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Valuing and 
managing 
veteran trees
An advanced course for trainers, from the 
VETree Project in Bertiz, Navarre, Spain 

Reg Harris, Director of Urban Forestry 
(Bury St Edmunds) Ltd

A huge lapsed veteran beech pollard used in the management 
exercise during the VETree course in northern Spain.
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My colleagues at work think I’ve just 
returned from a ‘mini break’ in the 
Basque Country (Euskadi) in northern 
Spain, but in fact I’ve had the good 
fortune to attend the first train-the-
trainer course run by the VETree 
Project, which was about valuing and 
managing veteran trees.

The VETree Project is a Europe-wide, 
quality training programme in veteran 
tree management. The project is made 
up of five partner organisations: The 
Ancient Tree Forum (UK), Pro Natura 
(Sweden), Amigos de los Arboles Viejos 
(Spain), Inverde (Belgium) and Progresul 
Silvic (Romania). It is also supported by 
the Arboricultural Association and the 
European Arboricultural Council.

The aim of the course was to train 
attendees in how to deliver a basic one-
day foundation course on veteran tree 
management, and then to disseminate 
the information to as wide an audience as 
possible.

The Palace of Bertiz, 
Navarra, Euskadi

The venue for the course was a former 
palace in Bertiz, which is in Navarra, in 
northern Spain, and is surrounded by a 
nature reserve or parque, which is the 
home to literally thousands of lapsed 
beech and oak pollards. 

The course tutors were Dr Helen Read 
from the Ancient Tree Forum, author 
of Veteran Trees: A guide to good 
management and an ecologist at 
Burnham Beeches, and Vikki Bengtsson 
from Pro-Natura, Sweden, who is an 
ecologist and consultant working with 
veteran trees and formerly site manager 
for the National Trust at Hatfield Forest, 
Essex.

People attending the course came from 
all over Spain, but primarily from the 
Basque Country, and they came with a 
great breadth of knowledge, expertise 
and experience. I was excited to meet 
them all, especially the arborists in 
the group, some of whom who had 
experience of working on the local veteran 
trees, including using traditional axe-
cutting techniques.

Helen and Vikki explained, through 
simultaneous translation, that by the end 
of the course we would be able to define a 
veteran tree, explain biological principles 
relating to old trees, assess if a population 
of old trees is sustainable, undertake 
a survey of veteran trees, and finally, 
demonstrate the ability to deliver a training 
session.

Tree yoga

If I’d thought my Basque ‘mini break’ was 
going to be a few lectures, a walk round 
some old trees, and a multiple-guess 
quiz at the end, I couldn’t have been more 
wrong. Not content to let us take the first 
session easily, Vikki soon had the whole 
group out of our seats, standing on one 
leg, waving our arms about above our 
heads, doing her ‘tree yoga’. This had 
the group laughing, and some of them 
frowning, until Vikki explained the context of 
the work-out. After all the initial lengthening 
and waving, she sank down into a wide, 
deep stance (whilst standing on a table), 
and also shortened her arms, and 
explained that this is what veteran trees 
do as they get older. They widen at the 
base, gradually hollow, and their crowns 
retrench, allowing them to adapt and stand 
for longer. Theoretically, she explained, 
they can live forever, unlike animals (and 
humans), and have been evolving like this 
for some 200 million years. This reminded 
me of my time working in the aftermath of 
the 1987 hurricane in the UK, and helps 
explain some of the reasons why many 
of the oldest hollow trees in the country 
survived the gale while millions of taller, 
‘sound’ trees blew over.

The A-B-C of veteran trees

Both Helen and Vikki spoke at length 
about all the different types of habitat 
and species associated with veteran 
and ancient trees, and their importance. 

These include fungi, bats, birds, lichens, 
mosses and invertebrates. A lot of these 
species are threatened and extremely rare 
or require very specific niches, and it was 
interesting to hear how other countries 
value them differently. For instance, in 
the UK we don’t give any of the key fungi 
associated with hollowing any special 
protection, yet in Sweden Fistulina hepatica 
(beefsteak fungi) is protected as a 
Swedish red data book species. They went 
on to say that veteran trees are important 
not only because of this, but also for 
aesthetic reasons, biological reasons and 
cultural reasons (A-B-C), and act as a 
living link with the past, connecting us to 
our cultural history.

Our first assignment was to survey a 
lapsed oak pollard, using a field form 
provided by VETree. The trees we 
surveyed were growing on a hillside, 
which had formerly been wood pasture 
(free-standing trees pollarded in cycle, 
with grazing beneath them), and were 
now gradually becoming overtopped by 
young vigorous red oaks and large laurel 
shrubs as the area gradually reverted 
into woodland.  Therefore, the first 
consideration for any form of intervention 
was to halo release around the trees, 
rather than touch the pollards themselves, 
so that they had sufficient light and 
space. This proved a good way for the 
delegates to get to know one another, 
and it was interesting that the Spanish 
and Basque were quite tough with their 
criticism of one another, compared to the 
normal English reserve I was used to.

Vikki Bengtsson from Pro-Natura warms the group up with her ‘tree yoga’.
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After the afternoon session, we headed 
back to our accommodation to start the 
homework, which consisted of answering 
some frank questions (60 of them) about 
the way we learn things.  We then had 
to count up the number of questions 
answered positively and record them for 
the next day’s session. 

Learning styles

Day two began with a recap, and then 
feedback from the homework, answers to 
which allowed us to identify our individual 
learning style – the activist, the reflector, 
the theorist or the pragmatist. Helen 
spoke about the learning pyramid, and 
how many of us would only retain 5% of 
what we heard in a lecture, but if we were 
to carry something out in practice by 
‘doing it’, we would be likely to remember 
75% of it. The point of teaching the group 
this was to help us understand that 
when we come to deliver the one-day 
foundation course, we have to teach it in 
such a way that it will include all of the 
learning styles. I’m guessing the tree yoga 
was best for the activists and pragmatists 
in the group?

Further sessions delivered by Helen 
and Vikki included more training on 
management plans, with an emphasis 
on the site itself, the species present, 
past management, the surrounding 
land, the weather, the history, cultural 
associations and the  landscape value of 

the trees, and of course, the associated 
rare and threatened species. The mantra 
and overall aim is to try to ensure there 
is ‘no avoidable loss of veteran trees’. It 
was great that there were some worked-
up examples to go through as a group 
about this, and the tutors were keen to 
promote the idea of ‘tree time’. Trees have 
been evolving for millions of years, and 
therefore at times it’s best to wait and to 
observe and collect more information, 
which hopefully will help you to make a 
more informed decision. In some cases 
‘do nothing’ is the right policy. Unless you 
have a management plan, some money to 
carry out the work and the will to continue 
with the work in the future, including 
recording and monitoring the results, then 
it may not be appropriate to start in the 
first place.

The next site we visited took half an hour 
to reach by Jeep on a bumpy mountain 
track. Most of the way there were lapsed 
pollarded beech trees as far as the eye 
could see, some of which were 25m tall. 
There were also a few lapsed oak pollards 
and the remains of sweet chestnut boles 
that had died from a disease nearly 40 
years ago. This was a truly awe-inspiring 
sight, and probably the most special 
tree-scape I have ever seen in a 30-year 
career. I had seen pictures of Bertiz 
previously, but to actually be amongst 
the trees, and to witness the scale of the 
site, cannot be described … and to add 
to the excitement, huge European vultures 
circled over head! 

The trees at Bertiz had been pollarded 
regularly in the past to produce firewood, 
but mainly to create charcoal, which 
was then used to smelt iron on the coast 
nearby. The last time the trees had 
been cut in cycle and grazed under was 
approximately 100 years ago, and as 
the area receives heavy rainfall from the 
Atlantic Ocean, the regenerative growth 
from the boling was, in some cases, in 
excess of 20m.

The group had received some training in 
checking the trees’ vitality and general 
condition, and were then tasked (again in 
four groups) to use the VETree individual 
tree management form to create a plan 
for four trees in the field. Our group had a 
lapsed Quercus petrea pollard to survey, 
with the other groups having beech and 
another oak. This proved a real challenge, 
as it quickly raised many other questions 
and we only had 15 minutes to complete 
the task. 

The form was very useful in its scoring 
mechanism of vitality, decline risk, 
potential for mechanical failure and 
response to previous cutting, giving each 
tree a total out of 30 possible marks. Below 
15 marks indicates that the tree probably 
won’t respond to management, which 
helps the author then focus their attention 
(and budget) on trees which will. Trees 
with scores between 15 and 20 are more 
suitable for management options. I was 
relieved to discover our quick calculations 
and plan resulted in us correctly identifying 

A Basque man pollards young trees for firewood.
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Traditional amenity pollards provide shade in the summer at the bar in Bertiz.

that the tree needed no management  at 
present but that the young trees around it 
should be felled so they didn’t over-top it 
and starve it of light (halo releasing). The 
dilemma for our tree was that if the work 
to halo release it wasn’t followed up with 
grazing or regular cutting in the future, then 
the intervention could be fruitless. The site 
is so vast, it’s hard to know where to start, 
and also, would there ever be enough 
funds to continue with regular, meaningful 
work? Interestingly, some experimental 
work had been carried out on the site to 
reduce some of the crowns  back to the 
boling points (but leaving 2m stubs and 
huge sap risers), which was sadly looking 
unlikely to be successful.  

The evening involved the groups putting 
together a presentation to deliver the next 

day. Each presentation was based around 
four questions from  Helen and Vikki which 
would help reinforce what we had learnt 
during the course. 

Micro-teaching session

The last day of the course began with 
tuition from Helen on dealing with 
the different situations or challenging 
delegates we might encounter during 
foundation courses. For those of us who 
hadn’t ever considered the psychology 
behind different teaching methods, this 
was fascinating stuff, and I can see how it 
would be very useful in practice.

The groups then each took it in turn 
to deliver their micro-presentations 

to the whole group. Two independent 
members of the larger group took notes 
and gave feedback at the end of each 
presentation. This was adjudicated 
over by Helen and Vikki, who gave 
constructive but friendly criticism. I was 
really impressed with how professional 
the presentations were, especially 
considering how little time was available 
to prepare them. 

The course finished with a roundup and 
chance to reflect on whether we had 
achieved the course aims, set out on 
day one. For myself, I felt I learnt a lot of 
new things about veteran trees and their 
management and it also helped remind 
me about what I had forgotten too! I 
definitely now feel more confident to run 
a one-day foundation course.  
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The Ancient Tree Forum,  
VETree and the  
Arboricultural Association
Reg Harris
The Arboricultural Association have been very generous in their support of the Ancient 
Tree Forum and the VETree project, and have kindly agreed to having a regular 
column in this magazine  about veteran and ancient trees. It is hoped that there will be 
articles and reports from national and international experts, who will keep you up to 
date with the latest thinking in this developing side of arboriculture.

•	 The VETree project is due to launch some training videos demonstrating good 
practice in veteran tree work and management at the ARB Show in June. Please 
be sure not to miss this. For more information and details of future courses – www.
vetree.eu

•	 ATF Highland Gathering, Scotland (12–13 June 2014). More details on the ATF 
website at – www.ancient-tree-forum.org.uk

•	 Follow the ATF on Twitter @AncientTreesATF; www.facebook.com/
AncientTreeForum

•	 Follow VETree on Twitter  @VeteranTree; www.facebook.com/VeteranTreeNetwork

The Basque region of Spain is a truly 
unique place to visit, and I would 
strongly encourage other veteran tree 
devotees to visit there, as it has such 
an interesting arboricultural history and 
culture. The ‘pollarding gene’ seems to 
be truly alive and well there, and closely 
linked to normal everyday life. Young 
trees are still cut as pollards to produce 
firewood, or as amenity pollards for 
shade and aesthetic reasons. You will 
also see modern-style ‘amenity’ pollards 
incorporated into landscaping schemes 
around buildings and factories. I don’t 
think we have quite such a strong living 
link to ‘real’ pollarding like this in the UK, 
and therefore I found it a truly remarkable 
place to visit. 

I would like to say a huge thank you to 
Helen and Vikki for inviting me to attend the 
course, and also to Oscar Schwendtner, 
Susana Cárcamo and Ana Narviaza of 
the Amigos de los Arboles Viejos for their 
hospitality and generosity. Also a big 
thank you to Charo – the incredibly 
hard working translator!

Stunning rugged countryside in the foot 
hills of the Pyrenees at Bertiz.


