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EACH MONTH WE FEATURE AN ANCIENT BRITISH 
TREE. THIS MONTH THE ANCIENT TREE FORUM 
INTRODUCES US TO...

determining whether a tree is a veteran, 
so we undervalue the ‘lesser’ veteran 
trees, even though they are still valuable.

With a full, healthy crown and stem 
diameters of 1m, these trees may not 
jump out as veterans. They don’t exhibit 
obviously hollow stems, retrenched 
crowns, aerial deadwood, tears or scars 
in the crown – but despite this lack of 
obvious veteran characteristics, these 
trees provide a valuable habitat. 

A tomogram undertaken of one of the 
trees showed it to be almost two-thirds 
hollow, despite there being no external 
signs of decay. This may raise concerns 
for arborists who have their inspection 
hats on, but the tree statics data for 
this tree show that this hollowing only 
presents a 11% reduction in strength. 

Moreover, we know from Raimbault 
that, as trees age, they begin to hollow 
naturally. This hollowing progresses 
slowly from the inside to the outside, 
starting with the central heartwood. 
A hollowing stem is one of most 

T
hese two oaks were the focus of 
the Ancient Tree Forum’s activities 
at the Arboricultural Association’s 
annual trade show, the ARB Show. 

Unassuming in appearance, these trees 
perfectly illustrate several key issues in 
veteran tree management.

In arboriculture we make comparisons; 
Mattheck’s Visual Tree Assessment 
works by comparing the tree being 
inspected with the ‘ideal tree’. Arborists 
will have an image of a veteran tree in 
their mind’s eye; it most likely has a large 
girth, a retrenched crown, a hollow trunk 
and aerial deadwood. We compare all 
trees we survey against this image.

In Britain we are privileged to have 
a wealth of old trees – the result of our 
unique history of land management. We 
see these trees on an almost daily basis, 
so we undervalue their importance, 
and the ‘veteran tree’ that we have in 
our mind’s eye has been corrupted due 
to the wealth of veteran trees that we 
have. The bar is often set too high when 

valuable wood decay habitats, and an 
increasingly rare one. With an intact 
outer ring of sapwood, there is limited 
oxygen in the centre of the stem, 
resulting in a slow rate of decay – which 
produces a stable habitat for a huge 
range of valuable saproxylic organisms 
(those dependent on decaying wood).

Identifying veteran trees is not about 
ticking all of the boxes for visible habitat. 
Instead, it should be acknowledged that 
not all veterans provide the same type 
of habitat, and that, consequently, they 
don’t all look the same. Some of the 
most valuable habitats are those that 
aren’t visible from the outside. Using 
our knowledge of how trees grow, age 
and hollow, we can make informed 
assessments relating to the decay 
process happening inside a tree. The 
next time you look at a veteran tree, 
think beyond what is visible, and use 
your knowledge of how trees grow and 
age to assess the habitat the tree offers. 

Thanks to Paul Melarange from Think 
Trees for undertaking and providing the 
results of the tomogram.

The Ancient Tree Forum champions the 
biological, cultural and heritage value 
of Britain’s ancient and 
veteran trees, and provides 
advice on their value and 
management at 
www.ancienttreeforum.co.uk  
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