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Employing a suitable contractor to undertake veteran management version 2: 

Guidance for tree owners and managers with technical arboricultural knowledge 

This guide is part of a series of documents designed to guide the management process for veteran trees. Before 

reading this document it is recommended that the document ‘Guidance on managing ancient and other veteran 

trees’ is read. This should help identify whether there is a need to undertake management.  

Where there is an identifiable need to manage a veteran tree(s), in particular cutting veteran trees, this guide has 

been prepared to help tree owners and managers employ a suitable contractor to advise and/or undertake 

management work.  

This guide assumes that the reader owns or is responsible for managing a number of veteran trees or has some 

arboricultural knowledge; the questions in this document are more advanced than in version 1. If the reader has no or 

little knowledge of arboriculture it is recommended that version 1: Guidance for tree owners and managers with 

limited knowledge of arboriculture is read. 

 The guide has been split into two sections which focus on areas requiring different considerations. The first looks at 

the operational aspects of the contractors business whilst the second provides some example questions that can be 

used to help gauge a contractors experience in managing veteran trees. 

Section 1 - Business operation 

When drawing up a shortlist of potential contractors one of the first considerations is to ensure you employ a 

professional contractor who complies with the relevant health and safety legislation. In doing so you can ensure that 

risk of injury to people or damage to property is minimised. 

The Arboricultural Association has produced a brief guide entitled 'Choosing your tree surgeon (Arborist)' which 

provides guidance for those choosing a contractor. This guide focuses on operational aspects of tree surgery (such as 

insurance, the use of suitable equipment and qualified staff) and can be found here: http://www.trees.org.uk/Help-

Advice/Public/How-to-safely-select-the-right-Tree-Surgeon 

This guide should provide you with sufficient information to prepare a shortlist of suitable contractors. 

Section 2 - Veteran tree management: Questions to ask a contractor 

Veteran tree management is a complex topic requiring an additional skill set on top of those required for standard tree 

management. Having produced a shortlist of contractors who operate a professional and responsible business (see 

section 1) the next step is to ensure the contractor has suitable knowledge and experience managing veteran trees to 

enable them to provide appropriate management advice and carry out any work recommended. 

The following questions have been devised to enable tree owners and managers to gauge a contractor's knowledge 

and experience on the subject of veteran tree management. A number of simple questions with succinct answers are 

provided below. Some questions have additional explanation notes provided in italics. The main purpose of this 

guidance is to help you engage in conversation with a contractor to give you an understanding as to whether the 
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contractor has the skills and knowledge necessary to advise on and undertake management work. As such, it is not 

necessary to ask all of the questions provided. 

Tree management is both an academic and vocational industry and whilst simple questions and answers are provided 

here, the contractor should be able to show an appreciation of the principles and challenges veteran tree 

management brings as well as an interest in the topic. A good understanding of these is perhaps more important than 

a word for word correct answer. 

1. Can you tell me what experience you have managing veteran trees? 

NOTE: This is an open-ended question and the contractor should be able to demonstrate broad range of experience in 

both providing management advice as well as undertaking management work. To narrow down the answer you may 

wish to ask the contractor: 

 Whether their experience relates to providing management advice, undertaking tree work or both; 

 The range of tree species worked on (ensure they have worked on the same tree species as you are asking 

them to work on); 

 Whether they have worked locally. Different geographical locations have different climates which may affect 

how a tree responds to management (ensure they have managed veteran trees locally); 

 Whether they can provide specific examples of work undertaken which required consideration of wildlife (e.g. 

nesting birds, roosting bats, badger setts, etc.) or sympathetic management of a feature tree (this may be a 

locally prominent tree or one that has great significance in local history) 

 

2. Are you able to tell me what a veteran or ancient tree is, and why they are so valuable? 

Veteran is a term describing a tree with habitat features such as wounds or decay. A veteran tree is a survivor that has 

developed some of the features found on an ancient tree, not necessarily as a consequence of time, but of its life or 

environment. 

An ancient tree is one that has passed beyond maturity and is old, or aged, in comparison with other trees of the same 

species. All ancient trees are veterans, but not all veterans are old enough to be ancient.  

Veteran and ancient trees are a link to our past, form a large part of our cultural heritage and are extremely valuable 

for wildlife. Given the timescales over which grow as well as the intrinsic link they have in our past, these trees are 

irreplaceable. 

NOTE: The two terms are often confused and used interchangeably. Whilst the knowledge of precise definitions is 

useful, an understanding of the values veteran and ancient trees offer is the most important thing. 

3. What should I aim to achieve from the management of my veteran tree? 

The contractor's answer should focus on keeping trees alive as long as possible whilst maintaining the values these 

trees offer, including the continuity of deadwood/decaying wood habitat within the site and/or other cultural values 

the tree might have. 

NOTE: Each site will have additional aims and objectives, which should be determined at a site level, but the above is 

the overarching principle. 

 

4. Can you tell me what the significance of a bracket fungus on a veteran tree is? 
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Whilst the presence of a bracket fungus may require further investigation, its presence alone does not mean the tree 

is diseased or dying. In fact, the presence of wood decay fungi may be beneficial to the ageing process and help extend 

the longevity of the tree. 

NOTE: If the contractor provides an answer that focuses on risk management or automatically considers the presence 

of wood decay fungi to have negative connotations, this should be considered a poor answer. 

5. Should I be concerned about the trunk of my veteran tree being hollow? 

Hollowing is a natural part of the ageing process. It releases nutrients from the wood in the centre of the tree, which 

no longer provides any living function, enabling these nutrients to be recycled by the living tissue to produce new 

wood. A hollowing trunk does not necessarily mean that the tree is likely to fall over.  

In addition, the various stages of the hollowing process provide habitat for a large range of rare species, a number of 

which are unique. The hollowing process, therefore, also increases the ecological value of the tree by providing niche 

habitats. 

6. Can you explain what a 'functional unit' is and why are they important in relation to veteran tree 

management? 

A functional unit is a semi-autonomous unit comprising three main areas: the root system, trunk and foliage bearing 

region (leaves). Functional units may be more readily apparent when there is hollowing of the stem or certain units are 

'missing'.  

Unlike traditional arboriculture, which has a tendency to focus on the tree as a whole, when assessing suitable 

management prescriptions for a veteran trees it is necessary to assess the impact of the management upon individual 

functional units. For example when considering pruning a branch it is necessary to consider whether, after pruning, 

sufficient leaf area will be retained or can be re-grown by the tree to maintain a functional connection between the 

leaves, trunk and the roots; if this doesn’t happen it may cause that functional unit to die. 

NOTE: The general principle here is that a management prescription that encompasses the entire tree, such as 'crown 

reduce by 1m all round', may not be applicable. Instead management should take account of viability of each 

functional unit and what, if anything, needs to be done to ensure its longevity. 

7. Can you explain the terms 'retrenchment' and 'growing down' and what a 'secondary crown' is? 

Retrenchment is a natural process that occurs once tree passes maturity and cannot produce an annual ring of 

sufficient size to sustain a full crown. This is due to the fact that there is a fixed foliage area producing a set amount of 

carbohydrate (wood) each year, but this carbohydrate (wood) has to be spread over a larger area as the trunk size 

increases; resulting in thinner and thinner annual rings being produced. As a result the foliage and root system are 

rebalanced with one another and the periphery of the canopy begins to dieback. This process of retrenchment is also 

known as 'growing down' and produces a secondary crown lower down within the tree. The secondary crown can 

often be seen forming below the full canopy height in the early stages of retrenchment. 

NOTE: Premature dieback of the canopy can also occur in younger trees where adverse site conditions have caused 

damage to tree roots (e.g. intensive livestock densities causing compaction around base of tree or ploughing too close 

to a tree) or where a pathogen causes isolated dieback of leaves or branches. The contractor should be aware of the 

differences between natural retrenchment (as described above and not a cause for concern), and premature dieback of 

the canopy (which may warrant further investigation to identify the cause). 
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8. Have you heard of BS3998:2010? Do you know you why you might choose to deviate from it when managing 

veteran trees? 

BS3998:2010 is the British Standard for Tree Works. It provides guidance and recommendations on a range of different 

tree work operations and is seen as good practice within the arboricultural industry. 

Managing veteran trees requires additional considerations or different approaches to standard arboricultural 

operations in certain circumstances. Some examples may include: 

 Works being phased over a number of years in stages, rather than all undertaken during a single intervention. 

 Retention of stubs instead of removing all growth to branch collar. 

 The use of natural fracture cuts instead of target pruning. 
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