
4948

Science & Opinion

Wood pasture and parkland is one 
of the most threatened habitats 
in the UK, and it requires expert 
management from those with 
knowledge and experience of veteran 
trees. A new resource is now available 
to arboricultural consultants that will 
enable them to identify sites which 
may have signifi cant populations of 
ancient and veteran trees, to deal with 
planning applications and to design 
appropriate planting schemes.

Natural England has put together a 
provisional inventory of wood pasture and 
parkland sites. The aim of the inventory 
is to collate baseline information on the 
location of wood pasture and parkland 
and provide statistics about the extent 
and area of the habitat in England, with a 
view to identifying those sites likely to be of 
signifi cance for nature conservation. 

Creation of the inventory has already 
confi rmed the need to carry out more 
detailed survey and evaluation on the 
ground to check the presence of the 
habitat and to better understand the 
current state of the resource. Nevertheless, 
the dataset has already proved useful 
in starting to address the conservation 
and restoration of this priority habitat. For 
example, Natural England’s data has been 
combined with data from the Woodland 

Trust showing where Ancient Tree 
Inventory (ATI) volunteers have recorded 
ancient and veteran trees and with a list 
of sites the Ancient Tree Forum (ATF) has 
identifi ed as important for their populations 
of veteran trees. Initial analysis shows that 
where the three layers of data coincide, 
important sites for the conservation of 
veteran tree populations are located. 

Wood pastures can be dynamic in the 
landscape. What appears to be a core 
population of veteran trees may be 
surrounded by outlying veterans which 
are not obviously part of the same site 
today but study of historic data may 
show the trees to be descended from the 
same population. The impact of disease, 
changes in land management practices 
and natural decline due to old age result 
in the fragmentation of tree populations 
and mean the locations of sites and trees 
in their historic context landscape may be 
diffi cult to identify. 

What is wood pasture and 
parkland?

Wood pastures and parklands are mosaic 
habitats valued for their trees, especially 
veteran and ancient trees, and the plants 
and animals they support. Grazing animals 
are fundamental to the existence of this 

habitat. Specialised and varied habitats 
within wood pasture and parkland provide 
a home for a wide range of species, many 
of which occur only in these habitats, 
particularly insects, lichens and fungi 
which depend on dead and decaying 
wood. Individual, open-grown trees, some 
of which may be of great size and age, are 
key elements of the habitat and many sites 
are also important historic landscapes. 

A key feature of wood pasture and 
parkland sites is a long continuity of 
grazing management on the same piece 
of land as the trees, which were often 
managed for their wood products. They 
might be derived from medieval forests 
and emparkments, wooded commons 
or parks and pastures with trees in them. 
Some subsequently had a designed 
landscape superimposed in the 16th to 
19th centuries. A range of native species 
usually predominates amongst the 
old trees, but there may be non-native 
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Figure 1: English longhorn cattle in 
wood pasture. (Brian Muelaner)
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species which have been planted or have 
regenerated naturally. Other sites are 
derived from parklands with their origins in 
the 19th century or later but which contain 
much older trees derived from an earlier 
landscape.

The five main criteria a site should possess 
to be considered to support wood pasture 
and parkland are: 

•	 a secure population of veteran trees

•	 a good source of standing and fallen 
dead and decaying wood

•	 nectar sources for those invertebrates 
that depend on wood decay inside the 
veteran trees

•	 a matrix of more or less open habitat 
(which might include grassland, 
heathland, scrub or woodland 
vegetation communities)

•	 grazing of the open habitat around the 
trees by domestic or wild animals, or 
by mowing where it is not possible to 
use grazing animals.

The sites mapped on the provisional wood 
pasture and parkland inventory are ideally 
those where all five of these features are 
present. 

The 2011 revision of the habitat description 
and definition was necessary to recognise 
the value of wood pastures in the uplands. 
Upland wood pastures in Scotland have 
been well researched and reported, 
though this is less true in the uplands of 
England where further work is necessary 
to better understand their value and to 
increase their profile. This is reflected in 
Natural England’s provisional inventory, 
where it is likely that the habitat remains 
under-recorded in the uplands. Veteran 
tree populations can be more challenging 
to identify in the uplands where the more 
difficult growing conditions mean very 
small trees can be of a great age. 

The dataset of sites also includes 
parkland and/or wood pasture that have 
been converted to other land uses such 
as arable fields, forestry and amenity 
land, but where surviving veteran trees 
contribute to the nature conservation 
interest of the site. It may be difficult to 
pick up these situations from a desk study, 
but it is important that they are included 
because some of the characteristic 
wood-pasture and parkland species may 
have survived this change in state. Some 
ancient tree populations are still to be 
found subsumed within modern forestry 
plantations or secondary woodland that 
has grown up since grazing animals were 
removed from the site, and it may be 

possible to restore the site to its former 
land-use type.

Explicitly not included in the plan are 
upland, sheep-grazed, closed-canopy oak 
woodland, which is dealt with in its own 
habitat action plan (HAP), and parklands 
with 19th-century origins or later with none 
of the characteristics listed above. 

Why is this data needed?
A habitat inventory can be very useful 
for identifying sites which might be 
affected by local planning policies and 
development control. The National 
Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) 
published by the Department for 
Communities and Local Government in 
2012 states that ‘planning permission 
should be refused [by local planning 
authorities] for development resulting in 
the loss or deterioration of irreplaceable 
habitats, including ancient woodland, and 
the loss of aged or veteran trees found 
outside ancient woodland, unless the 
need for, and benefits of, the development 
in that location clearly outweigh the loss’. 
The creation of a provisional inventory for 
wood pasture and parkland sites goes 
some way to identifying the location 
of aged or veteran tree populations. 
Arboriculturists will be able to use the 
inventory to identify when they are likely to 
be working on those sites. 

The dataset also provides a baseline from 
which the impact of conservation action 
can be measured. It can also be useful 
to inform activities such as targeting agri-
environment scheme options to support 
improvements to both biodiversity and the 
historic environment. 

It is important to note that the dataset is 
not complete. Those working on sites that 
are in the wood pasture and parkland 
inventory are in a good position to ‘ground-
truth’ the data and make it more robust by 
adding and updating information to the 
Ancient Tree Inventory at www.ancient-
tree-hunt.org.uk. 

How has it been produced?
Natural England’s provisional inventory is 
a spatial dataset showing the geographic 
extent and location of the priority habitat 
wood pasture and parkland. The data is 
an analysis of modern aerial photographs 
and historic Ordnance Survey maps, 
and in the south-east of England and 
Greater London, Historic Landscape 
Characterisation (HLC) projects were also 
referred to. A number of other datasets 
were also incorporated to create the final 
layer, including data kindly provided by 
local specialists. The consultants who 
created the dataset should be mapped. 

Where can I get hold of the 
data? 
Natural England’s provisional inventory for 
wood pasture and parkland is available 
on the MAGIC website (magic.defra.
gov.uk/) where metadata is provided 
to describe in detail how the data was 
compiled, including a full list of the 
datasets which contributed to the final 
layer. 

The Ancient Tree Inventory is also publicly 
accessible and data can be viewed and 
added to it at www.ancient-tree-hunt.org.
uk. It should be noted that the combined 
data, which includes the Ancient Tree 
Forum’s list of sites important for their 
veteran tree populations, is not yet 
publicly available.

What information is 
recorded?

It might appear that the dataset 
highlights those sites which are 
registered as parks and gardens on the 
list held by Historic England. Often these 
sites are based on 18th-century and later 
designed landscapes. However, wood 
pasture and parkland are also found on 
sites that are not on Historic England’s 
Register of Parks and Gardens and it 
is possible that some important wood 
pastures and parkland sites will have 
been missed, for example where the 
historic house and associated buildings 
have disappeared. A good example of 
this is illustrated on page 50 – a site in 
the Needwood Forest in Staffordshire 
where the house associated with the 
parkland was destroyed by fire but the 
grounds have been redeveloped. The 
land associated with the country house 
has many veteran and ancient trees. 
Figure 2 shows the site as it appears 
on the OS Epoch 1 maps and figure 3 
shows how it appears on modern aerial 
photographs. 

Is it accurate information?
As described above, the data to populate 
the provisional inventory was gathered as 
a desk exercise by searching historic maps 
and modern aerial photographs. This was 
the only way to cover the whole of England 
efficiently. 

Ideally the resulting dataset will be 
ground-truthed to confirm the presence 
of the habitat, but a lack of available 
resource means this is unlikely to happen 
in the short term. Consultants who are 
regularly visiting sites could help increase 
the accuracy of the dataset by, where 
client confidentiality allows, updating the 
boundaries that it contains.



5150

Science & Opinion

What of the future?

The dataset that has been created is 
relevant to the work that consultants do 
with respect to planning applications and 
planting schemes for sites that support 
wood pasture and parkland. The dataset 
will help consultants identify sites that 
are important for nature conservation by 
providing an alert to the presence of this 
priority habitat and the potential presence 
of rare and protected species. Consultants 
will then be in a better position to ensure 
appropriate management is recommended 
for its long-term survival.

Natural England and the Woodland Trust 
are exploring other uses of the information 
contained in the data layer by comparing 
it with other datasets. For example, in 
the 1930s Sir Dudley Stamp led a citizen 
science project to map a number of 
habitats, and the resulting maps show, 
in a crude way, how the landscape has 
changed since then. An example is shown 
in figure 4 of a parkland site with woodland 
and grassland completely surrounded by 
arable land.

It might also be possible to integrate the 
present and past habitat information with 
species distribution to further support 
conservation action.

There is more work to be done on the 
combined datasets from the Ancient Tree 
Inventory project partners – the Woodland 
Trust, the Tree Register of the British Isles, 
and the Ancient Tree Forum. 

Initial analysis of the resulting single layer 
has revealed the location of important 
sites for the conservation of veteran tree 
populations. Further analysis may also 
reveal links with the landscape we see 
today and historic landscapes which 
were probably more tree covered in the 
past, particularly where they coincide with 
ancient royal hunting forests.

An outcome of the analysis is shown in 
figure 5 where the dark colour shows the 
coincidence of the three datasets, and 
the palest where only one dataset exists – 
which could be any one of the three.

Gaps on the map have already been 
identified. For example, where two 
datasets coincide, and potentially 
important sites are flagged up, the 
absent layer might be due to lack of 
volunteer effort to record veteran trees 
in the ATI layer, it could be due to lack of 
evidence to allow wood pasture polygons 
to be mapped with certainty in Natural 
England’s provisional inventory for wood 
pasture and parkland, or simply that ATF 
supporters are not aware of the site and 
have not flagged it as being important. 

Figure 2: A site in Staffordshire from the Epoch 1 Ordnance Survey map (mapped between 
1843 and 1893). The red line shows the site boundary. (Map produced by Nigel Brown, 
Evidence Team, Natural England August 2015. © Crown copyright and database right 2015 
Ordnance Survey 100022021)

Figure 3: The same site as in figure 1 on a modern aerial photograph from the early 2000s. 
The red line shows the site boundary. (Map produced by Nigel Brown, Evidence Team, 
Natural England August 2015. © Crown copyright and database right 2015 Ordnance Survey 
100022021)
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In each case, there is a need for further 
investigation and evidence-gathering. 

It is vital to ensure the right management 
actions are implemented on the sites that 
do support this priority habitat to ensure 
the continued presence of the specialised 
habitat found in the veteran trees and on the 
land around them. At many of the sites, the 
veteran trees have been present for many 
centuries, and the ecological continuity 
through many generations is unique and 
very special. This continuity into the future 
is vital to maintain the interest of the site. 
The specific management required will 
vary from site to site, but at its heart will be 
management of the veteran trees present 
on the site to ensure the longevity of the 
individual specimens or to make sure 
new trees are being planted to ensure the 
longevity of the veteran tree population for 
the next few hundred years. 

Suzanne Perry is a senior specialist at 
Natural England. If you would like more 
information about this project, please 
contact Suzanne at suzanne.perry@
naturalengland.org.uk or on 0208 0261636.
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Figure 4: Apparently showing a dramatic example of Dudley Stamp mapping highlighting the 
vulnerable nature of some wood pasture sites and their situation as an oasis of wood pasture 
in a desert of arable cultivation. Legend: yellow = rough grazing; red = urban; blue = water; 
brown = arable; pink = suburban; light green = grassland; dark green = woodland. (Map 
produced by Nigel Brown, Evidence Team, Natural England August 2015. © Crown copyright 
and database right 2015 Ordnance Survey 100022021)

Figure 5: The dark colour shows the coincidence of the three datasets (from Natural England, 
the Woodland Trust’s Ancient Tree Inventory and the Ancient Tree Forum) and the palest where 
only one dataset exists – which could be any one of the three.
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Physical benefits of urban trees: 
state-of-knowledge review
The results of a research project to 
explore ‘What we know and don’t know 
about the physical benefi ts of urban 
trees’ have been published online.

In June 2014, the Trees & Design Action 
Group (TDAG) received a Fund4Trees 
(F4T) research grant of £5,000 for the 
work, which focused specifi cally on the 
cooling, stormwater attenuation and 
carbon sequestration benefi ts of urban 
trees. The fi ndings are now available via 
tdag.org.uk/research.html.

Professor Rob MacKenzie, Director 
of the Birmingham Institute of Forest 
Research and Chair of the F4T Research 
Advisory Committee, said, ‘We hear a 
lot about the general benefi ts of trees in 
towns, but practitioners need to know 
what can be claimed for a specifi c tree 
in a specifi c spot. This review of the 
state-of-knowledge goes a long way to 
providing what practitioners need in order 
to make sound decisions that balance 
environmental, social, and fi nancial 
benefi ts.’ 

In its summary of the project, TDAG says, 
‘Some considerable research has been 
and continues to be carried out on the 
physical benefi ts of urban trees in the UK, 
the rest of Europe and beyond. However, 
initial surveys of the literature suggest that, 
while some areas have already been well 
covered, the work has been carried out 
by many isolated groups of researchers 
and consequently there has been no 
overall methodological framework, or 
even consistent physical basis for their 
investigations. In addition, some of the 
benefi ts have only been modelled, not 
investigated by experiment, while in many 
other cases only generic benefi ts of 

“typical” trees have been quantifi ed with 
little investigation of the infl uence of tree 
species or cultivation techniques. The 
result is that, while there is good deal of 
literature, it is often quite inaccessible to 
practitioners and the general public.’ 

Conducted Dr Mohammad Rahman from 
the Technical University of Munich and 
Professor Roland Ennos from University 
of Hull thanks to a F4T research grant, this 
project aimed to collect and review the 
research that has been carried out on the 
physical benefi ts of urban trees, identify 
what is and what is not known about them, 
and how best to improve our knowledge. 

The list of physical benefi ts delivered 
by trees in the urban environment being 
quite long, the research scope was 
narrowed to three areas of physical 
benefi ts which are often used as a basis 
for decision-making on urban greening 
policies and pursued through landscape 
design in individual projects: stormwater 
attenuation, temperature cooling, carbon 
sequestration 

All three papers can be downloaded 
from tdag.org.uk/research.html. 
Find out more about Fund4Trees at 
fund4trees.org.uk.

News 
update
One-day course on valuing and managing 
veteran trees
Wednesday 22 June and Wednesday 26 October, Ashtead, 
Surrey

Ancient and other veteran trees are a highly prized part of the 
UK landscape. However, they are vulnerable to decline and loss 
through neglect, lack of understanding and poor management. 
This one-day course will focus on how to assess these trees 
for their heritage, biodiversity and other values, and to provide 
guidance on managing the ageing tree and its root system to 
improve its prospects for health and longevity.

Three-day advanced course for trainers on 
valuing and managing veteran trees
Wednesday 28 to Friday 30 September 2016, Ambleside, 
Cumbria

This residential course to be held at Rydal Hall and its grounds 
is aimed at those who would like to share their own knowledge 
and experience of veteran trees with colleagues, employees, 
volunteers and community groups. It will equip attendees with 
the skills, confi dence and resources to be able to deliver the 
ATF’s one-day course on ‘Valuing and managing veteran trees’ 
(see above).

ATF Autumn Field Meeting
Thursday 13 October 2016, Wimpole, Cambridgeshire

The fi rst record of a deer park at this site, now owned by the 
National Trust, is from 1302. Join us to look at management of 
veteran trees within the Capability Brown-designed landscape, in 
this 300th anniversary year of the landscape gardener’s birth. 

ATF Scotland
For news of the ATF Scotland group’s forthcoming events, 
including the summer fi eld trip to the Brahan Estate on Saturday 
2 July, see page 63. More details are available from the group’s 
coordinator, Adam Riedi: acriedi@yahoo.co.uk.

Ancient and other veteran trees: further 
guidance on management
Recognised as essential reading for those who care for and 
manage ancient and other veteran trees, this handbook is now 
available to buy online directly from the ATF. Every copy sold will 
help us continue our work to bring about better understanding 
of, and protection for, ancient trees. The book brings together the 
collective wisdom of ATF founders, trustees and other ancient 
tree specialists and is edited by David Lonsdale. Due to high 
demand, it has recently been reprinted. Buy the book from 
www.ancienttreeforum.co.uk/resources.

For more information or to book onto our courses 
and events, go to www.ancienttreeforum.co.uk/
events.


