and Saplings columns. 

8. Now you’ll want to hide the Seedlings/Saplings Counted and # of Transects columns!  To do this, 

click on the cell at the very top of each column (E, F and G).  This should highlight the entire 

column.  With your cursor still over that column, right-click and select Hide.  The column should 

disappear, with only a small cell marking its location at the top.  (You should be able to right 

click or double click on that cell anytime to Unhide the column.) 

9. Now enter the numbers of each species of trees in the other size categories.  The spreadsheet 

will automatically add up the trees of all sizes of that species for the Total column.  Your sheet 

should look something like this: 



 
 

10. If you have data for more than one plot, repeat steps 2-8 for each plot.  Leave an empty row 

between the data for different plots. 

11. When you have entered your data, save the file under a different name, like one that has the 

location name and “RFA data” or something similar.     

Once all your data are entered, you can use them to explore all sorts of questions about the forest.  

For example: 

Which species of trees are the most abundant? 

Which species are the oldest (biggest) trees? 

Which species seems to be reproducing the most?   

Are there species that don’t seem to be reproducing here?   

How dense are the trees in this plot or area? 

You can use Excel to do things like sum or average a bunch of numbers.  For example, if you wanted to 

calculate the total number of trees in a plot, you can do it this way: 

1. Click on the empty cell at the end of the row or column you want to sum (in this case, the first 

empty cell in the Total column).  If you don’t have an empty row between the data for different 

plots, you can insert one. 

2. Type: =SUM(N3:N7) and hit Return (the numbers inside the () should be the first and last cells 

that you want to sum).  This will give you the total number of overstory trees of all sizes and 

species in the plot. 

Tree density is usually calculated as the number of trees per acre:   

• An acre is 43,560 square feet.   
• Each plot is 7,609 sq. ft, which is .175 of an acre, or 1/5.71th of an acre.   
• To estimate tree density, multiply the number of trees in the plot by 5.71 to estimate the 

number in an acre.  
 

 

You can make a graph of all the tree species and their sizes in a plot this way: 

1. Select the cells with the tree species and 

the size categories they belong in.  



2. Under the Insert tab, select Column Chart, and then Clustered Column under the 2-D Column 

group.  Your chart should look something like this: 

 

Once you have created your chart, you can change 

the chart title and add axis titles. 

(For plots not directly under the column headings, you’ll 

need to add the size category names along the x-axis.  After 

creating your chart, click on Select Data under the Chart 

Tools Design menu.  In the pop-up box click on the Edit box 

under the Horizontal Axis.  In the next box select the 

headings Seedlings through Size Cat 6.) 

This chart may look quite different for one plot than for 

another.  This can be due to natural variation from site to 

site, and is one important reason we measure more than one plot in the same stand.   

 

To get an idea of the average for the whole forest stand (or unit), you can average the number of trees 

for all the plots you measure in that unit: 

1. Begin by first selecting all the data you’ve entered on 

the Trees worksheet and copying it onto a new 

worksheet (click on the + symbol inside the circle next 

to the worksheet tabs at the bottom of the page to 

create a new sheet).   This is important because once 

you sort data you can’t un-sort it after a few more 

steps.  This will save your original data on a separate 

sheet for future use. 

2. Using the NEW worksheet (you can rename by double-

clicking the tab name), select the Species heading cell 

(D2). Under the Home tab click on Sort and Filter and 

select Sort A-Z.  You should see your data order change 

so that all the rows with each tree species are together. 

3. Next, under the DATA tab click on the Subgroups menu.  

You should get a pop-up window like this one.  Use the 

settings as shown here, checking the boxes for columns 

Seedlings through Size Cat. 6.  When you click on OK 

you’ll see a summary of the average number of each species for all the plots.   

4. Now click on the small 2 in a box in the upper left corner of the data table as shown below:  

 

 

 

 



Your table should change to this: 

Now you can make a column 

graph of the average numbers of 

each species in each size 

category by selecting these data 

cells and following the same 

steps you did for the plot graphs 

above. 

If you have data from 2 different forest units (say, a treatment area and a control area, or pre-treatment 

and post-treatment data) you can compare the graphs of tree species for these.  

Ground Cover Data 

Now you’re ready to enter and graph some other data.  You’ll use the worksheet titled Ground Cover for 

this. 

1. First enter the location, unit, and plot number of your data.  Then count all the points you 

surveyed along both transects that were recorded as Litter (L in the box) and type that number 

in the cell below the column heading Litter.  Do the same for each of the other categories. The 

spreadsheet will automatically sum the number in each and show that number in the Total 

column; if it’s different than 59 you’ll need to recount! : 

 

2. You can easily average the number in each category by selecting the cell just below the last 

entry in the column.  Type =AVERAGE(D3:D8) for the Litter category and Enter (or type = and 

then select AVERAGE from the Functions box above the A column).  Repeat this for each 

category.   

 

3. Now you can graph these averages like you did the trees.   

 

4. What kinds of ground cover are most common?  What do you think this means for the wildlife 

species that use this area?  Do you see any relationships between the types or amount of 

ground cover and the number of trees per plot? Do you see differences between treatment and 

control areas, if you are comparing these? 

 

 

Number in each category

Location Unit Plot no Litter Grass Forb Dirt Shrub Tree Woody Rock Moss/lichenTotal

BCCA Martin Park S 1 14 12 3 0 27 0 3 0 0 59

BCCA Martin Park S 3 12 32 2 2 10 0 1 0 0 59

BCCA Martin Park S 4 20 29 1 2 3 0 4 0 0 59

BCCA Martin Park S 5 15 11 2 0 23 0 8 0 0 59

BCCA Martin Park S 7 21 19 2 0 0 0 16 1 59

BCCA Martin Park S 8 18 21 1 5 13 0 1 0 0 59



Horizontal Cover Data 

Horizontal cover is vegetation that provides protection from predators (screening or escape cover).   

Researchers have discovered that some kinds of animals live only or mostly in areas with a certain 

amount of cover, in order to hide from predators.  Does this forest provide enough cover for wildlife 

species?  For example, snowshoe hares are food for Canada lynx—in fact, they are almost the only 

things that lynx eat.  Snowshoe hares only live where there is a lot of cover, and so do the lynx.  Canada 

lynx are a rare species. After you analyze your data, you can figure out if that area has good habitat for 

lynx. 

Use the Horizontal Cover worksheet to enter these data.  You will just have one row of data for each 

plot. 

1. Enter the location, unit, and plot number and then the percentage number (to the nearest 10%) 

for each section.  The spreadsheet will automatically average all of these at the end of the row 

to give you a plot average.  You can graph the averages for all the plots to look at variation 

among the plots.   

2. Average all the plot averages to get a unit average.   

3. This table and plot show the amount of horizontal cover in areas that were used by lynx in the 

summer.  Looking at this plot, what can you say about the amount of cover that lynx likely need? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Almost all (>95%) of the areas lynx use have 48% or more horizontal cover, and half of them 

have 68% or more cover.  Do the forest plots you measured have good habitat for snowshoe 

hares and lynx?   

 

Summarize your findings 

Write a few paragraphs summarizing what you measured and recorded, why you did this, and what your 

graphs show.  What do your results tell you about possible forest succession and wildlife habitat?  If you 

were comparing treatment areas and controls, what do you conclude about them? 


